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Sabine Coelsch-Foisner

The Mental Context of Poetry:
From Philosophical Concepts of Self
to a Model of Poetic Consciousness (Ethos — Mode — Voice)

Mind and Poem

Why do philosophers of mind bother so little about poetry? This question haunted me as I
was examining cognitive concepts of identity, personhood, and consciousness in an effort to
redefine the voice that speaks in the poem and, according to postmodern theories, speaks
with little authority. The effort was part of a comprehensive project of reading and mapping
© . the poetry of a generation of women who came to maturity in the 1940s and 1950s. Critical
- concepts of the dead poet rivalled with the actual voices recorded at interviews and heard at
: ',ﬁoetry readings, with the letters I received and the odd scraps of paper, handwritten drafts
and manuscripts I was screening, as I approached this lost generation.
- .. Proceeding from the assumption that an excessive concern with schools and movements
enerated maps of English poetry from which many important and interesting names
¢ effectively effaced — especially women poets — my aim was to recover and (re)situate
ieir work in the canon of modern English poetry. But how could this be done in a critical
nate that either suggested the irrelevance of the author or insisted on the poet’s gender?
could I read and contextualise their work without ignoring that there was an obvious
ection between the poems and the persons, i.c. bétween text and mental dispositions,
een lived experience and the poets’ familiarity with the English poetic tradition, be-
1, their poetry and their other work: verse drama and libretti, opera translations, chil-
erse, biographies, autobiographies, critical studies, philosophical treatises. How
both the biographical fallacy of reading their poems in terms of their lives and
ly. fallacious idea that the circumstances under which these poems were written
levance to the text, its form, linguistic structure, and mode?
ler’s epistolary and polyphonous poems — meditations in two voices, as she
ibtitled them — were as much informed by the experience of separation and waiting
n-women during the Second World War as they were the result of available aes-
scourses, and signifying practices. The apocalyptic images of fallen cities
0d1es in Kathleen Raine’s early poetry reflect both the symbolic language of
m and her commitment to the Perennial Philosophy. Stevie Smith’s preoc-
th is enshrined in the camivalesque madness of her verse, its disruptive
Isive intertextuality, It was impossible to sidestep the question of contin-
nse that there is something gratuitous or contingent about one’s being any
ual at all”, as Lars Hertzberg (143) has put it, even more so since the sense
particularly strong in these poets.
ad.died before my work was started (Frances Bellerby, Lilian Bowes
Ruth Pitter, Edith Sitwell, Stevie Smith, Dorothy Wellesley, Ursula
Sheila Wingfield), some were still alive (Phoebe Hesketh, Elizabeth
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(which pecessarily involves an experiencing g
biographical interpretation techniques or oD post~Romantic gxpressive theories of the self,
ditative, self-reflexive poetry underlying, 01 example, the defi-
re than half a century ago.

which are limited to the me
] Northrop Frye MmO

nitions of “tyric’ offered by
Both methods WeTe pro‘olematic. _
On the oné hand, poems often bore tittle resemblance to any other utterance made or
and 1t was obvious that metapoetic gtaternents Of experi-
be taken as master—interpretations in

written by 2 particular poet,
ences cecounted by the poets the
what proved 2 complex exegetic €

and interviews. private records, critic

tions, and personal correspondence. On
dent of processes in which experienc

whotly indepen

tribute t0 2 person’s sense of identity — fears nurture

reavement, iliness, turning points and moments of crisis — would have meant betraying the

existential Of cognitive (which is not the same as mimetic) dimension of poetsy- The di-
in view of radical non-referential or constructivist textual aesthetics

recarious situation caused by 2 radical empiricist standpoint, as Ted

mselves could not
fFort involving such disparate materials as conversations

al and autobiographical comments, reviews, publica-
the other hand, 0 treat the poems as if they were
onsciousness and con-

es register in ¢
d by the War, birth and otillbirth, be-

work

was comparable {0 the p
shown:

Honderich has
on of total isolation

art from a positi
e [ Evidently we

e could ever escape from ther
ome sense We (must already koW s0me

not just, as Locke thought, in manipt-
ut atso in receiving that experience it-

1, experience it makes us st

we know everything throug

1d, and then it becomes miraculous that W

must start from within the world jtself, which means that in 8

fhings, Without naving to find them out. The mind must be active,
o alveady received passively, b

{ating and puilding on an experient
self. (Honderich 228)

By insisting

Conceptuallys radical empiricism has a great deal

and the challenge for any viable concept of the gelf lies In overcoming
pett (421) has called the “chasm of absolutism” without ending in a cons
all. Dennett himself has placed the self somewhere between wempirical idiocy” an
physical claptrap”s i.e. between denying that We exist and claiming “eptities, either i
brains, or over 4 rains, that control our bodies, think our thoughts, W

nd above oWF b
decisions” (413).
Dennett’s definition
gue in analogy 10 i

and textual — oF ideolo
cars Of Cameras (if we leave as!

The voice 1D the poer,

ood starting point.

If, lies between metaphysical claptrap,
gical - idiocy, o1 and. Poems are 1o
de, for the purpose of this paper, exi®
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er
08 tal and automatic writ%ng as w<_eil as anonymous %roup poetry and other experimental forms
the recently evolved by virtual writers on the Web)." To start from what cognitive philosophy
Jes- has called the “zombie”—position,2 4 position of total isolation in the world, will lead the
énse critic into argumentative trouble when it comes to accounting for the processes or factors by
onal which symb_olic signifying practices produce new texts. How can discourses, signs, texts,
well). and ideologies ever lead out of such isolation or, conversely, out of a total embeddedness in
jence culture? Somewhere, at some stage in this process of production there is an editor, a meet-
yeho- ing-point for these discourses, ideologies, signs and texts: a mind or consciousness, which
e self, “must be active, not just [...] in manipulating and building on an experierice already re-
e defi- ceived passively, but also in receiving that experience itself”, to use Honderich’s words.
g ago- Consciousness is the pivotal concept of my study of mid-twentieth-century British
women’s poetry, now published as Revolution in Poetic Consczousness An Existential
(ade of Reading of Mid-Twentieth-Century British Women's Poetry (2002).> The typology evolved
experi- for reading @d contextua!zsmg tth corpus 1s base'd on thrlee categones..?ypes. of ez‘h'os,
fions in _ modes, and voices. According to this rpodel the poetic voice 1§ seen as the site pf interaction
.rsations between fundamental self-world relations which constitute the human situation (types of
qublica‘ ‘ethos) and formal structures, aesthetic conventions as well as currents of thought prevailing
hey Were available at a particular time in a particular cultural environment (modes). The aim of the
and con- esent paper is to explore the nexus between mind and poem, on which this model is
bixth, be- predicated, from a broader cognitive perspective, addressing relevant philosophical and
ng the ychological concepts of self, personthood, identity, and consciousness. For this purpose I
rayﬁ}he di- 11 first examine the grounds on which philosophy of mind has excluded and, more re-
yae shetics ently, integrated the imagination in descriptions of identity. It will be argued that this con-

al shift is crucial for overcoming the problematic literary-critical distinction between
pi cal or biographical self (‘the poet speaklng in his or her own voice”) and poetic or
If (‘persona’). Focusing in particular on notions of self-creation, narrative self-
and intentionality, I shall demonstrate the relevance of these philosophical aspects in
ing-the mental context of poetry — the beliefs and attitudes (types of ethos) inter-
ith cuttural forces and aesthetic conventions (modes) and actualised in the mdivid-
ading of Lilian Bowes Lyon’s poem “Helen Mediates Before Her Portrait as
ill illustrate the methodological implications of this conceptual framework.

)intv as Ted

total jsolation
1 pvidently W€
dy know sOme

Hb_li'_s_ _ing by groups of anonymous writers constitutes a radical answer in poetry to
ist/posthumanist theory: the poem without a poet. [t seems, however, too ¢arly to estimate
issshift from individual to virtua) consciousness in the contemporary poetry scene and its

-deﬂmtlon “[... ] a zombie is or would be a human being who exhibits perfectly
us, vivacious behaviour but is in fact not conscious at all, but rather some sort of
whole. point of the philosopher’s notion of zombie is that you can’t tell a zombie from a
amining external behavior” (73).

a$. presented in this paper, mainly in connection with the self as a centre of narrative
qr_i my' theory of poetic consciousness evolved in Vol. I: Poetry, Self, and Culture, es-




Sabine Coelsch-Foisner

60

question: why does philosophy of mind bother sO little about

two aspects: (a) postmodern axioms about the death of the
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How Dead Is the Poet?
ncepts of art

exp eriential €0
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ach with expressive and
d Michel Fo

go when Roland Barthes 20
the (poet’s) mind were pushed 10 the

came mainly & textual, intertex-

ities. In fact, the

ding commum
vious critical claim, polarised

postmodern bre
t four decades 2
ty OVer the tex‘c,5

In the light of the
brought about almos

the author any authort
outer margin of critical debates. The di

tual, or disc rsive affair, a question of 1

poststructuralist verdict on metaphysics,

textual and materialist theorics. In the seventies, for example, gynocritical feminism’ be-
ing the work of female writers.

came an establi } for feminist practices of investigat
Moreover, the institutions of the literary world — publish'mg houses, libraries, anthologies,
iversity sytlabuses, ed attaching im-

poetry readings, unt copyright 1aw, and o 0N — continu
portance 10 the author, not only as a social, academic of legal convention, but as @ real per-
son that speaks 10 audiences, receives royalties and prizes, holds copyrights and is photo-
graphed and interviewed for marketing Purposes- In fact, the preoccupation with a poet’s
identity — as with identity general — has never been greater than in the last couple of dec-
ades. Homepages and other electronic means of pre to the world (see,
for example, contemporary poets’ websites) are expressive 0 reasing obsession
cally generating eVer more andardised

with individuality while paradoxi

images of selfhood.
Fotis Jannidis’s collection of essays

inguiries about
scussion of poetry be
deologies and rea
more than any pre

shed labe

f an ever-inc
functional and st

Return of the Author (1999) marks a recent effort to
hor as a critical

re-conceptualise 8 diehard phenomenoil. In fact, far from obliterating the aut

or commercial category, as @ symptom of the modem identity cult, and as a bearel of au-
thorial rights, the debate about the death of the author has had an exiremely invigorating
effect on siudies about the ego, self, of ’, both i and outside literature departmenis. Iden-
tity was reconceived n terms of a dynamic flux, & product of ideologies, cultural signifying.
practices, OF psy—techno‘logie:s,7 depending on whether the vantage point was psychoanalyti—_
cal, feminist, OF Marxist, or any combination of these. Simultaneously, the shift from the:

e ,
Cf, Kendall Walton. . :
* (1968); Michel Foucault, “What is an Author?” (1969). Seef1t
« Avoiding the Subject: A F

Roland Barthes, «]a mort de 1 apteur’
this context also Jerrold Seigel's study of Foucault’s anti-subjectivitys

caultian Ttinerary”
On the two traditions i

4

5
— woman a8 reader (feminist critigue) and woman as ¥
(gynocritics) — see Elaine Showalter, «Towards a Feminist Poetics”, here Pp- 25-6. .
on of the self in his essay « puthority and the Genealogy of Subjectty

e or object of practices of “being humar-

gee Nikolas Rose’s definiti
here p. 299 “The ‘self’ does not form the general substrat
ioined to adopt towards its

particular style or relation that the humen being 15 enjoine
alogically, certain practices in Greek, Roman, Christian with those of our owi
Inventing Our Selves, especially his chapter = Agsembling Ourselves” (PP- 169-97).

n feminist criticism
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author to the reader, and from the autonomous individual to its determination by extraneous

ut factors (material conditions, cultural constructions of gender, psy-specialists, internet-

the technology), stimulated a host of critical debates grappling with the burden of referentiality,
and exploring ways of explaining literary activity without postulating it as a system of mi-
metic representations, What characterises the multi-faceted landscape of postmodern, in
fact twentieth-century, theorising about poetry is not a surrender of the self, but a groping
for alternative concepts and terms replacing the “core of sense-making activities” and the
self-constructing “self of hermeneutics”: mask, persona, voice, the author-function (Fou-

of ,art cault 143), the assembled self (Rose, Inventing 177). '

‘t“ﬁi The postmodern distrust of mental categories, states and processes as having any rele-

0

vance to the discussion of poetry is grounded on a metaphysical, idealist model of con-
tertex sciousness, long abandoned in cognitive philosophical theories in favour of alternative, and

-Ct’_thz often radical, concepts of identity, such as Derek Parfit’s reductionist theory of the self as a

’m?se mere continuity of experiences which death simply ends: “This is all there is to the fact that

s be- there will be no one living who will be me.”® Questions of poetic consciousnéss must there-

wters. ' . fore be raised against the background of these developments rather than by fighting again

101"%1_65’ _ the humanist windmills attacked by Barthes and Foucault. What are the perspectives of

hing 177 ... cogpitive philosophy’ in respect of poetry and poetic positions of self, and how can they be

:fea]‘hi;i;- 5 o 'ap'plied to poetic theory and critical practice?

is ‘ S

\ apPoet’S LR

le ;3; E‘;CE; “Folk-Psychology and the Subjective View

vor ’ RE.

‘ Obsess,lmé -argue that works of literature are excluded from (cognitive) philosophy is not correct,

andardise G oetry (and literature in general) is rarely given any serious or consistent attention in
ussions of consciousness, self, and identity. The following examples will demonstrate

ent effort tol impression.’’

as a criicd 0L The Philosophy and Psychology of Personal Identity Jonathan Glover cites Ted

:earér of 5‘“1' ¢s;: GGoethe, Philip Larkin, Keats, and Sartre; in Reasons and Persons Parfit refers to

invigoratiné oger Scruton (Modern Philosophy 220 and 253) cites Mary Shelley and James

tmeT}tS- _Id?n- and Dennett quotes Paul Valéry, Canon Doyle, Tom Sharpe (413), and David Lodge

ral S;%’;;Zﬁlg ' . Most references are to comments made by writers on aspects of special interest to

ysychQ L

shift from e -

Reasons and Persons, see especially his chapter “What Does Matter”, pp. 281-306; here p. 281,
of the huge variety of cognitive models and the complexity of studies of mind (both phi-
"mind and the more recent interdisciplinary study of cognition, based on linguistics and psy-
I must limit myself to a few significant theories and to aspects I consider particularly relevant
tudy- of poetic consciousness.

ishing this paper I got hold of Peter Stockwell’s recent study Cognitive Poetics. By dealing
such as conceptual metaphor, cognitive deixis, mental spaces and text worlds, Stockwell’s
6t demonstrates impressively how cognitive psychology and linguistic models may be applied
dy. of poetry, especially with regard to the process of reading. For the purpose of this paper I
on philesophical concepts rather than on the linguistic schemata proposed in his book. Brief
owever, will be made to Stockwell’s chapter on text worlds, which relates to recent devel-
phenomenology.
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people do in terms of what they believe, what they want, what they hope for and are afraid
of, their moods, what they are like, who they love or hate, their ambition, their jealousy,
their embarrassment, and so on” (Glover 111). Conceived of as folk psychology, according
to which beliefs and desires are put forward as causes of people’s behaviour, literature
received little attention in cognitive circles calling for an alternative, scientific set of con-
cepts to comprehend how we think about the world, about other people and about our-
selves.'

While this denigration of writers and poets as ‘folk psychologists’ presupposes a corre-
spondence of the psychological processes (and modes of behaviour) operating in literature
and those operating in everyday life, the far greater difficulty for a cognitive theory of the
voice speaking in the poem lies in the obvious fact that poetic utterances, more often than
not, fail to comply with such common-sense assumptions about who we are. As George
Miller (42) suggests when asking: “If a poet believes that a river is conscious because it
perceives a path downhill, because it remembers how to reach the sea, because it becomes
angry during the spring floods and thinks long, solemn, majestic thoughts in summer, do
you see any argument to dissuade him?” Poetic ‘beliefs’ obviously elude both psychologi-
cal belief-desire models of action and philosophical tools of logic and persuasion. By citing

Kafka’s Metamorphosis in his essay “Imagination and the Sense of Identity” Hertzberg
. ‘addresses this problem:

on might be thought, perhaps, that the sharing of concepts that is presupposed by our ability to use lan-

<. gliage in comrnunicating with one another should show itself in our agreeing on what our concepts do
_"and do not allow for in specific cases. But in fact the language we use is not circumscribed in this way.
.- After all, it belongs to the life of our language that we tell and listen to stories in which men turn into
animals or trees, and statues or wooden dolls turn human, etc. Understanding these stories requires no
““special preparation: no special sense of the word ‘human being’ has to be introduced, for mstance. In
act, I'do not understand a story unless T understand most of the words in it outside the story. [...]
Does this mean that these fantastic possibilities are already in some sense provided for in the way these
words dare used in other contexts, or are we to say that a different way of using these words is involved
here? Where does ‘one use’ end and ‘another use’ begin? [...]

lternative view might be that what limits our ability to regard something as an imaginable event,
ther than logical coherence, are simply our beliefs about the way things are. Thus, if in the context,
-a forensic or scientific investigation someone put forward the suggestion that a person had
into an insect, we obviously could not understand his words as a serious attempt to tell us some-
it-would take him either to be joking or to be insane. On the other hand, it might be suggested
eason we regard a story like Metamorphosis as intelligible is that it is understood from the out-

be fantastic. In other words, it is not even taken to depict something that might actually happen.
berg 146-7)

rom Folk -Psychology to Cognitive Science and Greenwood, ed, The Future of Folk Psy-
th :dlfferences between “folk-psychology” (“people’s everyday understanding of one an-
ical, or mental, terms™) and cognitive science, see also Honderich 283; 572-4, and

|
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An equally qubversive process is at work in Phoebe Hesketh's “Skeleton Bride”, where th
decayed body tempts its fleshly lover in a grim travesty:
1 come to you now to woo your mind

[

ger, Logik der Dichtung-

15 Seee.g Hambur
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wer
See how my ribs let the moonlight in!
: ?g Feel the sockets of my eyes —
y. ] ,
al- 0, won’t you test my rigid wrist
osis And fingers pencil-fine?
011 Explore the mouth where once you kissed
ade. Your soul away in mine? (Netting the Sun 52}
k of N : . .
what Each poem presents identity under fantastic conditions. Rather than upholding the problem-
ertz- atic division into biographical self and Aristotelian character, wh_ich has haunted critical
' debates about the nature of the poetic self and which a view like Hertzberg’s strengthens,
we had better ask what it is that prevents us from judging these speech acts as absurd, and
(cerns how communication is made possible under these circumstances. Cognitive linguistics has

tion is shed light on such shifts from actual to imaginary experience by drawing our attention to
tzberg so-called conceptual metaphors and showing how these operate in everyday speech'® and
how “human psychological processes all derive at some fundamental level from the embod-

- jed human condition.” (Stockwell 109) In other words, all mental processes (fantasy in-

to the ) . cluded) operate in man’s (physical) situation. The idea that our “philosophical view of life
within ol itself [is ...] founded not on an objective world but on a set of metaphorical representations”
dentity ' - {Stockwell 109) constitutes an intriguing alternative to the idea of extrapolation, which is
. “[_ast mplied whenever we move from the actual to an imaginary situation, whenever the locus of
é (Col- ietaphorical shift is the self. For even though one may interpret each of the poems quoted
s “The terms of a metaphorical treatment of human concerns, such as maternity and filial love,
rinto a e_xu;tl attraction, grief, and the instinct of survival, the very position of self involves an
perade, polation from our human situation to plant life, skeleton ‘life’, crow or bat life. Such
and sad ginative extrapolation has constituted a fundamental problem in philosophical debates
oiit identity, because it contravenes both the idea of the interpersonal incomparability of
ion ven- ousness (consciousness is subjective and therefore unique) and its inaccessibility to a

e to her erson (we cannot enter another person’s mind) (Honderich 577).
S'well to recall in this context Thomas Nagel’s seminal essay “What Is It Like to Be a
74). Emphasising the irreducible, subjective character of experience, Nagel argues
availabie method of philosophical investigation will permit us to “extrapolate to the
ife ‘of the bat from our own case” (Nagel 438): “The reason is that every subjective
enon is essentially connected with a single point of view ...” (Nagel 437). In the
€ inadequacy of existing methods, he calls for a new method to furnish an objec-

iption of the subjective point of view:

e"sé'n_f.we are completely unequipped to think about the subjective character of experience without
where the the imagination — without taking up the point of view of the experiential subject. This should

ed:as a challenge to form new concepts and devise a new method — an objective phenomenol-
ependent on empathy or the imagination. (Nagel 449)

koft/Turner, More than Cool Reason.
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According 0 Nagel, we cannot describe what it is like 10 be a bat, precisely hecause OWf

point of view 18 subjective. By implication, the imaginative accounts of identity furnished
by poets are 0o fit territory fof phiiosophical enquiry-

Revisioning the Imagination: Vicarious Experience and ‘Fiction’

The problem about both Nagel’s and Hertzberg’s positions for relating the poetic voice to
any concept of identity under real conditions ties in the fact that their inquiry stops at psy-
chological questions such as the relevance of imaginative role play and yicarious experi-
ence in people’s ordinary 1ives. Given the excessive offer in contemporary cutture of virtual
worlds and fantastic encounters due to technological developments_in the film, jeisure and
entertainment industries, one may legitimately assume that a great deal of people’s sense of
celf is bound up with fantasy and that extrapotations from one’s OWD position 10 another
creature’s life do not constitute @ realm beyond qormal experience, but are intimately con~
nected with our everyday sense of identity and the ways 1n which we shape and experience
ourselves. Poetry seems to be the prime genre for addressing these 185Ues: the structural
autonomy of the poetic voice (as distinct from the voice in drama OF fiction), whether in-
volving & first-person subject or noL, (variably raises questions of subjectivitys identity and
consclousness. Rather than upholdingthe gap theory of distinguishing between the poct
speaking in his or her identical voice and the poet speaking through another creature, which
runs from Aristotle via Keats and Eliot to Northrop Frye,” had we not better int:
imaginative tole-switching into a concept O acknowledge the social, psycho-
logical, and cogpitive significance of forms of speech which take the imagination as their
rationale. Should we not, against the (post—)modem emphasis o1 the autonomy of the text,
(re—)establish the systematic examination of the mental context, 1.e. the «gorld according to
.. (Dennett 83), as @ field of research from which vital answers are to be expected as to
the status of poetty in relation tO individual experience, culture and other texts. This seemas
to me all the more jmportant because words and gestures constitute our sole access 10 at-
other person’s existential 1't=,a'1'1ty,18 and because readers have 100 difficulty in making senseé
of the irrational speeches of bats, CrOWS, 0T skeletons. In other words, the crux in approach-
ing poetic consciousness is not the question of an absolute imaginability but the question ¢
a shared imaginability- Focusing o the roles adopted by @ poet and vicariously shared b;
the reader means drawing attention t0 the very processes by which we make sense of speet
acts and construct jdentities from words.

/

17 Aristotle’s Poetics, chap. 74, esp. P 53; T.S. Bliot, On Poetry and Poels, P
Criticism, PP- 52-4.

18 By concentrating O “the triangle of ‘author-text—reader”
proceeds from similar assumptions: “In short, cognitive poeti
with literary reading, and with both a psychological and & linguistic dimension,
a means of discussing interprefation whether it is an authorly version of the world
and how those interpretations are made manifest in textuality” (5; my italics)-
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our Hesketh’s skeleton possesses an awareness and intentionatity which make it impossible

aed to read the morbid offer of her decayed body without inferring from it z centre of con-
sciousness. The same applies to Keown’s poem, which relates a metamorphic experience
similar to that of Kafka’s Gregor Samsa:

Last night I was a crow, and flew
Languid, in moonlit meadows, where
Thin songs of hurrying waters were,

e 1o And massy odorous weeds. [ knew
psy- _ No song! No song! But all aight through
pert- Swinging upon a notchy bough
irtual 1 dreamed crow-dreams, and noticed how
e and All the world creaked when the wind blew. (st. 1, Collected Poems 5%)
of
:Z:hgr From a literary-cognitive perspective, the point at issue is not whether the_ poet assumes
y con- . what it is like to be a crow (by way of empathy, negative capability, or inseeing) or attempts
rlence © - to recreate crow experience, but the liberty she takes in presenting a form of speech that
sctural ' - invites the reader to attribute to it a thinking, feeling, experiencing human being. The con-
her in- . cept of a person (self, identity) is inherent in the poem. According to Dennett, this is all
ity and o there is to be said about the‘self in real life. The poem is a speech act that' encourages the
1e poet “reader to extrapolate from his or her own case to a different context of beliefs, values, and
, which properties. When we read poems where animals and plants speak, we imaginatively share
stegrate another ¢reature’s meptgl world — someth‘ing-jwe constantly do .in normal life, even though
psycho- Sharing may be limited by our own situation. The fact that in poetry we extrapolate not
ag their to' remote, past or hypothetical worlds but also to impossible and fantastic worlds
the text, ing, flying, descending into the grave, adopting a bird’s eye view) is the privilege of
srding 1o ‘Whether a reader can effect the trajectory or not is not a question of the quality of
ted as to mental world, but whether it is a mental world at all, i.e. built on categories of time,
is seems haracters, and objects,”” which are crucial to our self-awareness (memory, I-
55 t0 an- eqsa_tions, beliefs, desires, etc.).
ing sense rcepfive' study o.f the .relation between actual a}nd vicarious experience has been of-
ypproach- l'“'.lps.ychologlst Nicholas Humphrey. In his chapter “Other People’s Dreams”
gestion of Inner Eye, Hamphrey compares the effect of dream journeys afforded by litera-
shared by '
of Spee(;h nguistic accounts of how text worlds are built (“world-builders™), i.e. Time, Location,
8, Objects, imply a similar presence of such mental categories in the text (see Stockwell 138-
tion of mental categories to the study of literature, without formulating a linguistic
of course a long tradition in phenomenological criticism (content categories). See in this
s The Three Genres and the Interpretation of Lyric, esp. his comments on Staiger’s Po-
. Anatomy of P 'l_lg Kant’s relational categories — categorical, hypothetical, and disjunctive judgments — to
’ _ notion of lyric as recollecting, of epic as presenting, and of dramatic as projecting
pitive poetics gers. reformulates the gist of Staiger’s theory and postulates that “generic differences

particular relation between mind and world” (57). Consequently he defines the three gen-
(ation between the mind of the work and the world of their work” (57). For a discussion of

0etic o .
14 -and its implications for the mapping of poetry see Revolution in Poetic Consciousness,
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on According to Robyn (er, more precisely, according to the writers who have influenced her thinking on
these matters), there is no such thing as the ‘self” on which capitalism and the classic novel are founded
— that is to say, a finite, unique soul or essence that constitutes a person’s identity; there is only a sub-
ject position in an infinite web of discourses — the discourses of power, sex, family, science, religion,

are, poetry, etc. And by the same token, there is no such thing as an author, that is to say, one who originates
van a work of fiction ab nihile. Every text is a product of intertextuality, a tissue of ailusions to and citations
ign, of other texts; and, in the famous words of Jacques Derrida (famous to people like Robyn, anyway), i/
nner n'’y a pas de hors-texte’, there is nothing outside the text. There are no origins, there is only production,

and we produce our ‘selves’ in language. Not *vou are what you ea’ but ‘you are what you speak’ or,
rather ‘you are what speaks you’ is the axiomatic basis of Robyn’s ph1losophy, which she would call, if

“gelf required to give it a name, ‘semiotic materialism’.

seer

snce- Though conceding that this is an exaggeration and that he “wouldn’t say there is nothing

ands, outside the text (there are, for instance, all the bookcases, buildings, bodies, bacteria ...)”,

i3) is : Dennett concludes: “Robyn and I are alike — and of course we are both, by our own ac-

@ the : counts, fictional characters of a sort, though of a slightly different sort” (411). The point

ary to f . Dennett is making is that, from a heterophenomenological perspective, consciousness and

snder- - - fiction are alike. The self in fiction is as fictional (or constructed) as the self outside fiction.

manic : %+ . It is surprising that literary theory has not yet followed up the implications of this shift

neep- : .. from an autonomous to a narrative consciousness, which is particularly relevant to the ques-

Stive?” ~ tion of poetic consciousness.

elf has

sarable

riential . . . .

SR PO- tentionality, Self-Creation and Narrative Selfhood:

& every W’ards a Theory of Poetic Consciousness

ccess to =

nd role- ontrary to poststructuralist premises, Dennett does not disprove the validity of the author:

t people an-learn a great deal about a novel, about its text, about the point, about the author,

bout the real world, by learning about the world portrayed in the novel” (79). By

p in this fiction and heterophenomenological world on the same level, the heterophenome-

e hetero- task is to describe the subjective view, the “world according to ...” (Dennett 83):

erpreting nomenological method neither challenges nor accepts as entirely true the asser-

ed not be ubjects, but rather maintains a constructive and sympathetic neutrality, in the

irgues for ompiling a definitive description of the world according to the subjects” (Dennett

al worlds ificantly the text is not an end in itself: “We must move beyond the text; we must

'1'mguistic as a record of speech acts; not mere pronunciations or recitations but assertions,

sical criti- answers, promises, comments, requests for clarification, out-loud musings, self-
. 1o David s (Dennett 76). In order to take this step we must adopt what Dennett, in an

alled the intentional stance:

st-treat the noise-emitter as an agent, indeed a rational agent, who harbors beliefs and desires
‘mental states and exhibits intentionality or “aboutness,” and whose actions can be explained

ictic T
Y. quotes extracts from this passage. Lodge 40.
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{as look at the poem as a way of “concocting and controlling the story we tell others — and
J0iS. ourselves — about who we are”. In other words, poetry, like any other speech act, contrib-
utes to the “defining story about ourselves, organized around a sort of basic blip of self-
representation” (Dennett 428-9). For according to Dennett, our selfhood is narrative, which
US- is not the same as fictional (in the conventional sense), since the self is not accessible with-
ory. out narrative or in ways other than narrative. There is no non-narrative alternative to poetry.
|55, : This has important consequences for resituating the poetic voice in the complex web of
d be ‘narratives’ or speech acts that constitute consciousness. Poetry is one of these narratives,
arnal not a narrative apart. It does not point to a different ontology. By arguing that we are always
' interpreters in real life, very much in the way that we read works of literature, Dennett
from : postpones the “knotty problems about what the relation might be between that (fictional)
as 4 . world and the real world™ “The subject’s heterophenomenological world will be a stable,
sgent- : intersubjectively confirmable theoretical posit, having the same metaphysical status as, say,
self- ' Shertock Holmes’s London or the world according to Garp” (Dennett 81). From this it
| con- 5_ follows that imaginative role play, conceptual world shifts and metaphoric transpositions,
t con- . characteristic of poetry, form part of a dynamic which enables us, in normal conditions, to
it arti- ;3' -+ look upon ourselves and others as centres of being, To put it more radically, our mental
; “mo- . world is a poetic world. :
e web . Whether transcendental, empirical, fantastic or meditative, poems have precisely the ef-
atly ot fect Dennett ascribes to “streams of narrative’, i.e. to intentional speech acts:
“cen-
) “These strings or streams of narrative issue forth as if from a single source — not just in the obvious
.. physical sense of flowing from just one mouth, or one pencil or pen, but in a more subtle sense: their ef-
o fect on any audience is to encourage them to (try to) posit a unified agent whose words they are, about
:lbblil:;ﬁ thm they are: in short, to posit a center of narrative gravity. (Dennett 418)
¢ represents the site where the speaking voice is posited as a self and acquires identity
ng track ‘hether naming or implicating bats, skeletons, or ghosts as speakers, it encourages the
e inces- to (iry to) posit a unified agent whose words they are, about whom they are: in
jctional” osit a center of narrative gravity”. What applies to the most plausil?le of speaking
Dennett
;(is on the
ntal phe-
vice self-
10 'brlde a blood-sucking vampire, an alabaster-coloured sea—goddess or a splteful
cisely be- Earth who feeds on the carcasses of thousands of soldiers?
wedness of p0331ble stance plays a crucial role in extending the scope of our experiential life,
neans any: y has illustrated, and if we adopt Dennett’s emphasis on speech acts as our sole
ax retums usness, poetry gives us privileged access to imaginary positions of self.
y, we may ally speak as insects, killer bats, or rebel weeds. In the light of Dennett’s

self as a centre of narrative gravity, we may see instances of such speech not
of Einfiihlung, empathy, or negative capability (Nagel’s idea of exirapola-
Intrinsically related to processes of self-representation and self-creation. The
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components constituting identity,”* such as gender or one’s name, become infinitely exten-
sive in poetry. Hence, from a heterophenomenological perspective, the question whether the
poetic self 1s a fictional persona or the poet speaking in his or her own nature is a flawed
question. The text consiitutes our sole access to the world according to the subject (Stock-
well’s “belief world”) and there is no autonomous consciousness infallibly accessible to the
subject.”” Even where there are conspicuous correspondences in a poem with the poet’s life
and background, as in Stevie Smith’s “The Sad Heart”, all that can be meant by referring to
the voice as the ‘poet speaking in her own pature’ is whether she endorsed the ideas en-
shrined in the poem outside the poem:

F never learnt to atiract, you see,

And so I might as well not be,

A dreary future I see before me,

Tis pity that ever my mother bore me. (Collected Poems 184)

The same applies to Frances Cornford’s “Autumn Blitz”, written during the Second World
War:

Unshaken world! Another day of light

After the human chaos of the night;

Although a heart in mendless horror grieves,

What calmly yeliow, gently falling leaves! (Selected Poems 37)

On the other hand, the use of an tmaginary speaker or ‘persona’ (in the modernist, New
Critical sense) as in Hesketh’s “Skeleton Bride”, does not justify a division into empirical
and fictional voices either. Given the narrative cénstitution of the self, we are not dealing
with a different ontology, as implied in objectivist notions of escape or freedom from self,
but with different mental dispositions, aesthetic modes and cultural preconditions. In accor-
dance with these assumptions my model of poetic consciousness rests on the categories of
ethos — mode — voice.

24 According to Baumeister such components constitute “the basic units of self-definition” (18).

25 Significantly, Stockwell suggests that the text world (as distinet from the discourse world, which in-
volves “face-to-face participants” such as two speakers or author and reader 136) int a poem like Keats’s
“When I have fears that [ may cease to be” is difficult to ascertain: “This is further complicated by the
first-person presentation, creating a counterpart relationship between the discourse world participant,
John Keats, and the poetic persona, ‘Tohn Keats’. The identification is also supported by the function-
advancing predicates which are all to do with writing literature. [...] In short, over eleven and a half
lines we never flash out to a text world, because we were never built one in the first place” (146).
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Ethos — Mode — Voice: Methodological Consequences

In the final section of this paper I shall address the relevance of this model to critical prac-
tice. In order to account for the fundamental tactics of self-creation, self-preservation and
self-representation, for the cultural context in which these occur and the specific manner in
- -which they interact in one or several poems, I approach the mental context of poetry via a
* " scale of typologies operating at three Ievels and leading from voice to mode and ethos.
 Ethos denotes beliefs and attitudes (those beliefs which Dennett considers responsible
- for our sense of self), mental dispositions which the recipient or reader infers from one or a
-range of speech acts. It largely corresponds to the phenomenological idea of ‘experiential
pattern’ or self-world relation. Mode means the intersection of these beliefs with a particu-
lar cultural environment, and voice denotes the individual manifestation of an intentional
~ stance (Dennett’s “world according to™).

FEthos

(the existential projection, mental dispositions)

Mode

(the intersection of these dispositions and a particular historical, socio-cultural context)

|
Voice

(the concrete enactment of an ethos)

Focussing both on mental dispositions and on the modes of appearance and surface configu-
“rations (linguistic structures, images) through which these are actualised, this model pro-
‘vides the categories for reading and mapping a large corpus of poems. The most abstract
level is constituted by four types of ethos: the erhos of Interiority (the relation of the self to
1tselt) the ethos of the Numinous (the relation between the self and god), the ethos of Fan-
tasy (the relation between the self and that which has no existence and cannot exist), and the
‘ethos of Anonymity (the relation of the self to the existing world).

the Ethos of the Numinous

the Ethos of Interiority l the Ethos of Anonymity
the Ethos of Fantasy
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Each type of ethos allows for an indefinite number of modes, which vary according to the pre
corpus and period examined and which take into account particular socio-historical and ing
cultural constellations. Hesketh’s “Skeleton Bride”, for example, constitutes a prime exam- the
ple of the entropic mode, characteristic of many women poets writing from the perspective ma
of death; “The Bat” is an example of the apocalyptic mode particularty prominent in war- : Co
time poetry, and the mode of Cornford’s “Autumn Blitz” is pastoral, equally conspicuous in for
the poetry of the period, contrasting peaceful nature against man’s aggressive interference ap)
with it. Each mode is divided into a variety of voices to show how a particular ethos is
actualised in a particular poet’s work and what is specific to it.
[THE ETIIOS OF INTERIORITY]  the Pastoral Mode the Voices of Eros and Empathy
the Voice of Nostalgia
the Voice of Spatial Retreat "
: . u
the Autobiographical Mode . the Self-Analytical Voice (Frances Bellerby) fut
ba:
cal
[THE ETHOS OF THE NUMINOUY the Archetypal Mode  the Sphingian Voice (Dorothy Wellesley) g
the Uranian Voice (Ruth Pitter) o ab
the Perennial Voice (Kathleen Raine) gh
: sta
the Christian Mode  the Metaphysical Voice (Anne Ridler) the !
the Mystic Voice (Elizabeth Jennings) .. _ pr¢
the Epiphanic Mode  the Ekstatic Voice (E.J. Scovell) B the
_ ey
[THE ETHOS OF FANTASY] the Apocalyptic Mode  the Surreatist Voice (Edith Sitwell) IS
S VS
the Infernal Voice (Eilian Bowes Lyon) o S wh
the Voice of Tncubus (Kathleen Nott) : v
the Menippean Mode  the Camivalesque Voice (Stevie Smith) S (v
P W
the Displaced Voice (Phoebe Hesketh) S
the Entropic Mode the Voice from the Grave . Scii
[THE ETHOS OF ANONYMITY|  the Objectivist Mode  the Factual Voice (Sheila Wingfield)

This scale of typologies allows for greater flexibility in establishing a poet’s status in rela-
tion to currents of thought, cultural beliefs and aesthetic conventions than is offered by :
current methods of periodisation and grouping poets, and constitutes an extension of the R




