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Narrative and Narrator:
An Analysis of Joseph Andrews
    	
	As the novel was coalescing into a distinct form of literary expression, Henry Fielding introduced a dynamic relationship between the reader and the text by developing the role of the narrator and the narrator's responsibility in shaping the overall structure of the work. His narrative creation would become a tradition explored by modern writers. By establishing the narrator as an intermediary, the narrator was free to create and comment upon characters, actions, and situations. Fielding could conceal his ideas with metaphors and fictional examples as well as with the narrator himself.  Though some have criticized Fielding's work for lacking a definitive narrative goal, perhaps the more fruitful quest was and is in discovering the goal of the narrator (Goldberg 85). Through an understanding of the narrator of Joseph Andrews,  it may be possible to discern the goal of the narrator and, thus trace the early evolution of this tradition.      
	Fielding's narrator is an all-pervasive commentator and creator. Fielding forces the reader to engage his text as a text inextricably bound to the thoughts and perceptions of the author (Bartschi 53). The reader sees only what the narrator allows him or her to see. In this manner the narrator serves as a lens through which all events and characters are viewed. For example, the narrative structure of Joseph Andrews was consciously constructed as a reaction to and a refutation of the ethical system espoused in Richardson's novel Pamela. Fielding connects his novel directly to Richardson's fictional world, using such devices as Joseph's letters to Pamela. He revives the memory of these characters and events, however, only to turn them on their heads, to challenge and transcend them. The critical debate continues today, arguing whether Fielding successfully undermines or unwittingly underscores Richardson's views of social change and virtuous behavior (McCrea 484-5).  While it may be impossible to determine the authentic intentions of Fielding, the ideological agenda of the narrator can be examined as it becomes the focus of the work.      
	Fielding stresses an element of self discovery or self reflexivity through the narrator. Knitted into the fictional framework of the novel is an open discussion between reader and narrator. Usually placed at the beginning of each Book, the narrator discusses topics including biographies, the purpose of nobility, and the division of chapters in books (Fielding 14, 70, 145). The narrator uses such commentary as a "means of de-mystification and an exercise in reflection and self awareness" (Gossman 308). These digressions are designed to make the reader conscious of the act of reading. "The narrator gives us not only a story to read, but also a lecture on how to read and interpret his novel" (Bartschi 70).  The narrator posits his work within a rich and wide literary tradition and will not allow the reader to confuse it with reality. Reality does influence and create fiction, but fiction remains separate. Being the keen observer though, the narrator does connect his fictional tale to the world of actual experience. 

		"These are Pictures which must be, I believe, known;
 		 I declare they are taken from life and not intended 
		 to exceed it" (Fielding 149).

This foundation enables him to comment upon and critique the "real" world as an observer of life and the human condition and not an active participant. 
	The narrator tries through methods both subtle and apparent to influence how the book is read. In doing so the narrator nudges the reader toward certain ethical or ideological conclusions and establishes himself as the creative center, providing direction to the narrative as a whole.  
     
		"I would not advise him to travel through these Pages 
		too fast: for if he doth he may probably miss the  
		seeing of some curious Productions of Nature which  
		will be observed by the slower more accurate reader"
		(Fielding 71).

	Perhaps the greatest intrusion of the narrator, one that forces the reader to reckon with the narrator as the figure in complete control of the novel, is chapter ten of Book III. This chapter is entitled "A Discourse Between Poet and Player; of No Other Use in This History, but to Divert the Reader" (Fielding 203). It occurs at one of the most suspenseful moments in the novel. Parson Adams and Joseph have been beaten and bound and Fanny has been taken off to be raped by the Captain. Instead of revealing the outcome of this potentially tragic situation in the following chapter, the narrator essentially laughs at the reader and pursues a discussion of modern drama in the supposed interest of comic interlude (Fielding 203). These narrative breaks force the reader to "think about the form and contents of episodes rather than merely absorb them" (Bartschi 59).     
	 The attitude of the narrator is both comic and serious. The reader is playfully frustrated by the narrator's comedy, but ultimately convinced of his serious ethical intent. These two functions are constantly undercutting one another (Sacks 70-1). 

		"The serious comment juxtaposed to the ironic 
		comment becomes important at many places in the 
		novel" (Sacks 73). 

In the first chapter the narrator praises the worth of biography as a method of presenting moral examples; yet when pressed for classical references the narrator claims ignorance and calls ancient languages "unintelligible" (Fielding 14). The narrator seems omniscient when entered into the fictional world, but expresses uncertainty when describing Joseph's ancestry. In order to justify the validity of Joseph's life without knowledge of his ancestry, the narrator goes so far as to claim that it would not matter if Joseph "had sprung up... out of a Dunghill" (Fielding 17). The slippery nature of the narrator helps to create an ironic and unique form of expression: a comic frame within which serious virtues can be discussed.     
	The narrator must be trustworthy, however. If the reader begins to doubt the narrator's sincerity in relating characters and events and their importance, the narrator himself can become a source of comedy. If the narrator cannot be taken seriously, if the reader's trust is not gained, the narrator's ability to make honest ethical commentary is undermined significantly (Sacks 71).
   
		"...we cannot then take his [the narrator's] word for     
		anything, and in Joseph Andrews we must take  
		his word for a great deal" (Sacks 71). 

Fielding allows his narrator to walk a fine line between comic suspicion and an authentic desire to educate the reader.     
	The basic framework can be extended further within the fictional world as the narrator uses his ability to merge with and distance himself from characters and events. Parson Adams' character and his ability to characterize others becomes a vehicle through which the narrator can judge other characters inobtrusively (Sacks 79-81).     

		"Our attitudes toward these new creations [characters] are 
		a result of the interaction between what the serious 
		commentator tells us about their trait and what he tells us 
		about their attitude and treatment of Adams" (Sacks 81). 

By aligning himself with Adams, the narrator uses the Parson as a moral measuring stick. The Boobys are judged harshly, for example, when it is revealed that they regard Adams merely as a "domestic" (Fielding 20). 
	Before pursuing this analogy past its breaking point, however, it may be interesting to discover why Parson Adams was chosen for this task and at what point the narrator pulls back from this convention. Though a conscious imitation of Cervantes' Don Quixote, Adams' malady is less tangible (Goldberg 75). It is Adams' simplicity and good nature which sets him apart from his society. Like Quixote these two traits make his character redeeming and laughable simultaneously (Goldberg 76). Though an object of personal ridicule, the ethical system of Parson Adams is adopted and promoted by the narrator.     
	While it may be erroneous to speculate on Fielding's actual personal ethic based on the novel alone, even a casual glance at his essay "On the Knowledge of the Character of Men" shows many striking similarities to the goodness of Parson Adams (Goldberg 77). Written while Joseph Andrews was being written, Fielding essentially defines good nature.     

		"Good nature is that benevolent and amiable Temper 
		of Mind, which disposes us to feel the Misfortunes,  
		and enjoy the Happiness of others; and consequently         		pushes us on to promote the latter and prevent the         		former" ("On the.." 324).

This concept of good (or human) nature is crucial to understanding Fielding's idea of existence. One's nature is inescapably and uniquely one's own. Upon it all facets of character are hung (Goldberg 88). Not only does Parson Adams exhibit Fielding's definition of good nature, he preaches against the vanity and pretension of his own age, like Fielding.  Fielding goes on in his essay to characterize his society as 

		"a vast masquerade, where the greatest part appear 
		disguised under false visions and habits; a very few 
		only showing their own faces, who become, by so doing 
		the astonishment and ridicule of all the rest" 
		("On the..." 322). 

	With good nature comes a responsibility to humankind.  In an essay written  March 27, 1740, Fielding stated that "every good-natured Man will do his utmost to contribute to the Happiness of each Individual" ([Essay on...] 311). He felt virtue was attainable only through an act of will. Good nature, thus was a struggle that required diligence. With this in mind Fielding believed there was hope that the ills of society, including the hypocrisy and injustices of his own age, could be overcome ([Essay on...] 311-12). Perhaps his writing was his contribution to this ongoing struggle. It may be possible, thus, to infer that Fielding's views are expressed at least partially through various characters and tempered by the narrator.     
	Distance is created between the narrator and Parson Adams when Adams falls prey to the vanity which he preached against.  Another way to characterize Adams' comic flaw is a lack of self awareness which the narrator has obtained. Parson Adams, "a man of Good Sense, good Parts, and good Nature; but was at the same time as entirely ignorant in the Ways of this World, as an Infant...", embodies the optimism and hope expressed by Fielding in his 1740 essay (Fielding 18). However, Adams believed that his philosophy and religion described the reality of human nature rather than an ideal (Goldberg 78). "Knowledge of Man is only to be learnt from Books, Plato and Seneca..." (Fielding 138). His simplicity, his naivete, renders him the source of ridicule. Adams' comedy "shifts from misestimate of individuals to his mistaken beliefs and misapplied doctrines" (Goldberg 90). Adams' absolute adherence to the doctrine of moderation  and resignation to adversity makes him laughable when the reader sees his excessive emotional response to his son's near drowning (Fielding 243). By establishing a distance between himself and Adams, the narrator is able to ridicule Adams' vanity without sacrificing or destroying the reader's knowledge of good nature.

		"As long as Adams is foolish only in the way the 
		narrator has led us to expect, he retains our complete 
		faith in his competence to act wisely"(Sacks 79).
    
	The narrator encloses his treatment of Parson Adams with the structured tale of his pupil Joseph. As Adams becomes an object of ridicule, Joseph begins to display a basic understanding of good nature. This transition is hinted at in the comedic treatment of the burlesque scenes early in the novel. Though Joseph's stubborn abstinence is seen as ridiculous, the moral stature of Lady Booby and Slipslop is lessened. "Joseph may appear ridiculous, but we are glad that the arrogant Lady Booby cannot have her wish" (Sacks 85). Both women feel an affinity for or have a connection with London. London, however, is removed both geographically and morally from the world of Joseph Andrews. He rejects both London and the women (Sacks 88). 
	Joseph continues to gain in stature throughout his journey across the countryside with Parson Adams and Fanny. No longer Joey, the innocent paradigm of male chastity and submissive servant to the wishes of Adams, Joseph is able to sense deception where Adams is not (Taylor 420). As Joseph realizes that Adams' judgment is sometimes faulty, he begins to challenge Adams' ideas and opinions more openly. The argument over the supposed evils of public schools in III, 5 marks a turning point in the narrator's treatment of Joseph and the subsequent shift in the reader's attitude toward both characters. As well as distancing Adams from the narrator,

		"it is clear that he [the narrator] intends Joseph's 
		arguments with Adams to have serious significance 
		in the thought of the novel, and that Joseph's
	 	intellectual stature is growing" (Taylor 422).   

Joseph begins also to dominate the practical aspects of their journey. The narrator allows Joseph to challenge and even supplant Adams on some occasions as leader (Taylor 422). "Joseph grows from Adams' pupil to his guide" (McCrea 493).   
	Throughout the novel the ethical temptation and education of Joseph is paralleled in smaller narrative frames. Wilson's tale is a microcosm of Joseph's moral temptation. The narrator extends his ethical argument from a particular character to a more universal level in this manner (Sacks 214-15). 

		"The contrast between evaluation in the two frames 
		helps establish the values of the novel and prevents 
		us from simply reversing Richardson's ridiculed 
		standards" (Sacks 93).

The reader's knowledge of the excesses and vices of society are reinforced and expanded by Wilson's tale. The serious tone of his adventures bolsters his moral stature. Wilson overcomes many obstacles and temptations in his literal and metaphoric journey away from London (Sacks 215). Because of this parallel with the larger structure of the novel, the narrator allows the reader to simultaneously applaud Joseph's refusal of Lady Booby's advances and laugh at his excessive abstinence. 

		
		"Over indulgence in virginity is ridiculous, but in  
		the scheme of values in Joseph Andrews promiscuity 
		never becomes virtuous" (Sacks 83). 

With this fundamental connection in place between the larger and smaller narrative frames, it is not surprising when the narrator unites Joseph and Mr. Wilson tangibly as loving father and son in the comic resolution of the novel.
 	While the comedy of Joseph Andrews is episodic in nature and may, therefore, lack a definitive narrative goal, the ultimate ideological goal of the narrator takes precedence. The novel does not push Parson Adams toward an inner discovery that his society is morally bankrupt. If Adams made such a discovery the comic life of the novel would end. The narrator allows Adams to remain simple and ridicules his good natured blindness in order to effectively and subtly convey his ideological agenda (Goldberg 86). "Our laughing at him does not once lessen our respect for him" (Hazlitt 115). The narrator admires the innate goodness of Adams but wishes to temper it with prudence. Ultimately the narrator wishes to arm the innocent, Joseph, Fanny, and the reader alike, with a level of pragmatic self awareness and each narrative decision was made with this in mind. Once again the narrator's slippery nature becomes apparent. 

		"In order to reach his didactic aim the narrator  
		causes the reader to feel insecure, undermining the  
		very moral standards he wishes to support" (Bartschi 69).

 	The comic life of the novel is never forgotten, however. The serious ideas throughout the book do not hinder the mocking, bawdy tone or the rollicking picaresque pace of the novel. First and foremost the novel must succeed as a comedy in order for any of the narrator's goals to be achieved. Fielding never loses sight of this fact. Even when dealing with heavy, thought provoking subjects "his treatment is not so serious as to deaden the fun" (Taylor 418).
	Fielding intended his narrative to produce and promote a particular ethical commentary and response. The narrator was his tool. Like Fielding, many modern authors have exploited the narrative framework of a fictional world for a greater purpose than the categorical presentation of characters and events. However, some have attempted to push the narrative structure past a singular didactic or diagnostic function. They might claim that the author and the reader undergo similar acts of creation. The author is reckoning with a certain set of ideas which give rise to characters and narrative structures. The reader interprets these creations which, in turn, stimulates ideas, though not necessarily the same ideas that originally inspired the author. Novels written with this in mind would, in theory, lend themselves to further readings without the risk of reaching a definitive ideological conclusion. 
	It may not be a fair assessment of to claim that modern authors like Milan Kundera or Salman Rushdie have refined the narrator's role in fiction or to claim that Fielding's style has been corrupted by the postmodern agenda of such authors. The freedom of the reader seems to be the central issue. Is the reader more free to explore ideas and issues when the narrator and narrative poses questions and withholds ultimate answers, or does the reader need an ideological structure, a framework to explore and acknowledge the limits of interpretive freedom? In either event, without Fielding and his advancement of the narrative form such questions could not be posed or answered.
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