WEEKLY STUDY MATERIAL

English (Hons.) II year
Paper 8: British Literature: 18th Century

Unit 4: Laurence Sterne’s The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman
Class Representative- Anushka Sahai (94157 17643)

Cutler, Erich. Tristram Shandy And The Human Condition. 2006. California State University. MA Dissertation. ProQuest, https://duelibrary.informaticsglobal.com:2130/docview/304935489/DE58C4B31D0D469BPQ/4?accountid=10461.

“The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman is, among other things, Laurence Sterne’s comment on the human condition. An examination of the depiction of and response to the human condition in Tristram Shandy offers a thematic framework with which to approach the text. This thesis examines five inter-related aspects of the human condition—inescapable subjectivity, the difficulty of communication, life’s incomprehensibility, man’s propensity for system-building, and transience and death—as they are presented in Tristram’s narrative. In the text, the illusion of objective truth collapses; subjectivity makes the experience of life idiosyncratic, incommunicable, and potentially absurd. However, in Tristram Shandy subjectivity is a tool that can enhance the quality and value of lived experience. By engaging the perceiving self in the dynamic process of living, humor, love# imagination, sympathy, and sensuality evoke the forces of life. Steme transforms the tragedy of solipsism into the triumph of the human condition.”
“Steme wrote at a time in which Enlightenment thought was beginning to be challenged but still had a considerable influence on philosophical discussion. The universe was largely understood to follow regular and identifiable laws and the elements of human experience could be categorized and placed into hierarchies. Still, as Ian Watt comments, in the 18th century “the growing approval of laughter, and of emotional responsiveness in general, may be regarded as parallel manifestations of the dethronement of reason as the primary human faculty” (52). Steme uses Tristram Shandy to demonstrate the inadequacy of reason to explain the experience of life. Tristram describes, for example, the way in which Walter and Toby’s chronic systematizations of knowledge and experience has a profound effect on their ability to function beyond the narrow limits of their subjective worlds. Paradoxically, the quest for final, objective truth leads only to a subjective state of mutual incomprehension. (2)”

“Sterne recognized in John Locke’s ideas both a convincing explanation of the processes of image-association and cause and effect and a hubristic attempt to organize the world of experience into an artificial system. Thus, he has Tristram set out to trace causation in order to demonstrate the fundamental absurdity of all human constructions. The association of images is not orderly and objective but chaotic and subjective; Locke is a victim of his own subjectivity in spite of his claim to objectivity. As Alastair Fowler notices, “Lockeian theory, far from dispelling the mind’s mysterious unsearchability, added further complication, such as the symbolic displacement underlying Uncle Toby’s obsessional model-making, or the multiple time-schemes that the Shandy family variously inhabit” (195). Enlightenment rationality is undercut by the irrationality of an incomprehensible world and it becomes increasingly difficult to assign cause to effect. The chain of causation becomes just another subjective attempt to assign order to an essentially disordered world. (2-3)”
The first of Sterne’s major themes related to the human condition is that of human subjectivity. While the individual assumes that his or her experience of reality is based on objective truth, Steme reveals that in fact there is no basis for objective truth other than human subjectivity. Moreover, the experience of reality is so convincing that the individual is normally unable to escape the illusion of objectivity. The reader’s subjective mind creates a version of truth from the partial details contained in the text, but then that “truth” is called into question, which in turn exposes the process of reality construction in which the reader’s mind engages. Tristram Shandy demonstrates that truth is relative and that the meanings and motives of actions are unknowable, perhaps to the actor him- or herself. Steme chooses the hobby-horse to demonstrate both the process of reality construction and the impossibility of objective truth. He hyperbolically describes Walter’s, Toby’s, and Tristram’s respective obsessions to demonstrate the generally unperceived but ever-present construction of reality by the individual subjective mind. While Walter’s and Toby’s passions, in particular, invite a diagnosis of insanity, through sympathetic identification the reader is forced to reassess the definition of madness and finally to reject it altogether as a useful gauge of human behavior. In fact, Tristram demonstrates that, rather than an unnatural fixation, the tendency toward obsession is a universal characteristic of the human animal. This observation leads to the conclusion that subjective experience is valid in its own terms, that there is no reality outside of the mind. (5)”

“Because Stern recognizes the subjective quality of human experience, normally hidden from conscious perception, Tristram Shandy many times defeats the reader’s expectations. Through breaking novelistic expectations, the text reveals the artificiality of the conventions upon which they are based. It is only when the illusion of truth is disrupted that we become aware of it at all. Paradox and ambiguity are an unavoidable part of the human experience of reality because the finite system that is built is inadequate to contain the infinity of reality. Tristram Shandy, as a result, is a collection of fragments that mimic the fragmentary nature of human perception… since the web of causation is so tangled and filled with digression that it becomes useless as a way to order the experience of human life. But, if the experience of life cannot be ordered or contained objectively, what is left to the individual is only, like the hobby-horse, an exercise in subjectivity. Life is objectively incomprehensible, but it is comprehensible in terms of a subjectively created organizing principle. Paradoxically, the problem of subjective human existence is also its solution; Tristram maintains that his hobby-horse is “in no way a vicious beast” (413) but rather serves the purpose of giving meaning to a life that would otherwise be void of purpose. (6-7)”

“Tristram reminds us that the hobby-horse is the sporting little filly-folly which carries you out for the present hour—a maggot, a butterfly, a picture, a fiddle-stick—an uncle Toby's siege—or an any thing, which a man makes a shift to get a stride on, to canter it away from the cares and solicitudes of life—’Tis as useful a beast as is in the whole creation—nor do I really see how the world could do without it. (413) The hobby-horse enables the individual to form a conception of reality that functions, like those of Walter and Toby, by its own internal logic. It is therefore a necessary and universal phenomenon which demonstrates the generally unperceived but unceasing construction of “present” reality by the individual subjective mind; the reader is revealed to be as firmly in the saddle as any of Sterne’s characters. It is the novelty and idiosyncrasy of Sterne’s creation that allows us to distinguish the hobby-horse from other aspects of lived subjective experience; in fact, the illusion of truth that is so apparent in the hobby-horse demonstrates the illusion of truth represented by the less remarkable but ever-present mental constructions that we experience as reality. (19)”

