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1. Introduction

The present chapter approaches the problem of narrative ethics from the per-
spective of poetics. Narrative is understood as “literary” narrative, or “literary 
composition”; and literature in terms of the poetic function, defined by Ro-
man Jakobson as “promoting the palpability of signs” (1987, p. 70). The no-
tion of palpability indicates a focus on physical impact, where the verbal sign 
becomes a material object affecting the reader. Yet, I will argue that poetics is 
less concerned with impact as personal experience than as potential of the 
poetic object.  

For Jakobson, poeticity is present “when the word is felt as a word,” or 
“when words and their composition . . . acquire a weight and value of their 
own” (ibid., p. 378). Whereas a specific work may cause pleasure or pain for 
some reader at some point, all such readerly reactions are prompted by this 
same specificity, the potency of a particular poetic design, and, pace Edmund 
Wilson’s famous maxim, two readers (and more) do read the same book. In 
short, poetics focuses on the work and its power to affect rather than on the 
various affections arising in individual encounters. A notion of ethics relevant 
to poetics, then, cannot concern the personal emotion prompted by encounter-
ing a poetic object, but instead must concern the constitution of the poetic 
object as such. 

I will begin by contrasting the perspective of poetics with representa-
tional narratology with an example of a brief passage from Vladimir Nabo-
kov’s Lolita (1955), which concerns the naming of the titular character. I pit 
interpretational models focusing on narratorial projection against those focus-
ing on authorial composition. Thereafter, I will compare three different ap-
proaches to understanding impact: materialism, representationalism, and for-
malism, respectively. I then seek out a conceptual ground for understanding 
impact in terms of potentiality by examining the notion of affect, and thereby 
attempt to demonstrate the limits of a narrative ethics as it is commonly un-
derstood, as well as the relevance of formal poetics in discussing ethical as-
pects of literature.
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2. The Lolita Machine 

Expressing a common view, Ian Bogost states, “whether empathy or 
defamiliarization is its goal, literature aspires for identification, to create a 
resonance between readers and the human characters in a work” (2012, pp. 
40–41). Whereas fiction reading is often associated with such identification 
with characters, the very formulation begs to be considered in a more literal 
sense. What is “resonance” between readers and characters, really, in its orig-
inal, sonar, and physical sense? Would it not be fair to say that the sound of 
literature has always already reverberated within the organic space of readers 
even before they are ready to form a conception of an individual character?  

Consider the opening evocation of the nymphet heroine in Nabokov’s 
Lolita: “Lolita, light of my life, fire of my loins. My sin, my soul. Lo-lee-ta: 
the tip of the tongue taking a trip of three steps down the palate to tap, at 
three, on the teeth. Lo. Lee. Ta” (Nabokov, 2000, p. 9). In narratological 
terms, the passage may be seen as an immediate establishing of the narratorial 
perspective, and thus the possibility that the story or storyworld is presented 
from an unreliable position. A common interpretation boils down to some-
thing like this: Lolita is Dolores seen through the eyes of a “madman”; or, as 
it is put by Susan Elizabeth Sweeney: 

Humbert’s attempt to rename the little girl “Lolita” exemplifies the way 
in which his unreliable first-person narration, for much of the novel, 
prevents readers from identifying with her or even understanding how 
she might differ from his description. (2010, p. 2)  

Literature is understood as situating of the reader in an identificatory relation-
ship with the character, considered as the representation of a human being, 
and this may be done for the purpose either of empathy or estrangement (Phe-
lan, 2007). Ethical problems arise when readers are supposed to feel sympa-
thy for an undeserving character, or when they are denied empathy for those 
deserving it; and, more particularly, when an immoral character is given too 
dominant a function in mediating the fictional world.  

The narratological concept of the narrator is often employed to separate 
the interpretation of fictional entities as particulars, that is, autonomous in-
habitants of a storyworld, and the “story” as a compositional construct pre-
sented by an author (Walsh, 1997, p. 511). “Ethical narratology” often seeks 
to bracket the mediating function of a narrator to “free” the represented char-
acters from the dominant power of a possibly biased and distortive narratorial 
position. Thus, criticism may be directed at an author “hiding” behind the 
authority of a questionable narrator without clarifying to what extent the nar-
rative presentation of the diegesis is fair and balanced.  

In the particular case of Lolita, such concerns are raised against Nabo-
kov’s failure to explicate his distance from (or nearness to) the Humbertian 
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position. Wayne C. Booth, for example, laments how Humbert is given “full 
and unlimited control of the rhetorical resources” of the novel (1983, p. 390), 
and includes him among the “seductive rogues who narrate much modern 
fiction” (ibid., p. 379). Similarly, James Phelan expresses his wariness of the 
author entering “umber and black Humbertland . . . with a kind of perverse 
relish” (2005, p. 131). According to this approach, it is up to the responsible 
critic to denounce the immorality of the narrative position, and any analysis 
failing to do so may be dismissed as simply reproducing fictional violence at 
the hermeneutical level. Says Phelan: 

Because the attention Nabokov and the authorial audience give to 
Humbert’s perspective comes at the expense of Dolores’s, Nabokov’s 
very construction of the novel mirrors Humbert’s dominance of Dolores 
at the level of action. Furthermore, this recognition means that if my 
rhetorical analysis stopped with the reconstruction of the authorial audi-
ence’s position, it, too, would mirror that dominance. (ibid.) 

How frustrating it must be for ethical narratologists that, no matter what they 
do, the story remains forever the same! Utterly indifferent to our critical con-
cerns, the construction of the novel keeps on executing its operations be they 
dominant or not. Next time we read it, all is back to how it was before, and 
reading itself is a mode of reproduction.  

Therefore, it is not enough to say, as Linda Kauffman does, that the nar-
rator becomes palpably present for the reader in these opening lines (1989, p. 
136), for the lines themselves and their internal relations have already become 
a palpable presence within our very body, even before we have any idea of 
who the narrator is. As proposed by Eric Naiman, the opening passage be-
comes a kind of procedural machine feeding us instructions, like an “oral 
how-to” or a “pronunciation exercise,” making claims not only on the move-
ment of our eyes, but on that of our tongue, too (2010, p. 42). No narrator is 
ever pronouncing the syllables, but the passage demands of us to do so, and 
before we know it, we have followed in those three steps of the tripping 
tongue. Lo. Lee. Ta. 

This kind of impact is often neglected by ethical narratology, since it is 
not related to the way fictional content is presented but to the way in which 
the work is set up to operate on the different organs of the human body. 
Could we not understand reading less as a process of anthropomorphic identi-
fication than as the lining up of our physical constitution to that of a strange 
object, to reproduce, not a position or a point of view, but an algorithm of 
alliterations and assonances, a set of rules defining a series of operations?  

Take a look at Nabokov’s oft-cited explanation for his choice of name—
surely, a diagram for the manufacturing of a technical contraption, even com-
plete with a user’s manual: 
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For my nymphet I needed a diminutive with a lyrical lilt to it. One of the 
most limpid and luminous letters is “L.” The suffix “-ita” has a lot of 
Latin tenderness, and this I required too. Hence: Lolita. However, it 
should not be pronounced as you and most Americans pronounce it: 
Low-lee-ta, with a heavy, clammy “L” and a long “o.” No, the first syl-
lable should be as in “lollipop,” the “L” liquid and delicate, the “lee” not 
too sharp. Spaniards and Italians pronounce it, of course, with exactly 
the necessary note of archness and caress. (1990, p. 25) 

Here, we approach an aspect of aesthetics associated by Timothy Morton with 
the “timbral,” or the fleshy spatiality of the linguistic medium as sound rather 
than symbol. The timbral is the resonance of sound in its material embodi-
ment, a “meaningless fluctuation of tongue-enjoyment” (2007, p. 40), where 
the interplay of teeth and tongues, palates and lungs becomes a monument in 
its own right, a carnal cathedral of sonority. A central notion for any formalist 
theory of literature, Viktor Shklovsky described it as “the peculiar ballet of 
the speech organs” (2008, p. 9).

The fire of the loins is not realized in imagining its content but in repeat-
ing its patterns, thus actually palpating the palpability of pronunciation. Se-
mantically speaking, “loin” represents a specific part of the body, yet it gains 
its primary carnal connotations by the way the word forces the tongue to bend 
and release like a bow (or “arch”), then flooding the hollow cavity of the 
mouth with sound. More than anything, this is what imbues the passage with 
its physical perversity, and in reading it, we experience how “literature, real 
literature,” as Nabokov once put it, must be “munched and rolled upon the 
tongue with relish” (1983, p. 105). 

What is more, since they are both elements of a joint formal configura-
tion, there is no disjointing the name from the character “Lolita.” As John 
Ray, the faux psychiatrist of the mock preface, puts it, the name is “too close-
ly interwound with the inmost fiber of the book to allow one to alter it” (Nab-
okov, 2000, p. 4). According to Sweeney, the very act of calling the character 
by the “romantic, ‘foreign,’ exotic diminutive,” rather than by her given 
name, is one of abuse that denies the individual “a separate, autonomous ex-
istence” (2010, p. 1). And yet, Sweeney is forced to accept that the “proper” 
name remains indeterminable. This fact is interpreted as only showing the 
extent to which the text “obscures her identity” (ibid., p. 2), but the text is no 
veil separating readers from the fictional world or blocking their sight like a 
tinted window into a foreign world. There is nothing on the other side of the 
textual glass, but the surface of the glass itself demands our full attention. 
There, narrator and world, character and name, rhythm and prosody, all form 
a leveled pattern on the single flat plane of composition.  

You cannot wash off the Humbertian umber from such a glass. Rather, 
umber is in the machine itself, and the indefinite number of smaller machines 
comprising it: little viral systems infecting the reader upon the slightest touch. 
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In fact, Nabokov, too, seems to have been caught by the Lo bug. As famously 
discovered by Michael Maar, Lolita was preceded by a short story of the very 
same title and a similar theme, written by the German author Heinz von 
Eschwege and published under the pseudonym Heinz von Lichberg in 1916. 
According to Maar, there are three possible explanations for the seeming 
allusions to von Lichberg’s “Lolita” found in Nabokov’s novel: either they 
are pure coincidences, the effect of a strange case of cryptomnesia (the unin-
tentional reproduction of a repressed memory), or elements of a complex, 
intentional intertextual design (2005, pp. 55–62). All three alternatives indi-
cate the status of the name “Lolita” as an exceptionally proficient self-
replicating linguistic pattern, or what Richard Dawkins famously dubbed a 
“meme,” a cultural replicator propagating itself “physically, millions of 
times over, as a structure in the nervous systems of individual men the world 
over” (2006, p. 192).  

The simple configuration “Lolita” seems particularly apt at encouraging 
such memetic multiplication, speaking, as it apparently does, to some deeper 
algorithmic rule hidden inside us, since it has spread and mutated, not just 
from one author to another, but to everything from fashion trends to crime 
reporting and porn sites, thus contaminating the cultural meme pool at large 
(Vickers, 2008). This unlimited dispersal prompts us to think of the name less 
as a proper noun representing a particular individual than as a machinic as-
semblage affecting its surroundings in a myriad of unforeseeable ways thanks 
to its particularly successful configuration. For, as Anthony Burgess famously 
asserted, “That nymphet’s beauty lay less on her bones/ Than in her name’s 
proclaimed two allophones” (quoted in Nabokov, 2000, p. 328). 

Let us consider a shift in the focus of narrative ethics from the relations 
between fictional beings (or even between such beings and real readers) to the 
very fact that a poetic work is able to make such an impact due to its internal 
design. What will “ethics” come to mean from this perspective? 

3. Materialism: The Impact of Books and the Withdrawal of the Work 

Let us start with what may seem like a question of central importance for any 
theory of ethics and literature: Can books hurt us? Is reading harmful? To 
such a question we would all have to answer in the affirmative, and many of 
us may have experienced the weakening power of signs and cellulose direct-
ly: reading impairs the ciliary musculature of our eyes, causing what is often 
called “school myopia”; higher education, too, damages the physical consti-
tution of the visual organs (Morgan and Rose, 2005). We wear our glasses 
accordingly, with valor and pride, like a Mensur scar. Yet, this kind of phys-
ical impact eludes us, and the pain of reading only becomes conscious on 
rare occasions.  

Most of the time, the materiality of a book recedes from attention as 
soon as we start reading. And yet, every book affects us in the most powerful 
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way, due to its—our—entanglement in what Morton terms “the mesh,” “the 
interconnectedness of all living and non-living things” (2010, p. 28). For ex-
ample, although the pulpwood is always cut somewhere else, “over there,” 
the material origin of a print book’s production comes back to haunt us in the 
form of global warming, acid rain, waste, and pollution. Almost half of indus-
trially harvested wood goes to paper production, which, in turn, is the third 
largest emitter of greenhouse gases and consumes the most water of all our 
industrial activities (“Paper Production and Consumption Facts”). Industrial 
tree plantations host about 90 percent fewer species than the forests preceding 
them, and logging is a primary cause for the extinction of animal species 
(ibid.). Moreover, books alter the constitution of judicial and institutional 
bodies related to constitutional rights and copyright laws, tax policies and 
minimum wage requirements, the globalization of capital and the 
oligopolization of markets. Finally, remember this: the luxurious leather of 
your beautiful book binding was once the skin of a living, breathing creature, 
turning your bookcase into a macabre mausoleum.  

Consequently, from the materialist point of view, books must be deemed 
harmful, and the force of their impact becomes clear once we start looking. 
Yet, these material relations are precisely what must be overlooked for any 
kind of literary criticism to be possible. Sure, the book is a material thing, but 
it is a very peculiar kind of thing, one which may produce specific kinds of 
impact within the exclusive regime of the aesthetic.  

It is along these lines that Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari stress how a 
work of art is reliant upon the durability of its material support for its exist-
ence, yet is defined by the way it withdraws from external determinations, 
“through the self-positing of the created.” As they put it, anything is possible 
in a work of art as long as it becomes its very “internal means of standing up” 
(1994, p. 164).

Thus, composition may not simply be bracketed off and the work stud-
ied as mere commodity or opaque agent in global material networks. Rather, 
it is presented as the very definition of the work, and as that which exceeds 
and escapes from external relations. In a famous formulation, Deleuze and 
Guattari claim, “art preserves, and it is the only thing in the world that is pre-
served” (ibid., p. 163). In their philosophy of relational flow and perpetual 
mutation, composition is the one thing that never changes. 

4. Representationalism: Story as Emotional Impact 

If composition is more than the material constitution of an object, it must be 
understood in the virtual. Does this mean that we must return to a focus on 
representational content? Not necessarily. Rather, we may reconsider the con-
cept of a “machine” as a perpetual system of procedures and functions that 
never rust or decay. Perhaps we may speak in phenomenological terms and 
define the aesthetic object as a sensual monument erected or discharged by 
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the actual, material monument. Obviously, narratology never reduced the 
book to a mere lump of matter, but considered it as a vehicle for a particular 
kind of cultural meaning, a form associated with the concept of “story.”

Then, ethical narratology took its point of departure from Booth’s ques-
tion concerning what stories do to us (1988, p. 126). But what is “story”? 
According to Lubomir Doležel’s model of fictional semantics, the material 
book functions as a semiotic channel through which the reader may engage 
with a “fictional world.” This happens through a process where compositional 
form is mentally translated into a cognitive reconstruction of “the extensional 
world structure and its parts” (1998, p. 43). Although the reader’s primary 
contact with the work is through its “texture” or “exact form of expression” 
(ibid., p. 35), actual cognitive appropriation happens when formal relations 
are remapped into representational, world-mimicking categories (ibid., p. 
139). From this perspective, story is the subjective translation of a formal 
configuration into storyworld models of fictional existents. 

A similar understanding underlies Phelan’s widely accepted 
“multichromatic” model of narrative, with its juxtaposition of “mimetic,” 
“thematic,” and “synthetic” elements of narrative (1989, p. 3; 1996, p. 29; 
2005, p. 20). On the one hand, these aspects are described as being simulta-
neously present in any story, although each one may be more or less empha-
sized in any particular passage. According to this view, critics must shift be-
tween considering, for example, a character either as “an individual,” “a rep-
resentative figure,” or “an artificial construct” (Herman, 2002, p. 119). Thus, 
they take an interpretational interest in either “the characters as possible peo-
ple and in the narrative world as like our own,” “the ideational function of the 
characters and in the cultural, ideological, philosophical, or ethical issues 
being addressed by the narrative,” or “the characters and . . . the larger narra-
tive as artificial constructs” (Phelan, 2005, p. 20).  

On the other hand, these seemingly equivalent aspects are ordered ac-
cording to a causal, temporal hierarchy, since Phelan claims that “the formal 
logic of character narration has consequences for our emotional responses to 
character narrators, and these emotional responses, in turn, have consequenc-
es for the ethical dimension of our engagement with them” (ibid., p. 5). Here, 
too, reading is described as the translation of form into representational con-
tent, which, in its turn, provokes an emotional response, resulting in an ethical 
engagement. Whereas configuration is primary, the “mimetic” aspect, or “the 
attention to concrete particularities of human situations” (ibid., p. 21), is final 
and singled out as being responsible for the emotional reactions (ibid., p. 28) 
that are necessary for “an ethically satisfying reading experience” (ibid., p. 25).  

Ethics and story become closely knit to emotion and experience. Such a 
model seems to support a tendency in studies of narrative impact to focus on 
the verbal replies presented by empirical readers, since this seems to be “the 
only place where real emotional events occur” (Hogan, 2011, p. 14). In the 
cognitive constructivism of Keith Oatley, narrative as such is described as a 
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process of schematic transformation where fictional content becomes com-
prehensible for a subject (2002, p. 48). Narrative impact is understood in 
emotional and representational terms, as readers being “moved” by “fictional 
people” (ibid., p. 50). Characters are considered as cognitive simulations of 
real individuals, and reading is considered to be a kind of exercise in empa-
thetic understanding, potentially “extending” the ethical abilities of the reader 
(ibid., p. 65). Darcia Narvaez best sums up the tendency in stating that “Liter-
ature engages the heart and expands the imagination” (2011, p. 93).  

A model like the multichromatic one indicates how its constitutive as-
pects are neither flat nor simultaneous after all. While contemporary 
narratology has tried to reconcile formalist and representationalist approach-
es, this has often been done in an effort to reassess the status of the “mimetic” 
against the structuralist leaning of early narratology. For example, Marie-
Laure Ryan considers textual and representational models as “complementary 
points of view on the same object,” while actually arguing for the liceity of 
what she calls “storyworld immersion” (2001, p. 199).  

In her summary of Richard Gerrig’s transportation theory of fiction, Ryan 
states that the “objective knowledge that fictional characters are only linguistic 
constructs—as structuralism would describe them—does not prevent us from 
reacting to them as if they were embodied humans” (ibid., p. 94).  

Why base theory on explanations of something in terms of what we 
know it is not? That would seem a mere expression of what, in the post-
Spinozist tradition, is attributed to the “passions,” the confusions arising 
when the experienced impact of a foreign body is inadequately explained due 
to a lacking understanding of the nature of this body (Spindler, 2009, p. 136).  

If “texture,” “formal logic,” or “linguistic construct” are primary, abso-
lute, and self-positing, why make them subordinate to their possible miscon-
ception in others? Even empirically oriented researchers must conclude that 
“adults do not always comprehend stories in the same way” (Narvaez, 2011, 
p. 95). Speaking on the role of behaviorist observation in narrative aesthetics, 
Robyn R. Warhol points out: 

If a stimulus as specific as an electric shock cannot be counted upon to 
produce any one particular affective response, then what can be the ob-
jective, predictive value of information gathered through media-effects 
research on subjects engaged in responding to complex filmic texts? 
(2003, p. 22) 

Warhol proposes a focus on the configurative patterns structuring the feelings 
associated with particular genres, and a similar principle has been a central tenet 
of structuralist narratology since its origin in the works of Vladimir Propp.  

In this light, let us consider Seymour Chatman’s distinction between 
“authorial intention” and “textual intent.” According to Chatman, “each read-
ing of a narrative fiction reconstructs its intent and principle of invention—
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reconstructs, not constructs, because the text’s construction preexists any 
individual act of reading” (1990, p. 74). This is a clear parallel to the “self-
positing of the created.”

According to Richard Walsh, agency cannot exist in literature except for 

the cases of real authors and fictional characters (1997, p. 510). Yet, the first 

principle of poetics is that characters lack individual agency, except as ele-

ments of the agency of the configuration of which they are mere aspects: 

forms within forms, machines within the machine. This is precisely what 

Chatman intends with textual intent: the internal principles of composition 

letting a work of literature operate on a reader.  

This “intent” may be constructed purposefully, yet remain alien and un-

known even to the constructor; it coincides with our notion of a (never decay-

ing) machine. Therefore, Walsh misses the mark when he dismisses Chat-

man’s concept as the implicit principle of “a virtual oral authorship equivalent 

to the actual presence of the author” (ibid., p. 510). Instead, what separates 

them is that Walsh remains unable to think of agency in other than humanoid, 

individualist terms, with the paradoxical result that representations of human 

beings, too, become agents. Whereas Chatman, on the other hand, ascribes a 

particular kind of agency to the poetic object, the plane of composition. 

The primacy given to the level of configuration even in models of repre-

sentational re-mapping indicates how form precedes and exceeds its subjec-

tive appropriation into “world-mimicking” categories. In other words, the 

power of impact exceeds its outcome. As David Lodge once put it, “the writer 

discovers what he has to say in the process of saying it, and the reader dis-

covers what is said in responding to the way it is said” (2002, p. 68). Creation 

as well as reception hinge on the autonomy of the work as something that is 

put together in a way that lets it work in a specific way, and that works in a 

way because it is put together in a specific way, be it intentional or not.  

The principles of composition are only determinable because of the way 

they operate. Poetics studies these autonomous operations, seemingly render-

ing ethics a redundant topic. Is not form just a neutral medium channeling a 

fictional content or at least its cognitive remapping? And is not ethics our 

response to and evaluation of this content, of its meaning, that is, representa-

tion as human interest? Still, every model locates the power of impact in 

something preceding the encounter of simulation.  

How may an ethics of autonomous configuration be formulated, of form 

without meaning? Perhaps a first step is to understand literature as something 

that engages not only the heart and imagination but the very organism, the body. 

Let us seek a view of ethics less interested in the simulation of human situations 

and more fitting to our understanding of poetics as the palpability of signs. 
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5. Formalism: Toward Palpable Poetics 

Outside of narratology several critical traditions point to an order where aes-
thetic impact is linked to a contact before content, to the pre-verbal, pre-
conscious, and pre-representational. The timbral, as previously discussed, is 
derived from the Lacanian notion of “llanguage,” or the “mother tongue” 
(Lacan, 1999, p. 138), and psychoanalytic theory situates aesthetic engage-
ment prior to the development of language in the child.  

In particular, Julia Kristeva links the poetic to what are described as 
“pre-Oedipal semiotic functions and energy discharges that connect and ori-
ent the body to the mother,” a material motility preceding linguistic socializa-
tion (1984, p. 27). For Kristeva, representational communication is founded 
on pre-representational, ephemeral, and corporeal forms related to the pho-
nemic and melodic, and manifested in devices such as repetition, rhythm, and 
rhyme (ibid., pp. 86–87). According to her perspective, the regularity of ac-
quired language rests on a fluctuating, multisensory production of patterns, 
and is often disturbed and disrupted by the pre-linguistic forces that carry it. 
Content is seen as always floating on top of form rather than being captured 
in it, and sometimes it is even swept away by the wild undercurrents of car-
nality. Poetry is the practice where these disruptions may flourish and operate 
freely, without being considered mere malfunctions or disturbances. 

Such a poetics resonates with recent ideas in evolutionary theory. For 
example, evolutionary psychology indicates how the circuitry of human 
brains evolved long before language, whereby the linguistic system came to 
be “piled” on top of the cognitive systems of our pre-semantic ancestors. Ac-
cording to Gary Marcus, many of the idiosyncrasies and inconsistencies of 
human language arise from our ancestors’ primate understanding of the 
world, the manner in which they made sound, and the early evolution of a sys-
tem of memory that actually comes into conflict with linguistic structurality 
(2008, p. 105). In his view, a phenomenon such as the tongue-twister may 
stem from the limitations of an ancestral timing mechanism suited only for the 
simplest of rhythms and the resulting incongruence between the complexities 
of certain elaborate linguistic patterns and the “clumsy contraption” of the hu-
man articulators that we use to express them (ibid., pp. 108–109). Perhaps, 
then, the memetic successfulness of the name Lolita and the poetic efficiency 
of the novel’s opening passage lie in their ability to exploit the genetic setup of 
some deeply rooted predilection for certain rhythms, sounds, and movements, 
hardwired into the very neurophysiology of the reader.  

The structure of narrative, too, has been found, just as music, to exploit 
ancient reward systems associated with prediction and surprise, and the 
pleasure found in recognizing the regularity and variation of patterns. As in 
psychoanalysis, aesthetics has been associated with the paralinguistic forms 
of interactive communication developed between mother and infant. Ellen 
Dissanayake derives poetry from the innate receptivity in babies to “baby 
talk,” “the peculiar sing-song voice in which people (not only mothers) uni-
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versally speak to infants and babies” (2011, p. 58). Such an innate skill is of 
vital importance for the human child due to its unusually limited physical and 
cognitive capabilities at birth, in order to connect with its caregiver.

Dissanayake points out how expressive, melodic, and prosodic princi-
ples related to regulation, contrast, and arousal are manifest in many nursery 
rhymes and finger plays, and further contribute to the human aptitude for col-
lective forms of ritual and performance such as ceremonial song, mime, 
dance, and poetry (ibid., p. 64). In her view, traces of the saturation of para-
linguistic aesthetic devices related to preverbal communication are visible not 
only in oral performance but also remain as a residue: 

in such features as the rhythms and meter of written poetry and in its si-
lences, onomatopoeia, the attention-holding effects of alliteration and 
assonance, wordplay, and in the nonverbal association evoked in us by 
the words as we read them. (Ibid., p. 71)  

This comes strikingly close to Shklovsky’s early assertion that poetry evolved 
before content in human culture, having its origin in the ritual chant where 
content may have been limited to the repetition of a single exclamation such 
as “hei-ya, hei-ya” (2008, p. 8). Just as in Jakobson, Shklovsky  views poetry 
to be operative in the “palpability of pronunciation, the ‘sweetness of verses 
on the lips’” (ibid., p. 9), and since it is considered to “de-semanticize” rather 
than simply use language (ibid., p. 16), he states that the task of the bard is 
“not to convey a certain thought in words but to construct a set of sounds 
having a definite relation to one another that would be called form” (ibid., 
pp. 8–9; emphasis in original). 

Deleuze and Guattari go one step further by tracing art to the shaping of 
non-human animal territories and the building of houses for expressive rather 
than merely functional reasons. Considering the artistic creation of syntax as 
“the style, the ‘tone,’ the language of sensations,” they conclude that non-
human animals, too, demonstrate a particularity of style, similar, perhaps, to 
what biologists term the phenotype (1994, p. 176). As an example, they point 
to the Stagemaker Bowerbird which gathers leaves and arranges them in a 
pattern to set up a stage used for performing a complex routine involving an 
intricate song “made up from its own notes and, at intervals, those of other 
birds that it imitates” (ibid., pp. 183–184).  

In a similar fashion, Dissanayake relates ceremony to the stereotyped 
and formalized patterns found in the courtship display of the peacock. She 
argues that poetry and song are aesthetically intensified by formalization, 
repetition, and the elaboration of colors and shapes in a way that resembles 
the male peacock moving his tail in gestures lacking the casual appearance of 
ordinary food-seeking and feather-ruffling (2011, p. 64). In turn, Manuel 
DeLanda speaks of home-making in terms of the interplay between environ-
ment and “muscular intelligence,” and points out that “the world possesses a 
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kind of intrinsic ‘proto-semantics,’ which are meaningful to animal minds in 
a functional way” (1998, p. 18). By feeling its way through a territory, the 
animal reads the signs of its surroundings, and with such a faculty mutating to 
a point where it is no longer purely functional, we may approach the palpabil-
ity of the poetic sign. 

6. The Ethics of Affect 

These examples give us a deeper understanding of what could be meant by 
emphasizing the “palpability of signs.” They allow us to understand how po-
etic choice may be said to be dictated by a sensitivity to the “sound texture of 
language” (Jakobson, 1987, p. 425). Echoing Shklovsky’s definition of the 
bard’s task, Jakobson outlines the work of the author as the search for “a 
well-ordered shape” (ibid., p. 70).  

What has this to do with ethics? Certainly, these considerations prompt 
us to shift away from the conventional complex of fictional simulation and 
emotional response found in “postclassical” (anti-structuralist) narratology. A 
first step would be to distinguish between “emotion” and “affect.” New mate-
rialist and post-Spinozist approaches distinguish affect from affection as the 
power of a particular body to act and be acted upon, on the one hand, and the 
change undergone by a particular body in an affective encounter, on the other 
(Protevi, 2011, p. 393). Affect is the potential of a body (such as a human 
being, a book, a plant, or a poison) to engage with other bodies, something 
that is at work in every encounter, yet exists independently of it, since it re-
lates to the constitution of the body (its internal principles of organization and 
the system of its possible points of connection).  

Since potential constitution precedes and exceeds all possible encoun-
ters, it may form very different affections at different times: sometimes, it 
meshes with the other body and produces joy, and sometimes, it clashes with 
it, thus producing sadness. As Jane Bennett instructively puts it apropos the 
“emergent causality” of eating: 

particular fats, acting in different ways in different bodies, and with dif-
ferent intensities even within the same body at different times, may pro-
duce patterns of effects, though not in ways that are fully predictable. 
(2010, pp. 41–42)

It is only fitting that Booth urged us to consider what stories do to us 
precisely by analogy with the consumption of food, claiming that we “be-
come what we eat” (1988, p. 273), and establishing that while some books 
“nourish,” others “poison” (ibid., p. 40). While some “nurture,” others “de-
stroy or cripple” (ibid., p. 265). However, the affections generated from each 
affect will vary between encounters. Or, as the case was pleaded by the Mar-
quis de Sade:  
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So much the worse for those susceptible to corruption by any idea; so 
much the worse for them who fasten upon naught but the harmful in 
philosophic opinions, who are likely to be corrupted by everything. Who 
knows? They may have been poisoned by reading Seneca and Charron. 
(1990, p. 311) 

Borrowing Steven Shaviro’s definition of a media work, we may think of 
books as “machines for generating affect” (2010, p. 3; emphasis in origi-
nal). Borrowing another formulation from Lodge, we may then add that a 
“reader knows what is expressed by being receptive to affects” (2002, p. 
68). Here, the affects of the artwork exists outside of readers and their par-
ticular affections, and the process of reading depends on the receptiveness 
of a reader to them.  

As it is presented here, reading may be a largely unconscious act with 

readers trotting along and feeling their way rather than reflecting upon their 

experience and translating it into experiential content. Affect is at work with-

out the bodies involved necessarily being aware of it, and emotion may ac-

cordingly be described as the experience of an affective interaction as it ap-

pears to the subjective consciousness. It is “affect captured by a subject, or 

tamed and reduced to the extent that it becomes commensurate with that sub-

ject” (Shaviro, 2010, p. 3).  

Emotional impact, then, will always be “impact-for-me”—“this is me feel-

ing this way” (Protevi, 2011, p. 395)—and could perhaps be illustrated as the 

“ping” emitted by radar detecting strange activity within an enclosed territory.  

Affect, on the other hand, flies under the radar of consciousness. Emo-

tion fits well with the representational because it is representational in itself, 

translating a-signifying processes into a semantic content, a process described 

by Brian Massumi as “the sociolinguistic fixing of the quality of an experi-

ence which is from that point onward defined as personal” (2002, p. 28).  

Perhaps, we may even suggest a symmetrical relation where affect pre-

cedes and exceeds emotion just as form precedes and exceeds representation. 

Thus, we could distinguish between analysis as the production of diagrams of 

configurative power, on the one hand, and analysis as the empirical observation 

of the production of affections in particular encounters, on the other. Being the 

“one thing that preserves,” composition is particularly well fit for the former. 

7. Conclusion 

From the perspective of poetics, an ethics of literature will come to focus on 
the constitution of the particular aspect of an object that makes it into an art-
work rather than any object at all. I have argued that this aspect is aesthetic 
composition, understood as a configurative algorithmic machine operating 
within the aesthetical regime and dominated by a particular kind of perma-
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nent, virtual, procedural formality. Furthermore, composition is defined by its 
invariable configurative persistency, and its withdrawal from external rela-
tions including the merely material as well as the merely phenomenological 
mode of empirical cognitive re-mapping. Thus, ethics is understood, not as 
the reaction to and evaluation of content, but in terms of the potentiality of a 
specific process of semiotic production.  

One benefit of such an approach would be to avoid the established con-
ceptual association between ethics, emotion, and representation, and thus the 
hermeneutics of passion, where the formal machine is judged according to 
what it is not: the encounter with as-if embodied individuals, or the represen-
tation of possible people in a world like our own. Perhaps we should take as 
the credo of such an approach Marshall McLuhan’s witty reformulation of his 
own famous maxim, that medium is not only the message, but the massage.


