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INTRODUCTION


The object [of mourning] is charged with the significance sought in . . . the hour of truth, in which the object is always at another hour, fast or slow, early or late. . . .1



For the contemporary American writer John Irving, the postmodern age appears as an occasion to mourn the immanent loss of the sovereign self. His central conception of a falling America, what he calls in A Prayer For Owen Meany, “the condition of universal disappointment,” occurs through and against an object world whose apparent continuity is sought as a stay against time. He still clings to the vision of pastoral America that is a retreat to an earlier social community of order and stability governed by the Law of the Father. His oeuvre gives evidence that this contemporary novelist also participates in the traditions of the nineteenth-century English novel. His are long, expansive narratives, fraught with eccentrics, alert to the whole lives of all people, replete with allusions to specific writers and works; one might say that rather than appearing as a contemporary postmodernist, his novels encapsulate a Dickensian richness of character and passion alongside a Hardyseque tone of gloom and bleakness. Irving has often been identified as a writer whose work oscillates between an ordered, traditional approach, and a chaotic reflection of both the banality and chaos of contemporary world. Irving has described his novels as having “all the ingredients of an X–rated soap opera,”2 a tendency to explore extreme American topics (rape, orgies, violence, and mutilation) in a social order guided by traditional moral values but hardly in accordance with them. It is however, his affirmation of human values that makes Irving such a contradictory figure. He follows his aesthetic father, Charles Dickens, in illuminating “the son’s attempt to symbolize the father and so position himself as subject in a social, cultural, and linguistic system,”3 with the ultimate purpose “to beget or engender himself without the help of fathers, to make himself as subject to himself and subject in narrative.”4 The object of mourning for Irving is the father and for the son to become the father is to arrest time, transforming the temporal into a kind of universal loop. Out of the nostalgic memories of a lost world, the image of the father is employed to invest a sense of continuity and tradition. He is the law giver who is safely enshrined in myth, intact, and intangible in his godlike remoteness, and the more indestructible for being timeless. Alone amongst contemporary American novelists, Irving seems to bridge the ever-present cultural divide between best selling popular fiction and serious literary endeavour. His writings encapsulate the different changing patterns of American culture since the 1960s, expressing a mood of nostalgic melancholy or cultural mourning, which questions our conventional understanding of the Postmodern.

Ever since the publication of his most famous novel, The World According to Garp in (1978), Irving’s fiction has enchanted a massive readership, not only in the United States but internationally as well. Over the past two decades he has energetically produced eight long novels—The Hotel New Hampshire (1981), The Cider House Rules (1985), A Prayer for Owen Meany (1989), A Son of the Circus (1994), A Widow for One Year (1998), and The Fourth Hand (2001) all of them employing comically convoluted plots, a penchant for violent fates and a nostalgic longing to re-assert the lost law of the Father. His novels oscillate between a traditional, even Dickensian approach to writing and a more experimental reflection of both the banality and the chaos of contemporary life. He is widely regarded as one of the most important literary figures of contemporary American culture and literature. His novels and non-fiction internalize the major problems and possibilities of our age including the quest for self-wholeness in a climate of national exhaustion that can only be realized within the bosom of the family. Locating Irving in a single national identity as a novelist is not simple. Geographically, Irving’s novels are divided between the United States, Canada and Europe. Moreover, the three major critical works addressing his fiction as—Gabriel Miller John Irving (1982), Carol Harter and James Thompson John Irving (1986), and Josie Campbell John Irving: A Critical Companion (1998)—focused on issues of violence, rape and absent fathers or analyzed autobiographical tendencies of Irving’s fiction as well as his comic and tragic vision. My approach to Irving’s writings in this book is different from these studies in the sense that I will attempt to place his fiction within a historical and political context. Although Irving has attained a great combination of critical acclaim and commercial success, he is one of the very few contemporary American writers to be taught on university courses. My book is the first full-length study of his seventies, eighties and nineties writings. It argues that Postmodernism derives from the political failure of the sixties and a narcissistic obsession with the composition of the self. This narcissism is what Freud terms cultural melancholia, the mourning of a lost ideal self-image. Just as nostalgia appears as narcissistic history, this lost self-image conjures up the figure of the Dead Father and the Father’s Law, a figure that Irving’s masculine prose obsessively pursues.

The study represents an overview of his literary development in the context of postmodern American fiction and contemporary post-industrial culture. It offers a chronological survey of his eleven novels, examining his prose via thematically focused chapters on postmodernism, the sixties, fatherhood, narcissism, feminism, mourning and finally self-redemption. As such it offers a thorough reassessment of Irving’s oeuvre, as well as a radical interpretation of American mourning and nostalgia. It seems to me quite interesting to use other American writers whose works, like Irving’s, are marked by a sense of the lost optimism of the sixties and by regret about the diasporic nature of American society in the seventies, but who celebrate this disruptive spirit of postmodernism as to rewrite public legend, to play with the borders separating imagination and fact, and to undermine familiar notions of realism.

Obviously, the immense task of writing a book on contemporary American literature and culture is often carried with great patience and skill. I have my ideas corrected, clarified and extended in discussions with Dr. Alan Bilton at the University of Wales Swansea to whom I owe great debt. I would like to thank my editors at the University Press of Lexington, especially Michael Sisskin for his powerful commitment to the project and the editorial team without whose remarkable dedication and energies I could never have completed this work. I would like also to express my deep gratitude to Dr. Said Mentak for his invaluable source of support and information and for providing generous feedback. Finally, on a personal level, my heartfelt thanks must go to my father, for his unquestioning support and enormous encouragement.
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2. R. Z. Sheppard, Time, Issue 31, August 1981, 51.

3. Dianne F. Sadoff, Monsters of Affection: Dickens, Eliot & Bronte on Fatherhood (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982), 29.

4. Sadoff, Monsters of Affection, 38.


CHAPTER ONE

POSTMODERNISM OR “THE LITERATURE OF EXHAUSTION”

A. Definition


Postmodernist? Nothing about this term is unproblematic. Nothing about it is entirely satisfactory. It is not even clear who deserves the credit—or the blame—for coining it in the first place: Arnold Toynbee? Charles Oslon? Randall Jarell? There are plenty of candidates. But whoever is responsible he or she has a lot to answer for.1



For the past two decades postmodernism has dominated the cultural and intellectual scene as well as appearing in every sphere of culture and media. Despite its wide popular reception, postmodernism continues to be rather a vague, nebulous, portmanteau word for everything that is most modern. Books, articles and discussions have proliferated at an exceptional rate, as people have sought to identify and locate the term. The origins of postmodernism appear then confused and undetermined, and perhaps appropriately so, because postmodernism denies the idea of knowable origins. Postmodernism has gained a semantic instability or a shifting meaning that illuminates and echoes its notes of indeterminancy and ambiguity. Debates have raged for several years about the definition and meaning of the term postmodernism, most prominently in architecture, literature, and cultural theory. The emergence of postmodernism has been in the words of one of its major theorists, Charles Jencks, “a sinuous, even tortuous path. Twisting to the left and then to the right, branching down the middle, it resembles the natural form of a spreading root, or a meandering river that divides, changes course, doubles back on itself and takes off in a new direction.”2 Gilles Deluze and Felix Guattari, two gurus of contemporary social analysis, have described postmodernism by using the metaphor of the “rhizome” to imply how all social and cultural activities in postmodernism are dispersed, divergent, and accented structures. What becomes celebrated within the postmodern cultural enterprise are a flourish of discontinuity, disruption, dislocation and disruption. Other critics, such as Linda Hutcheon, prefer to speak about “the doubleness” of postmodernism reflecting its ironic, self-reflexive, or its narcissistic parodic action. In all these different definitions, postmodernism has proved to be a snake-like concept whose twists and coils are difficult to pin down. John O’Neill criticizes postmodernism because


Nothing is to be gained from definitions of postmodernism whether as a period concept or a counter concept. Certainly, nothing can be laid down from the start in such tickets since the pretence of initial clarity would either founder along the way or else catch nothing from its explorations.3



It is quite apparent that the term accumulates contradictory meanings. The prefix “post” suggests that postmodernism is inextricably linked with modernism, either as a replacement of modernism, or as being chronologically after modernism. Indeed, the “post” can be seen to suggest a critical engagement with modernism; since rather than claiming the end of modernism, it seemsthat postmodernism has overturned and replaced modernism. For Tim Woods, this relationship of modernism to postmodernism is akin to a continuous engagement, which implies that postmodernism needs modernism to survive. In his words:

Postmodernism is a knowing modernism, a self-reflexive modernism, a modernism that does not agonize about itself. Postmodernism does what modernism does, only in a celebratory rather than repentant way. Thus instead of lamenting the loss of the past, the fragmentation of existence and the collapse of selfhood, postmodernism embraces these characteristics as a new form of social existence and behaviour.4

The difference then between modernism and postmodernism is more than a chronological difference; it is a difference of attitudes and aesthetic practices. Against the universality of modernism and the long-standing conception of the human self as subject, postmodernism assaults the notion of humans as possessing a whole and coherent self which acts as the standard of morality and rationality, and which guarantees all knowledge claims irrespective of time and place. Postmodernism refutes as well the idea that individuals can act as vehicles for historical change. Several other theorists draw attention to the way in which postmodernism jettisons the elitist and tragic sense of alienation common in modernist writings. Ihab Hassan, the literary critic, contrasts modernist “dehumanization of Art”5 with the postmodernist sense of the “dehumanization of the Planet, and the End of Man.”6

Another additional problem lies, however, in the uses of the term postmodernism as both a descriptive and evaluative term. The three terms, postmodern, postmodernity and postmodernism are, indeed, used interchangeably as a way of periodizing post-war developments in advanced media societies and capitalist economies to depict developments within contemporary art and also to signal an attitude or position to such developments. For many, the best solution to this is to deploy the term postmodern or postmodernity for general economic, political, and social developments within the period and to reserve the term postmodernism for developments in culture and the arts. For others, postmodernism signifies a deplorable commodification of all culture and the loss of tradition and value, crucially embodied in modernist texts; and yet others celebrate postmodernism as a release from the high bound orthodoxies of the culture and a dispersal of activity across the arts and media, open to new marginalized groups. If there is one summarising idea about postmodernism, it is the theme of the absent center. The postmodern experience is widely believed to stem from a profound sense of “ontological uncertainty” a concept elaborated by Brian McHale in his much quoted book Postmodernist Fiction (1987). McHale argues that postmodernism poses questions about the nature of reality, while modernism inquires about how we can know a reality whose existence is not ultimately in doubt.

Thus postmodernism remains a discursive practice that eludes definition and resists any easy dismissal or facile incorporation into already established paradigms. There is no unified postmodern theory or even a coherent set of positions to consider when dealing with postmodernism as a practice (art, architecture, music, literary criticism) that is so multiple and so different. Thus, two important remarks are worth stressing here. Firstly, the assertion that postmodernism in many ways is adversarial toward the humanist tradition; secondly, postmodernism seems to appeal to societies in which the advance of their economic, cultural and political superiority has led to a response of nostalgia and frustration.

By the end of the sixties, a certain type of work began to emerge with consistent regularity, clearly belonging to the anti-realist fiction. Works like Donald Barthelme’s Snow White (1967) or John Barth’s Lost in the Funhouse (1968) invert realist assumptions about character, plot, and the authority of the writer. There are many terms to cover such fictional developments: “surfiction” (Raymond Federman), “postcontemporary” (Jerome Klinkowitz), “fabulation” (Robert Scholes), “historiographic metafiction” (Linda Hutcheon), and “the literature of exhaustion” (John Barth). Many critics indeed prefer to view this newer style of fiction as concomitant with sixties radicalism. Nathan Scott, in one of his major essays on contemporary fiction, views such fiction as a form of protest and refusal which goes and in hand with the radical cultural revolution of the sixties. He argues that the “inward liberation” of the imagination (as advocated by Herbert Marcuse in his manifesto of the sixties, Essay on Liberation) used by these writers offer “an effective release from the bullying of all the vexations of history”—and incidentally, that this new fiction is the culmination of a narcissistic culture that is adopted “by the hordes of those young long-haired, jean-clad, pot smoking bohemians who have entered the world of psychedelia.”7 Within the radical political climate the novel suffer a grievous injury. Since the political and social conditions were so chaotic, to view them from just one perspective, by imposing a rational order with beginning middle and end, also implies an aesthetic failure. The famous critic Ronald Sukenick declares that there was a “cultural turn-about which led to the discovery that all accounts of our experience, all versions of “reality,” are of the nature of fiction.”8 There was then a commonly felt attitude among literary critics that the novel had reached a cul-de-sac in its development. Sukenick writes “what we think of as the novel has lost its credibility—it no longer tells what we feel to be the truth as we try to keep track of ourselves. There’s no point in pushing ahead with fiction: we might as well write autobiography and documentary, or social criticism and other how-to books.”9 One solution to this imminent death of fiction is lucidly shown in William Burrough’s novel The Naked Lunch (1959). For Burrough, the world could only be represented or expressed according to a “mosaics of juxtaposition, like objects abandoned in a hotel room, defined by negatives and absences.”

Yet, if there is one common aspect which dominates such disruptive fiction, it is exhaustion. John Barth in his essay “Literature of Exhaustion” (1967) stresses how literature “used up” the realist traditions. The prevailing tendency in such writings is the pretence that it is impossible to write an original work, and writing must therefore be merely about the end of writing. Out of such chaos, has emerged a fiction obsessively concerned with its own status of fictionality. Ultimately, art rather than nature becomes the object of imitation, and self-consciousness becomes paramount. Robert Alter defines this mode of self-consciousness:


A self-conscious novel, briefly, is a novel that systematically flaunts its own condition of artifice and that by so doing probes into the problematic relationship between real-seeming artifice and reality . . . A fully self-conscious novel, however, is one in which from beginning to end, through the style the handling of narrative viewpoint, the names and words imposed on the characters, the patterning of narration, the nature of the characters and what befalls them, there is a consistent effort to convey to us a sense of the fictional world as an authorial construct set up against a background of literary tradition and convention.10



The “self-conscious” novel is often regarded as a work of fiction whose intentions embody some sort of defiance of the conventional norms of fiction (such as coherent plot and characters): “the anti-novel occurs whenever the novel loses faith in itself, becomes critical and self-critical, wishes to break with the established norms of the medium.”11 Indeed, the war in Vietnam, recurrent race riots and the common climate of rebelliousness against post-war conformism forged the need to explode all conventions, including narrative ones. There seemed to be no room for an uncomplicated, naive representation of reality (“mimesis”). The attacks on the human self launched by structuralists and deconstructionists also did a great deal to undermine the use of traditional narrative structures. The chaotic world was reflected in the disorganization of the narrative material itself. The engagement of postmodernist fiction with its own status of fictionality prompted Linda Hutcheon to christen it as “narcissistic” fiction or as “metafictional” writing, in turning the reader into a collaborator (a producer of meaning) instead of a consumer:


postmodernist metafiction has worked to make readers aware of both its production and reception cultural products. If, at the obvious risk of overgeneralizing, we could say that the poetics of Romanticism involved a concentration on the author and his biography, that realism then brought social and historical reference to the fore, that modernism proceeded to orient critics and readers formally and formalistically toward the closed text and its difficulties, then it would seem that the poetics of postmodernism has been responsible for continuing the work, begun by modernists like T.S.Eliot, in welcoming the “hypocrite lecteur” into both the literary and the critical fold.12



Thus, the defining characteristic of “metafiction” is its direct and immediate concern with fiction making itself by subverting or ignoring specific realist conventions—as the omniscient God-like author, a well structured plot with a beginning, middle and end, an affirmative, and happy ending. About this John Hawkes says


I began to write fiction on the assumption that the true enemies of the novel were plot, character, setting, and theme, and having once abandoned these familiar ways of thinking about fiction, totality of vision or structure was really all that remained.13



This attack on realist conventions is a reminder of what has been, since the 1960s, a more general cultural interest in the problem of how human beings reflect, construct and ponder their experience of the world. Postmodernist fiction or metafiction mediates such issues through its formal self-exploration, employing the traditional metaphor of the world as a book, but often interpreting it in terms of literary or linguistic theory. Metafiction’s ontological disruption suggests that textuality is the primary reality of a world and a book fabricated through discourse. This is also connected to the increasing literary awareness about the function of language in constructing and shaping everyday reality. The mere notion that language represents a coherent, meaningful and objective world is no longer valid. Language is an independent self-contained system which generates its own meanings. Thus postmodern fiction becomes celebrated within the literary circles for transgressing the boundaries between the novel and autobiography, the novel and history. The result is a kind of novelistic practice within postmodern poetics that explicitly lays bare its own condition of artifice, and in which all genres are played off against each other. In other terms, the common denominator of metafiction is simultaneously to innovate fiction and to comment on that innovation. These two procedures coalesce in a formal tension which dismantles the distinction between creating fiction and interpreting it. This oppositional process is to some extent a part of the revolutionary atmosphere of the 1960s which has led to a radical cultural and intellectual critique of traditional humanistic ideas about literature and culture. Contemporary postmodernist fiction reflects this
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