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                                                                                                              Kasandra Barker     

                         The Island has its reasons:
 Moral subjectivism in fiction

Tamar Gendler takes on “explaining our comparative difficulty in imagining fictional worlds that we take to be morally deviant” (56), otherwise known as the puzzle of imaginative resistance.  Generally speaking, readers have no trouble believing untrue factual claims such as in Alice in Wonderland or The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, but we resist claims which advocate praise or approval of immoral acts such as murder.  Gendler submits that the implied author aims to persuade the reader to change his or her moral beliefs, thereby causing imaginative resistance. This paper will explain that imaginative resistance is fundamentally an interpersonal moral conflict as experienced in the ethical theory of moral subjectivism, and will suggest ways to manage imaginative resistance by looking at the whole work of fiction. 
     Wayne Booth said in Rhetoric of Fiction that the implied author “knows that the story is not literally true, that some of the work’s norms may not hold in real life, and the implied reader will also know this.” (430). Tamar Gendler is concerned about “explaining our comparative difficulty in imagining fictional worlds that we take to be morally deviant,” otherwise known as the puzzle of imaginative resistance.  Generally speaking, we have no trouble believing untrue factual claims found in works such as Oliver Twist or the Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.  We encounter unfortunate, tragic stories of racism and orphaned children in real life.  However, we have trouble imagining claims in fiction which advocate praise or approval of immoral acts such as, “it was alright to murder the child; after all, it was a girl” (Gendler, 62).         

     According to Gendler, imaginative resistance is the flesh and blood reader’s resistance to believing an immoral claim in fiction is true. Readers of fiction must decide for themselves how to negotiate these types of claims.  Gendler holds the opinion that the 
                                                                                                                               Barker

moral issue is secondary to the intention of the implied author, to change the moral views of the reader.  In other words, Gendler’s view confronts Booth’s opinion that a reader is aware that the author is not trying to get the reader to believe the claim (Kaye, 56).  Reader response may seem like the sole factor in imaginative resistance; nevertheless readers have choices in how they participate in a work of fiction.  For example, readers can reject the whole work or look at the whole work with the goal of finding common ground. Readers may gain insight into an author’s values by viewing imaginative resistance through the lens of the ethical theory of moral subjectivism. 

     Kendall L.Walton and Micheal Tanner say, and Gendler would agree that a reader approaches a work of fiction with a psychological need to separate morality from the total work (29).   A typical reader is aware and accepts an implied subjective moral relationship with the author, but readers do desire a sense of identification with the author’s rhetorical purpose.  Booth describes this type of flesh and blood reader as “one who knows that much of the tale is in some sense ‘only a story,’ and whose values finally must accord with those of the tale told” (428).   

     Gendler is willing to engage the implied author’s rhetorical world; however, she believes an author intends the reader to agree with the author’s approval of an immoral claim. In other words, she believes that by design an author of an immoral claim is trying to persuade the reader to believe the claim.  Gendler writes: “I want to trace the source of this unwillingness (believing an immoral claim) to a general desire not to be manipulated 
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into taking on points of view that we would not reflectively endorse as authentically our own” (56). 

     A reader and the implied author of a work of fiction can agree in the other domains of a work, but their moral isolation sets the stage for interpersonal moral conflict.  At the heart of the rhetorical conflict lies moral subjectivism, the ethical theory in which an opinion that a person holds is true, such as in “morality is in the eye of the beholder.”  Fiction and the ethical theory of moral subjectivism share a commonality in that neither rest on social agreement of principle nor on an objectively set of norms that bind all people for the common good (Pojman, 41).   

     Moral subjectivism is different from cultural relativism in that it is based on moral principles which individuals choose as their own standard. Cultural relativism relies on standards other than individuals’ choices to determine its own standard. In cultural relativism, moral principles vary in different cultures and depend on social acceptance rather than individual acceptance.  An example of cultural relativism is that, while contemporary Americans would find the practice immoral, a tribe in East Africa once believed it was acceptable to throw deformed infants to the hippopotamuses (Pojman, 39). 

     What is common (and the problem) with subjectivism and relativism is that whatever the attitudes of the individuals describing how they feel about a moral principle; they cannot disagree because they are expressing their opinions.  The claim, “it was alright to murder the child; after all, it was a girl” is describing an individual’s cultural or societal 
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attitude to the female gender within a culture or society.  The statement may strike a nerve outside that subjective or culture’s view of the plight of females in that society; however, the claim withholds judgment of the murder itself.  As in subjectivism, the claim is not a judgment of the rightness or wrongness of the murder, it is just a statement about the overall consequences or the effect on the condition of females in that culture, whatever the condition or conditions might be.       

     The flesh and blood reader and the implied author of a work of fiction are residing on separate “rhetorical islands” in a sense. Their relationship is like a person on one island throwing messages in a bottle downstream and the second person on another island reads and understands the messages.  While the second person cannot send messages back, there are three things he or she can do: the second person can extend to the first person the right to his or her opinion; the second person can suspend his or her moral views while reading the message; or the second person “is willing to join the implied author in creating an ‘improved version’ of the self,” by and large through a decision to reflect on possible reasons why the author arrives at a particular immoral conclusion (Booth, 429). Gendler elects not to exercise any of these three options, she believe she will be pressured to surrender her moral views.    

     To further complicate matters, pathos language in immoral messages may further influence the reader’s opinion of the author’s purpose.  Given that the reader is an active participant in the unfolding of the story, it can be a challenge for any reader to view an immoral claim objectively. Nevertheless, Gendler’s unwillingness (56) to imagine a “right murder” seems less a disagreement with the claim in question and more a decision 
                                                                                                                                    Barker

not to contemplate at all an author’s rationale for making such a claim.  In other words, Gendler chooses not to reflect on the values or worldview on which the author is basing his or her claim.  

     Referring back to the rhetorical islands, Gendler’s view of imaginative resistance is like the person on another island (reader) who believes that the sender believes the messages are true. Further, the sender is trying to get the reader to believe the message. It may be logical to assume that a messenger believes the message, but one cannot know with absolute certainty. All things being equal, even if the messenger does believe the message, there is not sufficient reason here to assume there is a coercive or impure motive in a simple exchange of opinion or information.  In the case that one is genuinely convinced that one is pressured or feeling intimidated, the reader can exercise the ethical and rhetorical right of “refusing to become implied reader” (Booth, 429).  In short, Gendler is confusing the approval of an immoral claim with an assumed belief in the approval of an immoral claim.    

    Finally, Sharon Kay explains an important distinction in subjective theory.  For example, “It was wrong of Michael to shoot and kill Ana Lucia and Libby in order to save Walt” (50).  Under subjectivism, this statement is not a moral judgment of the act of shooting.  Someone who says ‘it was wrong of Michael,’ is only describing how they feel about Michael’s moral judgment, not the act of murder itself.  The emphasis is on “It was wrong of Michael” to do whatever it was, whether it was a shooting, kidnapping, or 
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whatever else.  The ethical judgment does not predicate the action of shooting.  In the example, “it was alright to murder the child, after all it was a girl,” Gendler and the implied author disagree with each other insofar as they disagree about non-ethical facts 
that inform their ethical opinions.  The girl may have lived in a culture which harbored a hostile, sexist attitude towards females; therefore the author of the story was relieved by her release from a possible lifetime of misery.                                                                                                                        

      In conclusion, Double wrote about meta-ethical subjectivism: “We should admit as philosophers what we admit in moral practice: no single moral consideration can provide intuitively correct moral answers for more than a partial range of moral problems [….]. For social policy we will want to use our moral intuitions to support general rules, but the conflicts between the conflicting considerations remain” (415).  Moral subjectivism is content with conflicting moral considerations and further, invites them into the dialogue.  Imaginative resistance, in contrast, is a push against the reality that fiction is fraught with conflicting moral considerations.  Gendler’s imaginative resistance is really a misinterpretation of the intent behind “thrown message bottles.”   

     To manage imaginative resistance, readers should consider the total effect of the work. Aristotle said: “In making moral judgments of a speech or action, you must consider not only the statement or act itself, to see whether it is good or bad, but also who is doing or saying it to whom, or what occasion, in what way, and for what reason (e.g. whether it is to produce a greater good, or prevent a greater evil” (quoted in Potts, 56). What is the 
author’s purpose and audience?  What is the cultural situation and context?  Readers should consider underlying personal issues the author may be trying to unpack and 
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integrate into his/her story, if not in the present work perhaps a later one.  Readers can also manage imaginative resistance by remembering that the implied author is expressing his or her opinion.  As with the island residents, the second person (reader) can keep in 
mind that the first person (implied author) has societal or cultural reasons for his or her actions.  We do not have to allow imaginative resistance to descend into negative “imaginative assumptions.”  The second person’s imaginative resistance can be minimized by asking why: Why do I believe or assume the person approves of the message in the bottle?  Why do I think that?  And even if the implied author does believe it, we do not have to endorse it. We can wonder, what does she really think?  Why?  Ask if these are good reasons, and see where it leads.  
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1 The title is suggested by cover of Sharon Kaye, ed., LOST and Philosophy: The Island has its Reasons (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing. 2008).
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