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Narrative works of literature are often regarded as monologues 
emanating from a position of power. Bakhtin's view of narrative, 
however, as language composed of special sorts of dialogue radically 
changes the way in which we see characters. They are the sources of 
dialogue in the text. His view does not lead us to reject the concept of 
character altogether, unlike that of others who dismiss the very no- 
tion of "character and everything it implies in terms of illusion and 
complicity with classical meaning and the appropriating economy 
that such a reasoning supports" (Cixous 387). It is important to 
clarify Bakhtin's conception of character for the simple reason that it 
occupies a central role in his overall theory of novelistic discourse. 

An early article by Bakhtin entitled "The Author and the Hero in 
Aesthetic Activity,"2 written between 1922-1924, hints at the new 
direction of this concept. The article deals with the differing perspec- 
tives available to narrators and characters and with the relationship 
between them. Bakhtin gives examples of the hero's domination of the 
author, of the author's domination of the hero, and of the hero as his 
own author. 

An important consequence of Bakhtin's view of dialogic 
discourse in the novel is present in the current rejection among 
narratologists of the "assumption that a narrative is necessarily a 
discourse by the narrator" (Banfield 299). This outlook appears to be 
shared by writers from very different backgrounds such as Julia 
Kristeva and Hans Robert Jauss.3 The novel is more than a dialogue 
between an author and a reader: it is an exchange amongst dialogic 
positions within the text itself. 

Seen against contemporary theory of the concept of character, 
Bakhtin's proposals occupy an intermediary position. Traditionally, 
characters are seen as remnants of a writer's past, as mere appendages 
to his thought. They are presented as incarnations of certain opinions 
in his intellectual development or of a representative of a social group 
in his mind. They have been seen as objects of a central monopolistic 
vision or even as signs of some hidden personality.4 In opposition to 
such conceptions, French structuralists sought to free the idea of 
character from this psychological aura and to promote him primarily 
as a structuring element of the story.' Theorists of the Greimassian 
school have further reduced characters to the status of products of the 
plot, or rather of the intrinsic structure and logic of narrative in 
general.6 Some modern trends in structuralist criticism do try to 
combine structural and "human" elements of character in a way that 
is foreign to the view we take to be Bakhtin's. Fernando Ferrara, for 
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example, sees the "social personality" of characters as the "essential 
nucleus" of a middle structure situated between deep structure, social 
norms and values, and the surface structure of the text (254,263). 

Many other features commonly found in a variety of views about 
character are completely lacking in Bakhtin's writings. For example, 
he does not see character as a "cluster of appurtenances ":7 characters 
for Bakhtin are not products of their environment, that is, objects in 
themselves. They are seen as voice sources in the text. Furthermore, 
Bakhtin is not interested in finding out whom each character is 
supposed to represent in reality. Nor does he attempt to discuss in 
detail an onomastic theory of indivual characters' names. This, too, 
would reduce characters to a mere appendage to a foregone 
conclusion. 

For Bakhtin, a character is not a simple filter of the author's 
intentions or desires, nor a mere paper entity devoid of all real signifi- 
cance. Character is not a psychologically based entity nor a simple 
product of textual structures. Our objective here will be to pinpoint the 
middle ground that the Bakhtinian character occupies, first by ridding 
the concept of the psychological aura one might be tempted to 
attribute to him. In this way we can at least hope to find Bakhtin's 
original view of what constitutes the novelistic character. 

In this study of his writings on character, we shall use the 
following five theoretical questions as guideposts for our analysis: 

1) the concept of the separate character-individual 
2) unfinishedness8 
3) character as a point of convergence 
4) the question of hierarchy 
5) the question of identification. 

1. The Concept of the Separate Character-individual 

The polemical text, Freudianism. A Marxist Critique (1927), 
signed by Voloshinov, attacks the very heart of the traditional notion 
of character. The author refuses to grant the existence of an isolated 
psychological consciousness in human beings, of the independent, 
psychological entity upon which we normally base our image of 
human beings in literary texts. For Bakhtin, the idea of a subjective, 
isolable consciousness in a human being, and thus in the literary 
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character, is nothing less than a false notion. The nature of literary 
character that we seek to define will have to be based elsewhere than 
in the psychological uniqueness of a separate entity. 

We see a development of this position in Rabelais and His 
World (written largely in 1940). As the author notes, characters in 
ancient literature and especially in Rabelais' works cannot be 
conceived as something based on a split between inner and outer 
factors. Novelistic characters were originally universal figures, very 
often born in carnivalized works where the boundaries between 
exterior (spectators) and interior (actors) were neatly swept away 
(RW 7). 

In this regard, it is very easy to make an analysis of personalized 
narrators and characters based on a false premise. As we can discern 
in reading Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics (1929), the conscious- 
ness of that which we call a character is never a self-contained entity, 
but rather, like the living ideas that characters incarnate, it is in 
constant interaction with everything that surrounds it. "In 
Dostoevsky's works the consciousness is never self-sufficient; it 
always finds itself in an intense relationship with another conscious- 
ness" (PDP 26). "The principle category of Dostoevsky's artistic 
vision is not evolution, but coexistence and interaction. He saw and 
conceived his world chiefly in space, not in time" (PDP 23). 

Because of this constant interaction, the boundaries that set off 
each character are by definition fuzzy and forever moving. In one 
untranslated essay ("On the Philosophical Bases of the Humanities" 
11941] EST 409-11), Bakhtin posits the basic difficulty of knowing 
others from inside of one's self, an unknowability because each 
individual has a different perspective and purview. Each individual is 
unknowable to every other individual precisely because of the 
different set of experiences, contacts, and range of vision that each 
individual possesses. In the same respect, the individual is equally 
unknowable to himself because, given his unique but limited field of 
vision, there are certain aspects of himself he cannot see. Bakhtin 
wrote in 1970 that 

a person can never really see and interpret as a whole his own 
outward appearance; mirrors and photographs cannot help him 
here; only other persons can see and comprehend his outward 
appearance precisely because they occupy a different spatial 
plane and because of the fact that they are not the same.9 
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But even if he is separate, the individual is nonetheless unisolable, 
because if we were able to isolate a single individual, that is, to assign 
him precise boundaries, this would be to presuppose a thorough 
knowledge of the outer limits of what constitutes an individual. The 
same can be said of the novelistic character. We cannot determine for 
a single character specific bounds which unequivocably delimitate 
him from all other elements of the text. Because he has no perfectly 
isolable body or psychological entity, the character is in constant 
interaction with other characters, each of which posits the image of a 
current passing through the whole of the text, currents which have 
countless possibilities of confluence and branching apart. 

2. Unfinishedness 

It could also be said that characters are in constant contact with 
an unending generation of ideologemes" in and outside of the work 
(FMLS). The most important of these ideologemes is the very institu- 
tion of literature which, being formulated by social discourse, in itself 
without beginning or end (MPL 96), is also a living receptacle of other 
ideological forms. 

The novelistic character must therefore be envisaged against the 
dialogic background of anonymous social discourse (DI 272). In this 
context, the speech of characters, alongside of narrators and "inserted 
genres," must be seen as those components of the novel which allow 
heteroglossia" to enter the text (DI 263). Heteroglossia enters 
through their discourse. Discourse is in itself to be viewed as a poly- 
phonic conveyor of otherness. Each separate line contains other 
languages in it, and each character who expresses his field of vision 
through speech speaks a language which contains the language of 
others. Social discourse is an unending ebb and tide, and the character 
who transmits it is therefore a product of unfinishedness. 

We now see the unfinished nature of Dostoevsky's creations due 
to the fact that they are so self-aware, and as a result, undefinable. No 
matter how the narrator wishes to depict them, they are aware of his 
commentaries and can easily prove him wrong. 

A loophole is the retention for oneself of the possibility to alter 
the final, ultimate sense of one's word. If the word leaves this 
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loophole open, then that fact must be inevitably reflected in its 
structure. This possible other sense, i.e. the open loophole, 
accompanies the word like a shadow. According to its sense, the 
word with a loophole must be the last word, and it presents itself 
as such, but in fact it is only the next-to-last word, and is followed 
by only a conditional, not a final, period. (PDP 195) 

If it is true that a work of art as a whole can achieve a certain 
"aesthetic" completeness (FMLS 23), characters by contrast are 
always unfinished. Characters are carriers of social discourse and as 
such cannot be finished. Furthermore, they enter into the ever 
changing dialogic world of the reader. The character is twice under 
dialogic influence. He is unfinished because unisolable, and un- 
finished because of the social discourse of which he is composed and 
in which he must participate. 

In the essay "Epic and Novel" (1941), character is defined 
through the retention of his potential capacity, by his power of 
"incongruity with himself" (DI 37). This is the power to be more than 
a mere function. As we have seen in Bakhtin's book on Dostoevsky, 
this aptitude of the character is translated by his constant need to keep 
in reserve the "last word." 

3. Character as a Point of Convergence 

Early texts signed by Voloshinov are particularly useful for 
understanding Bakhtin's later statements on character. In "Discourse 
in Life and Discourse in Art" (1926), for example, the word "hero" is 
used almost as a metaphor for content: 

any locution actually said aloud or written down for intelligible 
communication (i.e. anything but words merely reposing in a dic- 
tionary) is the expression and product of the social interaction of 
three participants: the speaker (author), the listener (reader), and 
the topic (the who or what) of speech (the hero). (FMC 105) 

If we bear in mind this equalizing metaphor of character seen as a 
special kind of literary content, we can interpret other statements in 
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