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————————————————————————————————————— 

Literary discourse: do writers put the ‘author’ in authority? Disruption in 
literature regarding authorship and authority  
Simi Kaur 

————————————————————————————————————— 

The exploration of disruption regarding the authorship and authority relationship—if there is one at all
—is a beyond challenging concept; and because of this raises ontological questions. The texts The Pil-
lowman and The Good Soldier provide an interesting scope for this investigation, as the characters are 
aware of themselves as authors and of the readers within the narrative. Can we ever separate authorship 
and authority? I will explore the disturbing effect that authority has on the relationship between text, 
reader and author. Clearly, the lines are blurred when regarding Cora Kaplan’s statement—“For me the 
greatest danger when reading a literary text is to assume that authorship and authority mean the same 
thing.” The factors I will discuss are: subjectivity, power relations, unreliable narration, self-conscious 
narrative, the meaning of art and egalitarianism and the value of names and texts. These factors appear 
to blur the lines between authorship and authority. The factors I chose to discuss acquired analysis and 
further inspection, when looking at the authorship-authority relationship. 

  For me the greatest danger when reading a literary text is to assume that authorship  
  and authority mean the same thing. 
     — Cora Kaplan  1
 
For readers, it is quite dangerous to forget who controls the narrative; it can be disruptive. In reference 
to both Ford Madox Ford’s novel, The Good Soldier and Martin McDonagh’s play, The Pillowman, I 
will discuss “authorship” and “authority” and how this can be dangerous when both can, as Cora Ka-
plan states, “mean the same thing”.  The word “author” meant “father” in 1300.  The word draws on 2 3

the Latin root “auctor” with meanings such as “enlarger, founder, master, and leader”. The word “au-
thority” shares its origins with the Latin root, “auctor”: in its nominative form, the word is 
“auctoritas,” and has meanings such as “invention, advice, opinion, influence, and command’’.  The 4

word “author” therefore connotes paternalistic influence through its etymological connection with 
“authority”. Thus, there is a danger of mistaking authorship and authority for the same thing. This 
leads to disruption when it comes to power and ownership of texts. 
 It is dangerous to mistake authorship for authority when the narrative is subjective when it is 
not from a third person omniscient perspective, which prevents us from seeing who really holds au-
thority. In relation to author, text and reader, we must look at narrative perspective and what this re-
veals about authorship. The Good Soldier is told from a first-person perspective; the narrator is also 
involved in the story, and so his narrative is limited. In agreement, as Roland Barthes suggests, it 
could be “the voice of a single person, the author ‘confiding’ in us”.  Though, even if they are, we, as 5

readers, could interpret this as both reliable and unreliable, as he could be withholding other parts of 
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the story and/or telling the truth. As readers, we can never know. John Dowell is dishonest, naïve and 
fickle. This is obvious from his opinionated description of characters in the novel that he is involved 
with. Dowell believed Edward to be a “good soldier”, which is ironic, as we know he is not, yet Dow-
ell describes him a “normal man”.  Later, Dowell calls him “wicked and mean”; this flighty character 6

construction Ford produces reflects the tone of the novel and its subjectivity.  To understand Booth’s 7

explanation of the concept of the unreliable narrator it is important to understand the term “implied 
author”.  Booth coined the term “implied author” to exemplify the distance between the real author 8

and his or her work, and thus avoids the problems that can arise with an autobiographical reading of a 
novel.  The personality of an implied author can be a complete opposite of that of the real author. The 9

implied author is a disguise that the real author uses to tell the story with a certain effect; is the author 
therefore projecting himself onto the text? A reader will react differently to different types of implied 
authors and this reaction helps to determine the reader’s response to the work. The writer can alter the 
guise of the implied author to suit the effect he or she wants. The author, here, is in a significant posi-
tion of power; the very reason that authorship and authority are mistaken for the same thing. 
 Despite differences in form, The Pillowman also displays issues regarding the authorship-au-
thority relationship, but in a contrasting manner. The play’s form exposes less subjectivity due to its 
third-person perspective. Though, the author’s moral of the play is subjective as it is moulded into a 
contextual play about power relations. Power-relations are important to inspect when focusing on au-
thoritarianism. Katurian’s stories inspired Michal to reenact what Katurian “wrote and read out” to 
him.  This is what the authorship-authority relationship embodies when authorship can have such a  10

deep impact on its readers, it leads to action. Katurian cannot stop Michal from acting out his stories 
and harming the children he sought after. This is the main dilemma in The Pillowman; particularly as 
it is set in a totalitarian state. This dictatorship means There are no limits to authority in the state. In 
the play, the detectives are able to uncover most of Katurian’s life through his stories. If we zoom in 
on the story of “The Writer and The Writer’s Brother”, it is uncovered that the story is partially auto-
biographical for the relationship between Katurian and Michal.  As the play goes on, the detectives 11

further their hierarchy over the author (Katurian) and the author's companion (Michal). Ultimately, 
Tupolski ends up with the power to decide if Katurian’s stories go down as his legacy, as it is Tupol-
ski’s decision whether to “burn all his stories”; here the power roles are subverted. The author no 
longer has control over his own stories. The authority that the state holds is shown here; the roles are 
subverted. The paradox concocted here is the very reason why the dangerous authorship-authority 
relationship acquires significant danger ethically and philosophically. The choice of what is told or not 
told is vital; an omniscient narrator therefore holds a lot of power. Many critics, including Culler, up-
hold the belief that “the narrator’s audience is often called the narratee.”  This implies that the audi12 -
ence is a possession of the narrator, as the name suggests. This is supported by Culler’s opinion that 
“narrators are sometimes termed unreliable,” especially when they provide us with information that is 
subjective, according to their own bias, which inevitably makes us doubt their interpretations of 
events.  This implies that the narrator speaks with authority as he dominates the narrative. This is 13

how the author controls our viewpoint of how things are perceive things by readers, through the nar-

 Ford Madox Ford, The Good Soldier (London: Oxford Publications, 2012), 141.6

 Ibid, 88.7

 Greta Olson, “Reconsidering Unreliability: Fallible and Untrustworthy Narrators,” Narrative 11, no. 1 (Jan8 -
uary 2003): 93–110.
 Ibid.9

 Martin McDonagh, The Pillowman (London: Faber and Faber Limited, 2003), 51.  10

 Ibid, 52. 11

 Jonathan Culler, Literary Theory: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press), 82.12

 Ibid, 8313

!37



rator, particularly in the texts mentioned; exemplified in The Pillowman through Katurian’s own de-
scription of his life—“that’s my life. I stay in and I write stories”.  The author suggests our society is 14

damaged because of the world’s view of text as a commodity. The power relations constructed in the 
narrative affect the reader’s perception, and in doing so the author exhibits authority. 
 Authors clearly hold authority due to the unreliability of the narrative and the narrator. This is 
explicit through Dowell’s narration being shaped in a psychological order, as opposed to a chronolo-
gical order; this is something the author chooses to do as they hold authority over the narrative. Look-
ing further into this, Dowell’s narration relies on the principle of “progression d’effet” and is presen-
ted as free direct thought, occasionally alternated with direct speech where Dowell quotes the other 
characters in the story.  Despite his eloquence, Dowell’s free direct thought allows for an impression15 -
ist narration in which Dowell is able to tell “the story as it comes” and to digress, emphasise, under-
state and abbreviate.  It also allows him to tell the story in a psychological rather than chronological 16

order. Dowell’s narration of his participation in the story forces the reader to question his knowledge: 
is it possible that he knew about the affair of his wife and Edward Ashburnham? How could he not 
have known about the affair? What are his true feelings about the other characters in the novel? How 
does he truly feel about himself? Is it possible that he is continually lying? When, if at all, is Dowell 
telling the truth? Hampson and Saunders have reiterated that “he who narrates the story lies even if he 
swears he is telling the truth”.  The narrator’s opinionated view can sometimes sidetrack us from 17

what we believe to be the truth; disrupting our view. This heightens the author’s relationship with au-
thority.  
 Self-conscious narrative intensifies the danger of authorship and authority meaning the same 
thing; it furthers the disruption of authority, as the readers are controlled to an extent. We tend to fall 
into the trap of believing the narrator or author on the grounds that “the reader takes the world de-
scribed in the text as reality,” which is what Stephen Bonnycastle reinforces here. The narrator is con-
stantly aware of their authority.  They may also be hiding information from us, as well as telling us 18

that they determine the fate of the story or the telling of the story. The blurring between reality and 
fiction that Bonnycastle demonstrates is displayed in The Pillowman when Katurian’s stories become 
reality: they enter the “real world”.  This emphasises the epistemological uncertainty of ourselves as 19

readers and contemporary society, as this brings about ontological questions of reality and fiction. It 
can therefore be interpreted as a self-conscious play, through which it becomes a commentary on a 
metaplay, which is the author’s intent. This is another point which elicits subjectivity and leaves the 
author in control of influence. As readers, we are limited to knowledge imparted by the narrator due to 
our limited perspective, when “recounting actions without giving us access to characters’ thoughts”.  20

This highlights the issue that the narrator holds information from the readers. Self-conscious narrative 
affects how dangerous it can be to assume authorship and authority mean the same thing, as the power 
authors hold could be inferred as authoritative. This power dynamic is disruptive for readers as we can 
never know everything we need or want to know.  
 At times, the reader may be seen as a creator due to the reversal of power, which subverts au-
thority previously held by the author. Another way of looking at authorship would be to explore an-
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other possible definition; “a creator of a work of art”.  Therefore, we are the creators of the art 21

through our interpretation and imagination; our exegesis differs from reader to reader.  In this sense, it 
is appropriate to ask ourselves where we draw the line at artistry and how this affects who or what 
authorship is. It is not always the case that the author is authoritative; they are only in control to a cer-
tain extent. This illustrates that the text is personal to readers—no one owns anything—however, we 
can all remain within our own mindsets. The direct address that Dowell possesses as a narrator to his 
readers highlights the problem of authority, when mentioning “you see; in those days I was interested 
in people with ‘hearts’”.  The reader may interpret this as a bias; as a character trait; as a theme; as an 22

act of foreshadowing. Readers’ identities and beliefs alter how they interpret language. Considerably, 
on this note, it is possible to separate the authorship and authority. When Dowell states “You, the 
listener, sit opposite me. But you are so silent. You don't tell me anything,” he addresses the reader as 
someone he knows, and in doing so, creates an egalitarian atmosphere, whereby authority is exhibited 
less.  This is not explored in The Pillowman, due to its totalitarian atmosphere. Dowell as a narrator 23

constructs his narrative for the purpose of someone he knows to read it; egalitarianism is introduced. 
McDonagh’s conception in The Pillowman is to establish that egalitarianism is lacking in progress. 
Depending on how we view the authorship-authority relationship, there is a possibility that the author 
does not express as much authority as they want to.  
 Texts, and the paratext, enable us to see authorship and authority as a dichotomy that work for 
socio-political reasons. Texts, particularly novels, are valuable to an author and were seen as a com-
modity in the pre-twenty-first century; due to early capitalism and industrialism which gave the author 
power.  This is still a recurring issue in our present day, to an extent that texts can control an author’s 24

life. We only question this recently in literature due to its prominence in texts. This is evident in the 
play The Pillowman; Tupolski wants Katurian to admit that his stories “are better than all of your stor-
ies”.  Names and texts are considered analogous; equivalent in value. Identity is an essential part of 25

the authorship-authority relationship. Before copyright laws, texts were “valorised without any ques-
tions about the identity of their author”.   For example, if we think about the Bible, many stories are 26

written by unknown authors. Identity affects our perception of a text; “‘Literary’ discourse was ac-
ceptable only if it carried an author’s name”.  This is evident when Ariel talks about his legacy as a 27

police officer; “they’re gonna know my name”. Authorship is therefore contingent on their intent, as 28

well as the reader’s response and action. In Katurian’s last moments all he can think about are his 
texts, “Right at this moment I don’t care if they kill me. I don’t care. But they’re not going to kill my 
stories. they’re not going to kill my stories. They’re all I’ve got”.   He is consumed by the texts, 29

which is an ironic theme in the play that the author uses to display the power of possessions and con-
sumerist products. A writer is considered more established if they copyright their own product, and in 
doing so they enter the world of consumerism. In this way, the authority that the author (in this in-
stance, Katurian) holds it lost once he succumbs to Copyright and state laws; the epitome of capital-
ism. Now we can see authorship as inferior to authority, as the authorities control the author; reflect-
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ing on society’s problems. This is also evident in Katurian’s stories about “child-killings” that become 
reality in The Pillowman, for which he is falsely imprisoned for. As soon as he tries to escape the tie 
to the authorities, he becomes trapped. An author is unable to express themselves anymore without 
constrictions. We cannot escape the ties that come with authority, and neither can the author. 
 The socio-political and contextual issues encompassing the texts that I have brought up are all 
aspects of the disruption that arises when looking at the authorship and authority relationship. It can 
be difficult to see who holds authority when reading texts, which enables us to question our morals 
and ethics. There are many aspects surrounding the text, author and reader that affect this relationship. 
Within these components we can see that they build up certain tensions and uncertainties in terms of 
questioning authorship and authority. After inspecting the key elements, it is fair to say that one can 
interpret authorship and authority in many ways, and so I put forward the statement that it is danger-
ous, as it can often be mistaken for authorship. Nevertheless, both terms clearly do not necessarily 
mean the same thing. This is entirely contingent on how one personally views each term. We may 
never be able to see ourselves as just readers anymore, as we are limited to knowledge that is perhaps 
withheld. This disrupts readers from seeing the text as more than it appears to represent. 	 
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