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Narrative Aesthetics and Ethics in On Beauty by Zadie
Smith

Fatemeh Pourjafari',Leila Baradaran Jamili?

Abstract

Introduction: This research aims 10 mveshgaie the aesthetic representation of eth-
ics i On Beauty (2009) by Zadie Smith (1.1975). The theoretical framework n-
cludes the rhetorical narrative theory and ethical philosophy and intends to indicate
how Smith’s narrative sirategies communicaie certain ethical issues, through an in-
terdisciplinary Study. On this account, this Study relies primarily on James Phelan’s
thetorical approach to Narratology and Charles Taylor’s philosophy of ethics. In
nvesiigating the aesthetic aspect of the novel, the author’s use of free indirect dis-
course, and her choice of narrative voice for different characters will be explored.

Turthermore, the ethical world of the Story 1s analyzed concerming the characters’

1.Ph.D. Student of English Literature. Department of English Language and Literature,
Central Tehran Branch, Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran
2.Assistant Professor. Department of English Language and Literature, Borujerd Branch,
Islamic Azad University, Borujerd, Iran (Corresponding Author.)
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various affitudes towards the concept of beauty, and their tendency towards hman
connection and altroism. The article finally shows Smifh as the author who writes
of ethics and nvites readers 1o search for efhics within the aesthetic frameworks
of the novels.

Background of the Study. The focus of this paper is on Smith’s On Beauty, and
is designed 1o Study the novel by demonsirating the aesthetic dimension of her act
of narration, and the ethics that she ntends 1o convey by those narratives. Smith,
the Jamaican-British author, officially presented herself 1o the Britigh literary scene
1n 2000 with the publication of White Teeth. Her third novel, On Beauty (2005),
further establighed Smith as one of the prominent British novelists, following the
tradition of E.M. Forster, 1o whom she explicitly admits her mndebtedness. She is
among those few twenty-first-century anthors who openly claim that their works
contain ethical dimensions. To Smith, ethicality 1s ndispensable from human na-
tore, and the creation of characters and situations s, inevitably, a presentation of
ethics. By concentrating on ethical issues of human relations and her engagement
with the experience of selfhood amid the multicultural realities of the present
world, Smith asserts hier conviction in the redempiive force of literature.
Methodology. The present Study applies an nterdisciplinary approach, which n-
tegrates perspectives from two fields of knowledge n humanities, namely narra-
ve Studies and ethical philosophy. According to Phelan, the Study of narrative aes-
thetics deals with the analysis of the narrafive techniques, employed by the anthor
and the narrator. Free indirect discourse and narrative voice are two technigues that
contribute 1o the aesthetic dimension of the narrative. Through free ndirect dis-
course, the readers are given a chance 10 enfer inside the characters’ unconscious
mind which is ntegrated within the narrative flow, while narrative voice is defined
by Phelan as the synthesis of style, tone, and ethics. Ethical goods, for Taylor, te-
fer 1o those assets with which one cherishes and identifies. The 1dentification and

commitments that form an individual’s horizon of significance are the components
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of his/her 1dentity. Moreover, when Taylor speaks of concern for universal hman-
iy, he 1s referring 1o vniversal benevolence and concerm as the hyper goods that
constitute the central moral issues of modern culture and help define the good ife
for those who believe n them.

Conclusion: On Beauty offers a site 1o Study the dynamics between ethics and
aesthetics n Zadie Smith’s works. The use of free indirect discourse gives elas-
ficity 1o the ommniscient narrafion, by moving closer 10 the characters’ thoughts.
Furthermore, Smith employs a multitude of variations on the characters’ voiees as
avehicke 1o ndicate the cultural diversity of the twenty-first-century world and the
difficulty of the interaction between dentities who pose differing values. Regard-
ng ethics, beauty, as an ethical good, correlates to the characters’ identity and their
motivations for action. Moreover, the study of Smith'’s ethical side of the novel
ndicates nstances of the characters’ egoism and mndifference toward others while
highlighting a few examples of those who consider love and concern for others as
the hyper good n their \ife.

Keywords: Rhetorical Narratology, Ethical Philosophy, Narrative Aesthetics,

Free Indirect Discourse, Narrative Voice, ldentity, Ethics of Human Concern.
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