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G322 POSTMODERNISM AND TIZE MOVEL

Postmodernism and the Novel

Tu discover which narratives might be postmodern novels we
musk fiest sort our the varioos and comflicting definitions of the
term postmadernism., Depending on the interpretive code thar
governs its use, this term can mean almost acything. A Marxis,
for example, defines postmodernism negatively, in such a way as
o suin the agendas of Marxssm. The eoltural critic defines pnst-
modernism nistarically, as a ser of discursive conditions rEquir-
mg readjustment of tradidonal values. The corvenrional
moralist trears it as an unfaic assault on Al We Hold Dear Such
differences in usage restify ta the resilience af the tern that has
aecome o kind of system-marker; what e marks is not the ideni-
ty of pastmodernism but the values and limirations of the vari-
ous interpretive codes.

Wharever else it 15, postrmodern narrative is a fear af laiguage:
ar eflart to resurrect powers of langeage that have hecome con-
strained by nwchanisms of production, especially the producton
of *meaning.” Language, postmoders wrinng reminds ps—and
all the systems of meaning and value thar aperate like lan-
guage—has many other functions than the production of *mean-
ings.” which are the portable properiy produced by narratives of
a bvgone cultural moment. Because usage of the term postmaod-
ernise vacillates in this wav, berwesn the ex cessively narrow and
the meaninglessly broad, this entry will frame a definition of
pastmadernizy in broadly historical terms.

Acrass o wide range of activiry since World War 11, European
culture has sustzined a mulrivalen: challenge o some of s
founding assumptions, From academic disciplines to pracuical
science, from physics wo philosaphy, from poliues 1o are, the de
seription of the world has changed in ways thar upser some basic
2ssumprions of moderniry about idenmiey and seruccure, abort
the natere of space and time, and abour transcendence and par-
tizwarity. And these developments are not local events; they
have been long prepared and reflect recronic shufts in founding
culraral armngements.

As a historical term, postmodessicm indicares samething that
comes after modernity, Cansequently is definition varies with
the term modern. Sometimes modern indicares movements in the
arts around the tuzn of the zoth century known as modernism,
and in that case postmodersisns refers 1o g fairly lacal phenome
non of the rid- 1o late—zoth century. Aliernazvely, madern indi-
cares the period that follows the medieval—thar is, Renaissance
culrure and irs sequels—in which case pastmodern refers 1o a
broadly distributed culroral phenamenon,

The present account aceepes the broad uszge of the term smad-
er and canceives postmodernism as whatever it is thar follows
and rrarsforms that paricular Renaissance (or Refarmation, or
even Enlightenment) modernity, Some of the more ahistorical
contriburons of recent French philosophy (Derrida, Lyorard, -
garay) trace their postmodern critigue of Western metaphysics
back sa the Greehs, but while these effores are important they
blur practical issues because they occupy g period o vast that
they scarcely allow for histarical change at all. Postmoderniry is
a histarical term and a histarical event, and the practical and po-
lirical issues it raises rook thei? particelar definitian fram post
medieval modermur.,

Iwe kev assumptions i particular characrerize pastmnd -
erntsm. The first is the assemprion thar all human systems opet

ate like language, that is, as systems of differential (rather than
relerential} function: systems that are frire and thar powerfully
construct and maintain whatever we know of meaning and val
ue, The second and selated assumption is that no comman de
nominators cxise 1o guarantes either the One-ness of the woarld
ar the possibilicy of neutral or abjective thought: in short, no
*Marure” or “Truth” or *God® ar “The Fore™ or any of the
explaratory narratves based upon those ficdons exist to rescue
any value from finitude and any individual from choice,

The first of thess assumprons—rchar lumguage, not more rradi-
nonal notions of structure, is the model for all human sysrems of
meaning and value—expands the notion of languege ro include a
variery of symbolic systems, whether they involve politics, fash-
ion, gender relations, wrestling, or maney, Language can act as
such 2 model because language is conceived as a svstem of dif-
ferenrial funstion, not as a callection of referential poinrers. This
view of language was stated influentially by Ferdivand de Saus-
sure ar the heginning of the 20th century in a series of lecrures at
Geneva or linguistics {o. 1906-11, published from nores by his
students as Cawrs de lmpastique gémérale [1916; Cowrse in Gene
eral Linguistics]). The linguisnic sign, as Saussure defined i, does
not refer 1o objects in the world ieach of which has different
names in different languages), but instead it specifies 3 parmicular
linguistic system. To read or understand o linguistic sequence,
even the simplest, is 1o recognize difference, and ar a level of
complicatian af which we arc blissfully unaware; it is w perform
an incalculably camplex and conrinuous act of differensiation,
muore and more halanced and rich tae mare that lingu:sec se-
yuence inclines taward poetry or other complex usage. 1 Techni-
cally, Saussure’s word points not to an abject but to sn idea, and
thar idea 1s isself linguistc; there is nothing prio: o language.)

S, for example, the word tree has ne natural relation to any
vbjecr, and we understand it only because we understand whar it
15 MOr {nor free, nat trous oot verbl—in other words, we under-
stand the entire system called “English™ in which this term func-
tions and which it specifies. Even a simple word like free has no
exact equivalent either in uther languages or in the world. Ir is
not translatable; it is only readable accarding o a set of raci
sules {called “grammar™ } that enables us ro difterentiate between
i nonsense sequence of words (for instance “Sleep ideas green
furiously colorless™) and an “Englsh® senrence, however non-
sensical (for instance ®Colorless green ideas sleep furivusly™).
Une cannot translate Baudelaire exactly into English. nor En-
glish nouns into Chinese, because each language is o svstem of
functions, not a sallection of peinkers. Each system differs from
all other languages except i bemg such a system. A “native”
speaker is somenne whao undezstands that complex code-sysrem;
by extension, we “speak” or “write™ in various nonverbal code
systemns simultanecusly and cononuously as we go through ordi-
nary life,

These rather dry terms in fact are deseribing language's capac-
ity for poetry: irs capacity as a living language ro provide s
speakers with particular alphabets and lexicans of possibuliny,
and 1o modify, ever, radically, the usages with which we consti-
tule our worlds. It is here we begin 1o see a main agenda of nar
ritive thar could be called pustmodern: the narrative that
emphasizes those alphabets of possibility and that requires of us




new acts of attenticn. And we begin ta see why the rerm narra-
tie may be preferred over wenrel 2 more inclusive i irs imphica-
tion of those narratives that acr like hat are not primarily verbal
COTSITUCTS.

The postmodern moment, as Desrida pure ir in his essay “La
Strucrurs, Je signe et le jen” {*Strucrure, Sign and Play™), is the
moment “when language invaded the universal problemaric™:
thar is, when it has become hroadly evident thar everything op-
erarcs oy such codes, thar evervibing, behaves like language in-
cluding the silent gesture. the plin of a city, the unspoken
agenda, the fashion statement. The pastmaodern writer engages
us not in che objecnifving practices that belong ro plor-and-cha:-
zeoer reruns of the saine old stories. Bur instead in the recogni-
tion of the complexite and richress of aur most unnoticed daily
practices where coded svstems funcuon in multiples; they in-
terest us in an expertise we have Lready bur have depreciated
in the mrerest ot producing postabie property (“meaning™).
“There i= no message,” as Julio Cortazar says in Haopscotoh,
“only messengers.”

Peakahly it is worth distinguishing postmodernism from de-
construction, with which it 15 somenimes confusad. As an inter-
pretive method, deconstruction sceks like postmodernism whar
is uot present; bor unlike postmodermsm, which finds in thar
negative definition a liberation and an opportunity, the kevnote
of deconstruction too often sivers atendon on loss—on points
of crisis and hreakdown in a svitem or coded raticnalization—
and w so doing gets lost in circularines and negative, even para-
aoid, questioning. It is almost as though deconstruction operaies
a kind of permansnt nostalgia for lost objectivity, Postmod-
ernism poses slightly different questons: what is the system of
meaning and value? Whar are ies hmits and its capabilities? Fow
does one negotiate berween one and anothe:?

The linguittic tura jest described amounts 1o a mapnr shik: in
the faundations ef knowledge beozuse it challenges the hases of
consensus and representation that Renaissance culture inscribed
in science, in polincs, and m arz. That knowledge-system or
“epistene” is faunded in the humanistic beliel that the world is
One. This belief, cadified in centuries of realist art, representa-
tiona] politics, and empinczal science, is tantamount 1o the asser-
tinn that a commor derominaror 2an be found for all systems of
beliet and value: that the worlc 15 a unified field, explicable by a
sinple explanatory system that belongs to nobody in particelar,
bur o evervbody 1n general,

Hivwever, as this belief informed increasingly secular and ma-
terialistic practices it became less secure m s clairs 1o universal
applicability. Afrer the Kenaissance, the “toalizing” claim 1o
universal applicabilivv was increasmgly translerred from divinity
to infimery, thar is. from God ro the infinite nearralities of hu-
manist time and space: especially the infinty of space and rime
as thev were radically reconstrected py Renaissance art and sci-
ence. These developments estarbshed the neutral meda of
moderniry in which so mech has been possible. Postmodernism
is the condition of soming withour these absolute common de-
nominarars. espeaialle withowr the newtral snd homogeneous
media of fime and space thar are tne quineessental, field-unify-
ing media of mode ity

By the 1gth cenrury the relanvism not just of individoal
achievement bur of svstems was generally understond, but im-
plicithy the helief in Truth remained. Darwin's theory of natural
selection was not mereky one ameong a number of unreconcilable

PO IMODERNISM AND THE NOVEL =%

theoties but one that mare closely approximaed Truth than po-
or ones. Tmplicitly, “rotalization” or complete realization af a
system’s patential remains possible, even though it may nat be
vigible from anv single historical momen.

In postmodernism, on the other hand, relativisi tips over inta
relativity, and “ratalization™ is posuively to be avoided as 2 farm
of system-dearh. A system—for example the Latin language—
once it has been eniversaliv achieved, fulfilled, or expressed, dies
out literally and morally, it can be vsefol in limited ways but i
backs living tolerance and capacity for change.

Postroedern narrative positively avoids the kind of explanare-
vy fullness rhar would “rozalize” its instruments; full descriprions
of motive and czusaliry of the kind thar formulare “characrec™
and “event” are to be avoided because they tend toward abject-
fication; a margin of multiplicity always remains, and usually a
wide margin. This 5 not to be confused with vagueness, for post-
modern narranve langeage is preternatarally precise. Bur as
Alain Robbe-Griller {rués ) said of Kafka, “rothing (s mare fan-
tastic than precision.™ 1t s the lack ot medianng condinons, con-
dirions that unifr the world in a comman harizon and system of
explanation, that postmodern narrative kecks. In this it ups over
nto relanvir,

The work of Robbe-Grillet, for example, thrives on the com-
phete reduetion of history and tonality in favar of whar he callzd
the "ohscure enterprise of form.™ His narrarive stravegies appear
both in novels such as La fuloasie (1957 Jealousy! and i films
such as D'Aunee dermére & Marienbad (1981; Last Year ar
Matienbad). The natere of the sequence is similar in both: the
writren descriprian or the camera trace various ellipucal rajec
tories in which repetitions and variations are compounded and
multplicd untl they produce a kind of absorprion and even
emotional investment of a sort customarily associated with ra-
ditionally meaningful plors, and which ver have no plor or
“meaning” in any custamary sense af the reem, OF course, one
has 1o be capable of leting plot *out the door” but to the well-
intentioned reader the effect is almasr alwavs one of delight and
pleasure in the pattern-making and, perhaps. in the prioniry the
narratives give to such activicy. As in Cartdzar or Mabokov,
Robbe-Grillet's wirty flm and novel tease the conventional read-
er with vestiges of the old plor-and-character eanvention. only w
undermine them complerely.

Keaders are either alarmed or inspired by the implication in
postmodern narrative that all svstems are self-contained, that
therefore all beliefs and values are systemic, that none invalves
“Truth,” and that Truth is impossible and undesirable. This im-
plication gues bevond the recuperable relanvism of the 1gth cen-
tury to unrecuperable difference in the 2eth, In moderniry,
relanve systems still cohabir mare ar less uncasily in a common
world: in postmudermity, bnite systems {Marsism or “English™)
constract the world, which means che world 15 rof One but
many. Words like ireth, mature, reality, and even biemnan ieply.,
falsely, that an autonomous world of meaning and values exists
that transcerds all Rote and murually excluzive human systems
and somechow guarantees them. Postmadernism deaies that ab-
solute basis. The questions always remain: What wath® Which
narure? Whose cealiy ?

When Truth and Reality disappear so does the objecrivity that
supporscd them through the humanist era; an objectivity that i
self proves to be a finire system that operares like language, a dit-
ferential system of funetion thar the “objeers™ and the reterencial
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language of moderaity exist 1o sustain. In postmodern narrative,
those “objects™ and their psvchic counterpart, “subjects,® cease
to have interest; instead, language can have new Foncrions be
cause it is sprung from the need 1o refer to "ohjects™ and “sub-
jeces™ ar to support olnectifying enterprises such as empiricism
or the Mapaleonic Code. So, for example, Cartizar's Raveels
t1665; Hopscateh) offers different sequences for its chaprers,
The conventional sequence, which produces plat, event, and
characrer, conludes midway through the novel, The recom
mended “hopscorch™ sevuence elides event and characrer for the
sake at a prorracted, debghtful improvisation that continues well
past "the end.”

Postmendern narcative 1s a fear of languzge thar plavs with the
elements of svscems and refuses responsibility for cansistency
within this or that toralized explanarion. What one wants o
avord ar all costs is somerhing without play, without slack, with-
cur the living capacity for monement; one wants play in the fine,
play in the structure, in the sense of flexibiboy and variabiliey
oven 1o the poant of rearganizing the structure. 5o, for example,
lizlo Calving's e ane warte J'mverno we apgiarore (1998; if
O WCHEERS NiRlr a fraveler) consists of a scries of Rrs: chapters
m 1 never-cnding opening, gambit. This process, rather than any
'Ii:-'!lll'.lg thar could be summarized terms of characrer or z.—jh-“ M
tvanon. sonstitutes Calvino’s novel. We have only beginnings,
ne endings; by implication the reader who wants an explanacary
narrative must constract it herself

The postmodern attenvarion of history and individualism
means thar narrative seeks arher SOUICCS uf ETTEY and satisfac-
non than the development of plot and characrer. Postmodern
narranve focuses on the multiplicity of code-svstems—al lan-
guzges in the widest sense—and thus problemanzes the ideas af
“individualiy™ and of “history®™ that were 50 impartant o
humacism,

The individual"—anc ke refared idex of “self"—was con-
structed by and for Enlightenment knowledge and social pro-
jects. [n posrmodern narrarive this “lounding subject™ of history,
as Michel Foucaulr called w, disappears, and instead the passible
individualicy suggested by terms like sdentrry or self or con-
scroItNess remaies opaque, problematic, mobile. Marguerite
Dwras narrative vaice in L Astant [1u84: The Lover! iz proh-
lemiztic as i vacillates berween “she” and “1” as if unwilling ro
seule for one or the other. Duras’ IShe is ncither the stable enti-
11 belonging w a Cartesian cogita nor 2 helpless function of sys-
tems. bup part of a rhythmic element in the novel thas has liede
or nothing to do with pswehological definitions and much o de
with the power of language and the srength of a writer. Readers
of postmodern narratves must accept that the romantic *indi-
vidual” is no more; thar whatever is “individual™ abour a life
does not at all anse from a cultivared “nacural” essence—a ro-
mantic soul rading clouds of glory—but instead from the activ-
av and the work a subject dees: fram its particular specification
af the discursive complex thar it inhabits,

Crfferent writers problemartize identiry in different ways, de-
pending on their commitment ta history, Duras abandons rhe ra-
mantiv self with positive delight; in her texr, past and present
belong to the same oscillation, the same thythmic clement thar
effaces individual idenrity, eftacing the coherence of history in
taror of @ differear relation ro the past, Heinrich BSlL, on the
wther hand, anaromizes with mare nosialgia the corrosive effects
v idennny of a sociery mativated by mulinanonal corporations

and the tablowd press in De vericrene Ebre der Katharma Blums
t1g74; The Lost Honor of Katharvine Blwen, In this novel the
multiplied sysiems of power and walue only blead into cach oth-
er by violence, a violence that makes individual integrity viable
vnly in prison, Betwhile B&l's thematic underones are nostalgic
for a European tradition reaching back in narrative from Ca-
mus' L'Errarger (1042; The Stranger) o Siendhals Le Ruwge et
ke moir {1830, The Red and tbe Rlacks, his narrative strategics
disrupt the themaric agendas ar every turn and belong 1o the
complex interplay of systerms characteristic of postunudern nar-

_rative, His narrative voice longs for bur conspicuously fails 1o

achieve a history; thart s, the pawer to hring all storie=s into a sin-
gle stary,

The absence of historical copventions in postmodern narrative
s perhaps its most nouceable fearare. History is a kind of pec-
specrive system that porencially aligas all viewpoints in space
and rime into a single, common-denomicator medium—into the
same putatively “neutral™ time thar objectifiss 2 comman waorld
subject to common rules. This idea of histary is crucial o most
rath-cenfury narzauve, especially under the influence of Sir Wal-
ter Scott, whose work was selebrated throughout Furope and
Morth Amernica because it provided a new narrative medium for
a new social order of things. It is a narrative suitable 1o demo-
cratic social agendas because ir assumes, and thus mscribes, =
universal conncetedness between past and present.

Historical narranve, however, is a tomlizing system of the
subtlest kind because s totalizing mechanism s not a dogma
bust 2 medium. By constructing a eemporal medium that is peu-
tral, historical convenrions make possible universally appheal:be
systems of human. soal, and even scientific explanation. Post-
modernist narrative puts history tn the interesting position of
cansidering its own historicier, Time does not pass in Duras or
Bill ar Mahakew, and characters who tev 1o discover underlving
causalities ar ta understand the past come ta grief. Vladimir
Mahokes’s novels always submir “history™ 1o the characteristi-
cally pastmodern play of systems. Once plot 1s “let our the
door,” as he says in his last important book, Ada: or, drdar: A
Family Chronticle {196s), the writer and reader can ger on with
the main business of postmodern narrative, which is to experi-
ence the powers of language unconstrained by relealogical ne-
cessities. Especially in Ada, in Lolita i1955], and in Transparent
Things (1972), Nabokov abandons “the disasrer of receding
ame” in favor of the process by which the so-called “individ-
ual™ subjectivity, inhabuing s complex svstemic structures (irs
languagel, develops its unique and uncepeatable “poerry.”

Pastmadern narrative, then, belongs o a culreral refarmatian
that implicates the entire range of culrural practices, and in-
cludes academic fields from anchropalagy o philasaphy, from
physics to art, Many of the best cxamples of posrmadern writ-
ing, especially those from the Laon American “boom,” have be-
come best-sellers in English-speaking counrries and have gained
internarional recognition. And, with a few netable exceptions,
the most ariginal postmodern writing has been done in Latin
languages (French, Spanish, Iralian) anc nor in English. This is a
palitically inreresting fact. The postmodern eritique of culwre
and knowledpe is least undersiood and most resisted in Anglo-
American culrures because they are so thoroughly invesred in
empiricism and in the representanional politics and capitalist
econamies that s (o scoumpany cmpiricism.

The philosophical critiques of moderniry and of rarianalism



have in marny cates been anricipated by the creative work of
arnsts and scientists who have gone well beyood philosophers in
locating the practical implications of postmodernism, Artists
such as René Magritte and vanious surrealists, Blmmakers such
as Luis Bufiel, Alain Resnais, and the Coen brothers, post Ein
SIEINIan scientists nterested in quanta and chaos, feminists mter-
ested in new acrs of personal and political attenton, and
archiects wha play with traditional conventons—all these have
explored maore fully than most theoretical writers the practical
and matenial implieations of pasrmadernism,

Fostmedern writers make passible far readers samething thar
even Blmmakers cannor achieve: a new habitation in language, a
new sense of the autonomous powers of wards, of wriring, of
speech, In fact, one of the mast immediate material candirians of
life is precisely language. What is more marerial than the kinesis
and sonoriy of language, or than the targue and rension creared
by the not-said? Posrmodern writers are thorouphly invested in
explozing the play of meaning and value thar differential svatems
of all kinds make available,

Whar postmodern writers do, then, is o make visible bath the

powers af verbal language thae have beer suppressed by raria- -

nakst agendas as well as the degree ta which all svstems in their
plurality operare like languape. Earier narrative stratepies work
te mediate plorahie by resoruing to histary, where difference can
alwavs be reconciled by the temporal common denominatar es-
sential 1o the dramas of emergent form. By comparisan, post-
modesn writers arternpr what the serreakists arrempred: ro make
the limits of systems appear by plurabizing them and by provid-
ing no common denominators bur language iself, Postrmodern
navels supply pieces of svstems, alphabers of possibility, and the
problem of linkage: but they leave the actual linkages precari-
ously up o readers. To paraphrase Jean-Frangots Lyotard's defi-
nition of politics in Le Dofferend [1985; The Differend), the
postmasdern narranve condition consises of diffecences in need af
linkage. Thar candition is somerhing thar we already experience
daily, and pracnically evervwhere except in the tradirional (his-
toricall novel, Postmodeen novels simply call attention to and
validare thar pracucal experience and its knowledge.

Tur classify postmodern novel: or novelists leads co lists af
qualifiers and finalists and obscures the point, which is to vali-
dare experiment and advenrere. bt 15 nor difficolt to round up
the usual suspects and rexes: the ronrequs romanciers in France
tincluding Truras, Robbe-Geiller, Raymond Queneau, Rober:
Pinget}; a few German, lalian, and East Evropean writers isuch
ax Boll, Calvino, and Milan Kondera), foliowing the lead of Kaf-
ka; e Tnglish, writers such as John Hawkes, Gerald Murnane,
Vladimir Mabokoy, Thomas Pynchon: and of course the wrirers
of the Latin American boom (Isabel Allende, Jorge Luis Borges,
Julies Cortiear, Jusé Donoso, Gabrie]l Garcia Marquez, Octavio
Faz. and many vikers]. In ascertaining whar is or is nor a post-
modern narratne, anvehing qualifies that 1s consistent with the
large agendas of postmoderniry described earher. How or
whether a particular writer or rext conforms ro those agendas
depends on the uncertain enterprise of reading as an eaterprise
of renewal

“To speak of knowledge 15 furile.” Yirgima Waolf says in The
Wares {1wz1), and postmodern novebsts agree with her; “all is
experiment and adventure.” At the level of the sentence and in
the entire text. the postmodern novel experiments with the pos-
sibilities opened up be the erasure of an objectified world. The
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postmodern writer above all experiments wich sequence, varying
the syntacrical development of rraditional plot with various
paratactic developments running parallel ro and even somertimes
m contradiction with any main plot line.

Postmodern narranives always praoceed with tremendouns zest
and buoyancy, not anxiously regrerting the passing of Truth and
Rezlity but, on the conezary, rejoicing in the limitations of all
systerns and in the recovery of buried potentialities in ordinary
langeages, sequences, and discourses. Fostmodern aruses call full
attention to the medium; thar is the message, thart 15 the “mean-
ing.” So-called “content™ is a religions relic. While it is unprof-
irahle to classify postmodern novels, one negative rule might
apply: if the novel (s oot plaviul, enjovable, pleasurable, erotc in
the largest sense of life-affirmation, then ic prokably is not a
pastmadern novel,

Postmedernisr writing offers both new fresdoms and new con-
straints. The freedoms lie in the emphasis on the constucted na-
ture af all knowledge and projects; this means that, becavse they
have been invented, knowledge and projeces can be changed.
Thar there s morally or socially speaking no “nature™ of things
is & liberation, not a loss. The countervailing constraint is the on-
torced recognition of how many of vur supposedly “personal”™
beliefs and values are not unigue o ws bot things we are born
into, that we inhesit with the whols complex of interpretations
and grammars that govern what we can say and who can speak
Medernity gave ws World Historical models and goals. Post-
medernity atfers us more local, more callecrive, less heroic op-
portunities, Postmodernism gers rid of “character™ and “point
of view,” bur it by po means extinguishes individualiey; it simply
denaruralizes it and insiste on its discursive functian.

ELizanerd Decps Ermariy

See also Historical Writing and che Novel; Metafiction;
Moovean Roman; Realsm; Time in the MNowvel
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