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A bstract

Supervisor: Professor Fakrul Alam

Title: The S truggling "I" in Postmodern American Narratives 

By : Afruza Khanom

Postm odernism  refers to a heightened degree o f  self-consciousness which 

suggests fragm entation, collage, hybridity. and the presence o f  diverse voices in any 

narrative, especially  those concerning identity. In a postm odern  society the discourses 

from which the se lf  arises are multifarious and unstable. The formation o f  the se lf  is, 

therefore, never a com pleted project. Thus, we see that the struggle o f  identity which 

was, in m odern times, considered an internal struggle, is now  considered an external 

one o f  opposing  forces at work in the formation o f  a self.

Postmodern A m erican authors question prevailing political, social, philosophical 

and artistic structures thereby revealing those structures to be either inconclusive 

attempts at reality or hyperreal narratives that replace the real. Through their writing, 

these authors have attempted to explain the extremity o f  flux and tension in the 

formation o f  a self. The literary works o f  Don Deli 1 lo. John Barth. Ursula Le Guin. and 

many others, both directly and indirectly, portray the instability o f  gendered and 

mediated versions o f  reality reflected upon by theorists such as I redric Jam eson. Julia 

Kristeva. Jean Baudrillard, Michel Foucault and many others. Thus, Postmodern 

American short stories, novels and films show how the postm odern  rejection o f  

metanarratives in favor o f  contem porary mini-narratives, destabilizes the concepts o f  

reality, history, and identity on both personal and national levels.

In this dissertation, I examine the formation o f  postm odern Am erican identity 

based on the narratives and images derived from exposure to a postm odern culture 

which prom otes euphoria  and self-satisfaction yet undercuts the formed identity with a 

strong sense o f  instability and dissatisfaction. Consequently, through the discussion o f  a 

selection o f  writings from Postmodern American Literature and four A m erican l ilms. I 

show that the depthless self-narrative o f  the postm odern A m erican  subject, in its 

aspiration tow ards unlimited freedom, finds itself helplessly in need o f  a sense o f  

direction. Too many self-centered choices and too little stability results in never-ending 

unfulfilled needs. Ultimately, the unlimited freedom for the construction o f  identity 

results in unlimited dissatisfaction. Thus, the postmodern "I" is found to be constantly 

struggling with desperation and unfulfilled needs as it m oves from one subject position 

to another.
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Introduction

( R e )W r it in g  Identity:  T h e  N e v e r -E n d in g  P roject

If you want to know me, then you must know my story, for my story 

defines who I am. (McAdams 1996, 11)

Postm odernism  refers to a heightened degree o f  self-consciousness which suggests 

fragmentation, collage, hybridity, and the presence o f  diverse voiccs in any narrative 

concerning identity. As the discourses from which the se l f  arises are m ultifarious and 

unstable, the formation o f  the self in A m erica from the 1960"s onw ards is never a 

completed project. Accordingly, in postmodern literature as postm odern  authors have 

reconsidered their claim to authority and meaning, characters have lost depth and have 

begun to be portrayed self-consciously and ironically. Identity, thus, em erging  from a 

postmodern society, has become a patchwork o f  diversified perspectives and role-playing 

selves both in literary narratives and self-narratives.

Postm odern theories have established the im portance o f  narrative in the 

understanding o f  the world around us. Postm odernism  questions and subverts the 

authority o f  grand-narratives as they exert pow er that restricts behaviour and is 

prejudiced tow ards ideological control systems. But the role o f  narratives in constructing 

reality cannot be denied from political, sociological, psychological, philosophical or 

literary standpoints. Therefore, we find grand narratives o f  se l f  and society constantly 

displaced by mini-narratives which allow for diversified w orldview s and constructed 

versions o f  reality to exist on a parallel plane.

As a result o f  the newly established importance o f  narratives, the term  '"narrative", 

once valued only  in literary spheres, is invariably used in disciplines as diverse as history 

and psychology. Identity is now understood and examined by theorists such as Dan 

M cA dam s and Paul Ricoeur through concepts stressing narratives o f  the self. It turns out 

that these narratives assist in the construction o f  a se lf  through interaction with various 

social d iscourses and situations. Since these multiple d iscourses sim ultaneously  present
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in postm odern society are in contest with each other, the narratives spun from them are 

very unstable. Therefore, the identity constructed from these narratives is considered 

fluctuating, fragm ented and unstable.

The fragmentation o f  the Cartesian se lf  originate in the Rom antic age and, 

eventually  as fragmentation intensified it developed into the schizoid se lf  o f  

contem porary  life. The Cartesian se lf  was considered, by m odern theorists, to be the 

essence o f  a hum an being that thrived prior to language and social affiliations. But the 

postm odern era has brought an end to such a concept o f  the self. T he se lf  was once 

variably referred to as the core o f  an individual, the soul o f  man. and the essence that 

made each man, w om an and child w ho and what s/he claim ed to be. Postm odernism , on 

the other hand, initiated the rise o f  concepts which see the se lf  as having regressed to a 

highly im pressionable state from which constant transform ation is possible.

In the m odern age Sigmund Freud saw the “ I” as struggling for equilibrium under the 

pressures o f  the id/ego/superego triad. Freud’s theories signaled the beginning ol the 

fragmentation o f  the se lf  in modern psychoanalytic theory. The strain o f  discussion ot a 

fragmented se lf  intensified in postmodern times. This discussion can be tracked through 

varied routes, and range from the psychoanalytic theories o f  Jacques Lacan to gender 

theories o f  Julia Kristeva and the discursive theories o f  Michel Foucault, to mention only 

three o f  the many postmodern theories and theorists that paved the way towards 

understanding postm odern  subjectivity.

T hese theories related to postmodern concepts o f  self-formation go against 

traditional ideas o f  stability, unity and especially the concept o f  essence. Postmodern 

theorists are highly suspicious o f  any concept that suggests the idea o f  an essence in regard 

to the self. The postmodern subject is considered to be chameleonic. And. as Patricia 

Waugh points out in” Postmodernism and Fem inism ”, the postm odernist agenda "proposes 

a subjectivity which is precarious, contradictory and in process, constantly  being 

reconstituted in discourse every time we think or speak” (W augh 346). W au g h ’s assertion 

identifies the characteristics o f  a postmodern se lf  as ‘precarious, contradictory ' and 

"constantly reconstituted.” In any consideration o f  the postm odern society, the se lf  derived 

from it seems "precarious” because it is perceived to be unstable, "contrad ic tory” because 

it is unreliable, and since it is in constant reconstitution it is an endless "process.” She
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further posits the view that “ individual subjectivity is f. . .] a result o f  historically variable 

discursive operations” (346). She emphasizes the postm odern  shift towards "relativity” 

and "a receptiveness to ideas o f  difference, plurality, fragmentation, non-totality, aesthetic 

self-fashioning, contingency and language games"(346).

Thus, we see that the struggle o f  "I" that in m odern times was considered an 

internal struggle, is now. in postmodern times, considered an external one in which the 

“ I" is under pressure from opposing forces at work in the formation o f  a self. This 

pressure to "be"  can be understood as a series o f  identity crises faced by the postmodern 

subject.

The term "identity  crisis” was developed during the Second World War. by Erik 

Erikson. an A m erican  psychologist, to refer to patients w ho  had "lost a sense o f  personal 

sameness and historical continuity” and to a state in which adolescents  felt a 

contradiction in their wants and needs. In “C onceptions o f  S e lf  and Identity” , Roy F. 

Baumeister tells us that identity crisis may arise in regard to a modern se lf  when, 

" identity is inadequate for dealing with the behavioral issues and conditions that confront 

a person" and seems to occur “ in response to various life and environm ental demands 

that reveal the inadequacy o f  o n e ’s identity” ( 182). A m ong  the various motivations that 

B aum eister cites for the developm ent o f  identity o f  people, in reference to other theorists, 

the main three are the desire (a) to maximize self-esteem, (b) to gain and maintain 

control, and (c) to get confirmation o f  views o f  them selves from others. (Baum eister 

179-184)

Building upon B aum eister’s discussion o f  the modern se lf  we can say that in 

postmodern society self-esteem, control and confirmation o f  self-views, still remain 

important e lem ents in the consideration o f  identity. What has changed is the em phasis  on 

where the source o f  these elements lie. They do not reside inside the individual as 

predispositions towards inherent virtues and values; rather, they are considered, in a 

postmodern world, as externally situated. As a result, a long with the all encom passing 

urge to he som eone com es the frustration o f  not know ing w hat is real about o n ese lf  In 

the postm odern world the process o f  becoming someone and achieving an identity as 

opposed to naturally being someone has become the crux o f  existence. And thus.

vi
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m odern ism ’s singular concern with an identity in crisis, has becom e postm odern ism ’s 

plural concern o f  it being in crises.

These crises have become a major concern for postm odern  authors who have 

attempted to explain the extremity o f  flux and tension in the formation o f  a se lf  through 

their writings. Postmodern American short stories, novels and films show how/ the 

postmodern rejection o f  metanarratives in favor o f  con tem porary  mini narratives, has 

destabilized the concepts o f  reality, history, and identity at both personal and national 

levels. For example, the literary works o f  Don Del i I lo. John Barth. Ursula Le Guin, and 

many others, both directly and indirectly portray the instability o f  gendered and mediated 

versions o f  reality reflected upon by theorists such as Fredric Jam eson. Julia Kristeva. 

Jean Baudrillard. Michel Foucault. Jacques Lacan and others.

fhe  three “ masters o f  suspicion” have laid the foundations for nearly all these 

postmodern theories o f  the self. I he whole concept o f  subjectivity  has changed with the 

introduction o f  these theories into the psychological, sociological, philosophical, and 

literary arena. The ego has dissolved into a fluid entity constructed by forces beyond the 

control o f  a single human psyche.

Deriving from Sigmund Freud 's  theory o f  the U nconscious, most postmodern 

critical theories o f  the formation o f  the se lf are. in one w ay or the other, influenced by 

Jacques L acan 's  theory  o f  the “ Mirror-Stage.” Lacan can be referred to as the first 

postmodern psychoanalyst to initiate the shift o f  thought tow ards ideological influences on 

the formation o f  the self. Theorists as diverse as Louis A lthusser (Post-structuralism), 

Fredric Jam eson (M arxism), Julia Kristeva (Feminism) and many others have all extended 

Lacan 's  concept o f  the necessity o f  the image o f  the O ther for the formation o f  the self.

However, the TV scrcen and other media now- replaces L acan’s mirror and the 

World Wide Web has become a network o f  consc iousnesses outside the body giving 

identity limitless possibilities. Such possibilities give rise to instability and fluidity. The 

self in such a realm can be anyone without the limitations o f  society, friends, family, 

religion, social class etc. Ultimately, an absence o f  limitations, moral or otherwise, proves 

to be a dangerous thing. For the postmodern is a realm o f  illusions. What the silver screen

A now popular term  first used by Paul R icoeur in “ Freud and Philosophy” to  refer to Freud , M arx and 
N ietzsche.
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has given to actors, m edia  images have given to the masses: a chance to be anyone they 

please. Confronting  gender distinctions and constructing identities without boundaries 

have become com m onplace  occurrences.

The postm odern  theories I discuss in the course o f  this dissertation, to em phasize 

the external influences on the construction o f  self-narrative are. a selection o f  theories 

pertaining to language, psychoanalysis. feminism and gender, capitalism, and 

technology. T hese  theories regarding forces behind the construction o f  postm odern selves 

converge on the following points :

(i) A se lf  is not an essence but a construction.

(ii) The formation o f  a se lf  can be interpreted in philosophical, psychological,

ethnical, sociological, postcolonial, and econom ic term s i.e. in terms o f  multiple 

disciplines which, in a postmodern world, overlap and merge.

(iii) A se lf  is constantly  changing in accordance with the w orldview  which forms it.

(iv) The se lf  having lost its strong foundations is fluid and fleeting.

(v) The journey to understand a self  extends outward lo material conditions and

external pressures as opposed to introspection and the jo u rn ey  inward.

(vi) Em otions and feelings in relation to a se lf  are not unique and are conditioned 

responses .

(vii) The body is a site for se lf  formation.

(viii) Gratification o f  psychological and bodily needs is com plexly  involved in the 

formation o f  a self.

(ix) A self, seem ingly  free, is actually bound by various paradigm s in society and 

language.

On the whole, the postm odern  w'orld has brought on a breakdow n in all fundamental belief 

systems and fixed worldview s thereby changing the way the world and the individual 

interact. Instead o f  a dialectic interaction, the relationship between se lf  and world is a 

dialogic interaction. The se lf  appears to be struggling with each and every element o f  

society and culture in order to be born as an “ I." Stripped o f  all sense o f  stability a sell is 

an unsure am oebic entity which may at any time restructure itself  into any system o f  

thought, language, society or culture based on illusory needs o f  postm odern identity.
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The five chapters into which this dissertation is divided discuss the narrative 

construction o f  A m erican  Identity as it is reflected in postm odern  Am erican narratives. 

Chapter One. "N arratives o f  Identity: America. A m ericans and Postmodern Identity” 

discusses the issue both at national and personal levels. It focuses first on the identity o f  

America as it is has been traditionally written as a valorized heroic white narrative, and 

then its transform ation, in postmodern times, to an imperialist narrative that has suppressed 

narratives o f  oppression and injustice. The chapter also d iscusses personal identity as it 

appears in postm odern America. It is divided into ten sections. Section i deals with the 

connection between narrative and identity; Section ii deals with the connection between 

language and identity; Section iii discusses the problem atics o f  historical identity; Section 

iv explores the metanarrative o f  American supremacy: Section v d iscusses the imperialist 

identity o f  A merica; Section vi deals with suppressed narratives and the influence o f  the 

American Dream; Section vii is a critical discussion o f  Kurt V o n n e g u fs  portrayal o f  

American national identity in Breakfast o f  Champions ' ; Section viii briefly examines 

postm odern ism 's  affront on American personal identity; Section ix discusses gendered 

identity in Postm odern America; and finally Section x is all about the postmodern 

American "I".

Chapter Two. "M ultip le  Identities o f  the Postm odern A uthor” shows how 

postmodern narratives o f  A m erican literature have brought about changes in the identity o f  

the Author. The Author in a postmodern text is h im self  under scrutiny for creation o f  a text 

that he h im se lf  is unsure of. This chapter has nine sections which individually discuss the 

author being transform ed in various ways into a character and reader, som eone self- 

reflcctive and self-conscious, as well as an intertextual referent/plagiarist,  ironical, protean 

and. a shaman.

Chapter Three: "Postm odern Possibilities for fem in is t  N arra tives” discusses how 

postmodern narratives give rise to questions o f  identity that expose the multi dimensional 

conditions involved in the oppression o f  women. The chapter has five sections. In the first 

section, I apply Judith Butlers ' theory o f  "gender as perform ative” to the discussion o f  

Bobby Ann M ason’s short story “ Shiloh” to show how the reversal o f  gender roles affects 

identity construction. T he second, a discussion o f  G race P a ley 's  “T he Pale Pink Roast.” 

focuses on self-victimization as it appears when sexuality is used for establishing an
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em pow ered identity. In the third section. Lynne T il lm an’s “ Living with Contrad ic tions” is 

discussed with em phasis  on the crises o f  identity in contem porary  experience as a result o f  

exposure to a culture influenced by the language and images o f  the media. Next, is Ursula 

Le G u in ’s "She U nnam es T hem .” This  narrative has been discussed in the light o f  

feminism as proposed by Julia Kristeva in "W o m en 's  T im e.” The fifth and final section o f  

this chapter delivers a reading o f  Toni M orrison’s The Bluest Eye in the light o f  Audre 

Lorde’s discussion o f  black feminism. I bis chapter exposes  the dam aging  effect o f  

dependence on the outside world for identification in the formation o f  a self.

In postm odern  times, w here  disciplines have merged and theories have overlapped, 

movies and media images can effectively be referred to as visual texts, which act as access 

points to understanding theoretical currents. Chapter  Four. “The Paradox o f  Postmodern 

Identity: Contem porary  A m erican Film and N arratives o f  Addiction", is a discussion o f  

postmodern identity as it appears in corresponding images portrayed in A m erican films.

I he formation o f  postm odern identity has been discussed using exam ples  from filmic 

narratives. The sections are linked to identity thus: Section i is about the role o f  images and 

m em ory in identity construction (Film: Memento. 2000); Section ii is about the role o f  

consum er culture in identity formation (Film: Confessions o f  a Shopaholic. 2009); Section 

iii is about addiction as a destabilizing factor in identity construction (Film: A Scanner 
Darkly, 2000). and Section iv is about the possibilities o f  identity construction  through use 

o f  technology (Film: Avatar. 2009).

All the aspects o f  postmodern identity discussed in chapters One to Four, are 

brought together in C hapter  Five, “Narratives o f  Postm odern Identity in Don Delillo’s 

White N o ise” Each o f  the elements o f  the text contribute, in one w ay or another, to 

Delillo’s exposition o f  how society contributes to the alteration and construction o f  the 

identity o f  postmodern subjects. The eventual product (self) o f  this highly mediated 

postmodern culture is constantly  restless and highly unstable.

At the end the concluding chapter, briefly sums up all that has been discussed in 

the dissertation to prove that the postmodern subject, though seem ingly  free from all 

trappings and limitations, is actually bound, by its own dissatisfaction and uncertainty. The 

postmodern subject, in its search for unlimited freedom, finds itself  helplessly in need o f  a 

sense o f  direction. Thus, it seems that the postmodern prom ise o f  unlimited freedom for 

the postmodern “ I" leads to a path o f  unlimited frustraton and dissatisfaction where no 

subject position is satisfying enough lo be retained.
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Chapter One

Narratives of Identity : America, Americans and the Postmodern “I”

In the postm odern w orld o f  unstable realities, identity is considered a construct o f 

narratives that one tells to others and one’s self. From  its beginnings in literary theory, 

“narrative” has been seen in various contexts to exam ine the construction o f  social and 

political identity in both literature and history. In the postm odern w orld, narrative is no 

longer solely understood to be a representational literary form . R ather, recent adoption o f  

this term  into social, philosophical and psychological discussions posits it as relevant to 

concepts o f  social epistem ology and social ontology. These concepts conceive that it is 

through narrativity that we com e to know, understand, and m ake sense o f  the social 

world, and it is through narratives and narrativity that w e constitu te our social and 

political identities.

Taking this narrative aspect o f  identity construction into account, history too is no 

longer considered m erely an untainted docum entation o f  the past that reveals the identity 

o f a nation. This change in attitude is largely due to the w ord “historiography” , now  used 

alongside history, w hich indicates the constructedness o f  the m ythical narratives that 

build a nation’s sense o f  identity. These m ythical narratives, though based on historical 

facts, are politically  form ulated. As a result, these narratives are actually  stories reflecting 

partial truths w hich hide and distort m ore o f  the past than they reveal. These partial 

narratives thereby, create an identity for the nation instead o f  revealing an unchanging 

identity based on whole facts.

This chapter looks at the way traditional A m erican historiographic narratives 

have attem pted to create a distinctly A m erican identity by valorizing the struggle o f  white 

Am erican ascendancy through the suppression o f ethnic and m ulticultural narratives. It 

also contains b rie f discussions o f  how narrative and identity are linked, how 

postm odernism  destabilizes both personal identity and national identity  and how, out o f  a 

destabilized national identity the base for the postm odern A m erican “ I” cam e into being.
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The chapter is divided into the follow ing sections: (i) N arrative and Identity,

(ii) Language and Identity Construction, (iii) H istory and H istoriography, (iv) The 

M etanarratives o f  A m erican W hite Suprem acy, (v) Im perialism : A m erican Style (vi) 

Suppressed N arratives and the A m erican Dream , (vii) K urt V onnegu t’s Ironic N arrative 

o f  A m erican N ational Identity in Breakfast o f  Champions, (viii) Postm odern ism ’s Affront 

to A m erican Personal Identity, (ix) G endered Identity in Postm odern A m erica and, (x) 

The Postm odern A m erican “I” .

Before discussing the issue o f  how the m ythical identity o f  A m erica and the 

personal identity o f  A m ericans has been influenced by the new  understanding o f  the 

im portance o f  m ini-narratives, it is necessary to discuss how  narrative cam e to be 

associated w ith identity in the first place. The first section charts the m ovem ent o f  the 

term “narrative” from  narratology to political and social identity theories.

(i) Narrative and Identity

As m entioned above, “narrative” has its roots in literary theory. Susana Onega 

and Jose Angel G arcia Landa in Narratology give a succinct definition o f  narrative as, “a 

sem iotic representation o f  a series o f  events connected in a tem poral and causal w ay” (3). 

In their view , “film s, plays, com ic strips, novels, new sreels, chronicles and treatises o f 

geological history” can be considered narratives “ in this w ider sense.”(3) N arratives can, 

therefore, be constructed using a wide variety o f sem iotic m edia: w ritten or spoken 

language, im ages, gestures and acting. Significantly, this all-encom passing description o f  

narrative can significantly be applied to understand the m ultifactorial aspects o f  self

construction. For, narrative psychologists like Sarbin (1986) or K enneth G ergen (1988; 

1991) have proposed an understanding o f  identity as narrative identity, which is 

understood to be the narrative o f  a person’s life as it is experienced and expressed in 

stories.

Before postm odernism , identity was thought o f  as being form ed through direct 

and indirect interaction with others inside and outside the fam ily but restricted to a certain 

locale and culture. Ralph W aldo Em erson com m ents on the social aspect o f  identity 

construction in the m anuscript fragm ents o f  “ Private L ife”  (January 1840) w hen he
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m entions the ‘b e ing ’ as linked by “ the m anifold cord -  the thousand or the m illion 

stranded cord w hich m y being and every m an’s being is.”  Expounding this m etaphor, he 

framed h im se lf as “ an aggregate o f  infinitesim al parts”  and conceded that “ [ejvery 

m inutest stream let that has flowed to me is represented in that m an w hich I am, so that if  

every one should claim  his part in m e I should be instantaneously diffused through the 

creation and individually  decease [. . .].” (Em erson 251). W hat this m eans is that there is 

already a fixed sense o f  se lf  upon which social influences play their part.

This fixed sense o f  se lf has its root in the various social and political structures 

that govern a certain  society. O verarching social custom s and m indsets create m eaning 

for the individuals participating in com m unal life in any given society. There is a certain 

rigidity in determ ining one’s position in society according to status and acceptable 

behaviour. This rigidity finds force in the m etanarratives o f  religion, m orality, social 

custom , tradition etc. These m etanarratives, w orking at the background o f  total societies 

give m eaning to all actions, and by extension to all identities.

In the w ake o f  postm odernism , the perception o f  the fluidity o f  social structures 

led to a total revision o f  concepts related to identity construction. The “m anifold cord” 

that Em erson refers to as part o f  the social bond w ithin individuals has perm utated into a 

“thousand or the m illion” fragile w avelengths and there is no one to “claim  his part” 

because all value system s have becom e images. Thus, identity is now  seen to evolve out 

o f  influence from  the abstract realm  o f  television, cinem a and com puter screen.

The radical indeterm inacy and conceptual deconstruction o f  essentialism  due to 

the new  virtuosity  o f  identity has lead to a desire tow ards psychological and emotional 

fulfillm ent through the creation o f  m ini-narratives. M ini-narratives are, therefore, used to 

im pose m eaning on the fragm ents from  which a se lf is constructed, as opposed to the 

m etanarratives that once determ ined identity. Thus the use o f  m ini-narratives to 

construct a sense o f  identity reintroduces tim e, space, and analytical relationality to 

the understanding o f  identity. Previous essentialist approaches to identity excluded 

these considerations. The “narrative identity” approach em beds the subject w ithin 

relationships and stories that shift over tim e and space. W henever the question o f  

self/identity arises, we face newly the challenge o f  narrative reconstruction.

3

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



N arratives fashion selves ju st as selves fashion narratives. It is a reciprocal 

relationship m aintained by the images and signifying system s prom inent in society. This 

is what Barbara J. Socor im plies in her essay “The S e lf  and its C onstructions: A 

Narrative Faith in the Postm odern W orld” w hen she com m ents on the se lf as being a 

social contrivance in the following m anner, “the se lf  w hich is em bedded w ithin the 

narrative - as the im plied "I" telling the tale, like the narrative itse lf - is a social 

contrivance.” W hat is im plied here is that society sim ultaneously  creates space for self

narratives and again constrains them w ithin its norms. This aspect o f  containm ent gives 

the self-narrative a sense o f  stability.

Yet, the narratives offered by postm odern society are not derived from  or based 

on the m etanarratives o f  religion, m orality, or heritage. Those w ere the m etanarratives 

that could support the concept o f a stable identity. W hat society now  offers is an 

abundance o f  m ini-narratives that either conform  and m erge, or confuse and contradict 

each other. Since a narrative spans tim e, it allows the “I” to tell stories that speak o f  

varied situations, attitudes and tim elines through language and various cultural artifacts, 

therefore creating an “ I” that transcends tim e and place. This postm odern  “ I” is unbound 

by m etanarratives and is, in that sense, epistem ologically and ontologically  free.

In another sense, the absence o f  m etanarratives has destab ilized  personal identity. 

In her essay, “G iving an A ccount o f  O neself,” Judith  B utler com m ents on the 

destabilizing pow er o f  postm odern m ini-narratives in the fo llow ing way, “Any one o f  

those are possible narratives, but o f  no single one can I say w ith certainty that it is true 

(Butler 26). She continues voicing the realization that the narration changes each tim e 

one starts narrating for it is never possible to include every ‘sto ry ’ concerning a self. Each 

description changes according the point o f  view  it is narrated from . As Butler states,

[. . .] m y narrative begins in m edia res, w hen m any th ings have already 

taken place to m ake me and m y story in language possible. A nd it m eans 

that m y story always arrives late. I am  alw ays recuperating, 

reconstructing, even as I produce m yse lf differently  in the very act o f  

telling. M y account o f m yself is partial, haunted by that for w hich I have 

no definitive story. (Butler 27)
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B utler’s statem ent clearly  identifies the problem  o f  narrative w hich intentionally  or 

unintentionally leaves out the narrating o f  “that for w hich” she has “no definitive story.” 

It is this incom pleteness in the narration that allows for the constant restructuring o f  a 

narrative.

H ow ever, there has to be some sort o f  unifying principle that gives m eaning to an 

identity, no m atter how  m om entary an identity construction is. This unifying principle 

which was previously taken care o f  by the m etanarratives governing society is now 

attem pted through em plotm ent. The necessity o f  a sense o f  direction in the absence o f 

m etanarratives is fulfilled through em plotm ent. It acts as a device to construct a 

fictitional unity w ithin a small narrative. In “Theorizing N arrative Identity: Sym bolic 

Interactionism  and H erm eneutics,” Douglas Ezzy com m ents on the self-continuity 

established by narratives in the follow ing way,

A narrative conception o f  identity im plies that subjectivity  is neither a 

philosophical illusion nor an im perm eable substance. Rather a narrative 

identity provides a subjective sense o f  self-continuity  as it sym bolically 

integrates the events o f  lived experience in the p lo t o f  the story a person

tells about his or her life. (239 )

So it seem s that through em plotm ent o f  life-events, the narrative conception o f  identity 

provides a certain  sense o f  self-continuity. This se lf  is not a difficult-to-com prehend 

philosophical or abstract notion. Rather, the se lf is som ething that can be accessed and 

m anipulated through varied routes. The sense o f self-continuity  is the result o f  the 

tem porary integration o f  lived experiences. As the narrative is restructured, the narrative 

self turns out to be subject to change, reversal, and surprise. Thus the narrative self is not 

a constant self, identical through time.

Anyhow , no m atter how  tem porary the effect o f  em plo tm ent m ay be, it is through 

the em plotm ent o f  a narrative, as Paul R icoeur tells us in Time and Narrative, that “the 

subject both appears as a reader and the w riter o f  his ow n life .” (R icoeur, 1988, 246). 

As reader and w riter o f  his/her own narrative identity, the postm odern  subject strives to 

attain continuity to establish a m eaning to support the identity that has been constructed.

Trinh M inh-ha in Woman, Native, Other considers the fu lfillm ent o f  the need o f

continuity as a m eans o f  evading a void that would envelop her in a m eaningless world.
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For her, “the order and the links create an illusion o f  continuity ,” on w hich she places a 

high level o f  value, “ for fear o f  nonsense and em ptiness” (M inh-ha 649). Thus, the search 

for a sense o f  coherence is the drive behind the selection o f  m em ories w hich are used to 

construct identity through narration. This em phasis on m om entary reality  blurs the line 

between truth and falsity since w hat m ay be true for the present m om ent, m ay be false in 

the next. As situations and contexts change so does the m eaning o f  w hat is and is not

The need for coherence is necessitated because connections and links to objects 

and their referents are not solid in postm odern Am erica. The significance o f  daily events 

in the understanding o f  identity is no longer linear or dialectic. L inear narrative develops 

into a branching system  o f  intertextual references linked by causal connections i.e. 

identity has becom e a dialogic construct. The causal connections that go into m aking this 

dialogic construct, “allow  for different self-defining narratives that potentially  contradict 

one another to exist w ithin one life story” (M cA dam s, 2001 ). A s a result, the freedom  to 

be w hoever one w ishes to be and w henever one wants to be, appears. For, the narration o f  

the life story is able to satisfy the needs o f  the (then constructed) self, and those who 

interact w ith it. In other w ords, the atm osphere o f postm odernism  allow s m anipulation 

and random  selection o f  the stories that construct a narrative identity.

Postm odernism  has im bued all w ith skeptic doubt. As in personal identity so in 

history, narratives at once prom ise m eaning and yet undercut it w ith a sense o f 

m ultiplicity and tem porality . Trinh M inh-ha describes the duplicity  o f  the postm odern 

situation through an anecdotal reference to the experience o f  storytelling. She observes 

that as a child w hen her grandm other told her stories the question never arose w hether the 

stories were true or not. There was a clear understanding that “a story was a story” 

(M inh-H a 654). But now  there is no clear division, especially in m atters o f  narrative and 

history.

In “G randm a’s Story” o f  Woman, Native, Other, T rinh M inh-H a writes - “ I am 

made to believe that if, accordingly, I am not told or do not establish  in so m any words 

what is true and w hat is false, I or the listener may no longer be able to differentiate fancy 

from fact” (654). The postm odern dissolution o f  the boundaries betw een fact and fiction 

have com plicated the understanding o f  the stories we tell in order to m ake sense o f  our
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lives and surroundings. The effect o f  this problem  o f  indeterm inacy is m ostly  noticed in 

identity at both personal and political levels.

H ayden W hite refers to the problem  o f  indeterm inacy o f  fact and fiction in 

historical narratives in “The H istorical Text as L iterary A rtifact” . He discusses an 

interesting concept o f  narrative that can be applied to this d iscussion o f  identity 

construction. W hite sees the narrative as “a process o f  decodation and recodation in 

which an original perception is clarified by being cast in a figurative m ode different from 

that in which it has com e encoded by convention, authority, or custom ” (1726). This 

concept can be applied to clarify one’s understanding o f  the use o f  narrative in identity 

construction. I w ould like to (re)write this definition so as to fit m y discussion.

A pplied to this context o f  the discussion o f  postm odern identity construction in 

the context o f  contem porary Am erica, W hite’s concept o f  historical narrative w ould be as 

follows: “convention, authority, or custom ” w ould translate into culture; “decodation” 

w ould translate into deconstruction and negation o f  the previous identity; “original 

perception” w ould translate into the previous (established) concepts o f  identity in 

circulation; “recodation” w ould translate into the (re)construction o f  a new  identity; and, 

“a figurative m ode” w ould translate into the adoption o f  a new  signifying system. 

Therefore, the concept o f  narrative identity I propose, derived from  W hite’s concept o f 

narrative, w ould be -  narrative identity is a process o f  reconstruction, deconstruction or 

negotiation o f  a previously established identity into a new identity through the adoption 

o f  a new or temporarily prevailing signifying system, the reality o f  which would be based 

on the transformation and adaptation o f  signifying systems o f  the culture in question.

But, in a postm odern world, signifying system s are constantly  shifting and 

unstable. The identity constructed from  such system s is naturally  expected to be as free- 

floating and as unattached to the subject, as m eanings are detached from  words and 

images. This brings us to the next topic o f discussion i.e. how  language as a m edium  o f  

narrative expression constructs identity.
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(ii) Language and Identity Construction

As we have seen, identity depends on signifying system s for it to be a m eaningful 

construction. The postm odern focus on language as characteristically  having a loose 

connection betw een signifier and signified, im plies a decentralization o f  the subject. This 

is because the fragm entary language o f  postm odern discourse brings with it intertextual 

references w hich destabilize the solidity o f  singular m eaning. Intertextual references 

carry the aura o f  possible identities for a subject.

Through her writing, the M exican A m erican w riter and activist G loria A nzaldua 

em phasizes the im portance o f  language in identity construction. She rem em bers being 

punished and rebuked by her teacher’s racial com m ents, “ I f  you w ant to be A m erican, 

speak ‘A m erican .’ If  you don’t like it go back to M exico w here you belong”(893). She 

reacted against the accusation o f  being incom prehensible. But her reaction instilled her 

with a sense o f  pride as she realized that an insult to her language w as an insult to her. 

She asserts - “ I am my language. Until I take pride in m y language, I cannot take pride 

in m y se lf’ (A nzaldua 898). She reveals how  her shame and Tow estim ation  o f  s e lf  came 

from repeatedly being told in her childhood that her language ‘w as w rong .’ She considers 

the affront to her language to be an attack on her sense o f  se lf  - “R epeated attacks on our 

native tongue dim inish our sense o f  s e l f ’ (897).

The irony is that, though Am erica, in an attem pt to be threat-free o f  ‘a lien’ 

presence, m arginalizes w here it prom ises tolerance; it binds w here it prom ises freedom ; it 

suppresses w here it prom ises expression; and it oppresses w here it prom ises equal 

treatm ent; N evertheless, it still has been overtaken by cultural diversity. This diversity 

finds expression not only in language, but also in style, pop culture and consum er 

choices.

The problem  is that by allow ing “others” o f  d ifferent ethnic and national 

backgrounds into one’s private speech through linguistic and cultural changes, one 

initiates the negation o f  the private self. A nzaldua’s ‘m estiza’ consciousness becom es a 

dangerous concept for the A m erican se lf  which sees any encroachm ent as hostile. She 

indirectly asks for the consciousness to assum e a fully relational and volatile position.
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This position acquired through language transform s the se lf  as outside influences change 

perceptions and attitudes.

This volatile position o f  the subject w ithin language is seen by Jean-Frantjois 

Lyotard in The Postmodern Condition to dissolve subjectivity. Fie observes the change 

that occurs to the subject in the follow ing way,

The social subject itse lf seem s to dissolve in this dissem ination o f  

language games. The social bond is linguistic, but is not w oven in a single 

thread. It is a fabric form ed by the intersection o f  at least tw o ( and in 

reality an indeterm inate num ber) o f  language gam es, obeying different 

ru les.(86)

Lyotard refers to the effect o f  the em bedded plurality  in the m eanings o f  linguistic term s 

which are determ ined by a given society. W hat Lyotard tells us is that social language 

has becom e extrem ely com plicated. The languages o f  the sciences and the arts are 

attaining m ore and m ore notations and sym bols than one can logically  track. The social 

subject, therefore, loses stability as identity is “splintered” and “we are all caught in the 

positivism  o f  this or that discipline” (Lyotard 86).

H ow ever, linguistic variety has not only resulted from  new  concepts in the arts 

and sciences. Exposure to other languages results in the picking up o f  certain  words and 

cultural norm s. By adopting and m odifying the context and m eanings o f  those words and 

norm s new  possibilities for identity are found. In contem porary  A m erica this 

m anipulation occurs m ainly in and through m edia. Before m edia m ade other cultures 

easily accessible, all cultures w ere contained w ithin the boundaries o f  their ow n regions. 

M edia has changed this. N ow  a cocktail o f  cultures and languages, appears on the screen. 

M edia language, especially in the form  o f  w ritten and visual advertisem ents, m anifests 

itse lf in the language o f  the new  generation o f  subjects who build their personalities in 

accordance w ith w hat they see and hear on TV, cinem a or the com puter screen. The 

effect o f  a cocktail o f  cultures is enhanced by advertisem ents that have becom e part o f  a 

powerful visual signifying system, which produce m eaning outside the realm  o f  the 

advertised product. This detachm ent o f signifier and signified is w hat language has 

becom e for the postm odern subject
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The language o f  m edia distorts the face o f  perception. As a result, it interferes 

with w hat Pierre Bourdieu in “D istinction -A  Social C ritique o f  the Judgm ent o f  Taste,” 

refers to as the consum er’s “naturally com petent selection” o f  appropriate products, 

practices, and preferences. The postm odern consum er is deprived o f  choice as 

advertisem ents cloud their judgm ent. Enticing im ages and catchy phrases are used to 

m anipulate the consum er so that ‘w ants’ becom e ‘needs’. In “A dvertising and the 

Technology o f  Enchantm ent: The Portrayal o f  Beauty in W om en’s Fashion M agazines” 

the author Brian M oeran also com m ents on the perception m odifying character o f  the 

detached signifiers and signifieds o f  com m ercial language and im agery. He shows that 

“fashion m agazines present beauty as a system  o f  m agic”(l 1). He equates the language o f  

advertising w ith that o f  a “m agic spell” which has the ability to conjure up an alternate 

reality and dispel the unw anted w ithin the consum er w ho is subjectified by consum ption 

and taken in a sort o f  trance to the world o f  dissatisfaction. Referring to Alfred Gell, he 

posits the enchantm ent offered by im ages in advertisem ents as “probably the m ost 

sophisticated psychological w eapon” (M oeran 12) used to control the thoughts and 

actions o f  others. Gell tells us in “Technology and M agic,” the enchantm ent exerts 

influence by w ay o f  exploiting the “ innate or derived psychological biases so as to 

enchant the o ther person and cause him /her to perceive social reality in a w ay favorable 

to the social interests o f  the enchanter” (M oeran 12). Language, therefore, is subjected to 

an all encom passing consum erism  and com m ercial exploitation w hich has m ade it a 

comm odity.

In this consideration it is not only language that has changed; identity has changed 

with it too. Language used as propaganda even affects the identity o f  a nation. In m ost 

cases national narratives are affected when m edia is used for political reasons. 

Thoroughly understanding the power o f  m edia narratives in creating reality, politicians 

have created support for their political initiatives, especially in dealing w ith controversial 

projects. M ediated propaganda and the fear it generates are essential to the Am erican 

governm ent’s ongoing construction o f  narratives w hich establish the need for war. For 

exam ple, the justifica tion  for the Iraq war as portrayed by the A m erican m edia now 

seems quite exaggerated. W ith no overw helm ing discoveries o f  threatening bom b 

factories w here Iraq ’s “w eapons o f  m ass destruction” w ere said to be created, the
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necessity o f  the em ergency and severity shown in A m erica’s attack on Iraq now  seem s 

doubtful.

W hat such statem ents signify is that the m edia has the pow er, through suggestive 

images and language, to create realities. In “ Spectacles o f  Terror, and M edia 

M anipulation: A  C ritique o f  Jihadist and Bush M edia Politics” D ouglas K ellner shows 

how a discourse o f  w ar can be built through repetitive language and selective images. For 

him language as a tool o f  m anipulation. Language used by the B ush A dm inistration 

placed Iraq as a dem onic presence w hich had to be fully eradicated. Som e o f  the words 

and phrases repeatedly used are “evil”, “terror” , “terrorists” , “a w ar betw een good and 

evil” , “eradicate evil from  the w orld” , “to sm oke out and p u rsu e ... evil doers, those 

barbaric people” , and even the word “crusade.” As K ellner inform s us, the “Pentagon at 

first nam ed the w ar against terror “O peration Infinite Justice,” until they were advised 

that only G od could dispense ‘infinite ju stice ,’ and that A m ericans and others m ight be 

troubled about a w ar expanding to infm ity” [ . . .] The new  nam e for the “war on 

terrorism ” becam e “O peration Enduring Freedom ” (K ellner 6). The w ar, from  that point 

onwards, becam e a w ar w aged in the nam e o f  freedom  against the reign o f  terror.

Through language Iraq was given a new  identity. The nation w as m ade into being 

the “Terrorist O ther” but as K ellner points out, “The terrorist O ther, how ever, does not 

reside in a specific country with particular m ilitary targets and forces, bu t is part o f  an 

invisible em pire supported by a m ultiplicity o f  groups and states” (8). This fluid identity 

o f  the terrorist Enem y gave Am erica, as an upholder o f  justice  and a doer o f  good, the 

justification to attack any country or group that is (in their view ) supporting terrorism ( 

my em phasis).

M oreover, the constant m edia coverage by A m erican new s channels m ade the war 

into a spectacle. As K ellner writes, “The television netw orks them selves featured logos 

such as “W ar on A m erica,” “A m erica’s N ew  W ar,” and other inflam m atory slogans that 

assum ed that the U.S. w as at war and that only a m ilitary response was ap p ro p ria te^  10). 

Em phasizing that such zealous w ar spirit had not been seen since W orld W ar II, he notes 

that, the “M edia fram es shifted from “A m erica U nder A ttack” to “A m erica Strikes B ack” 

and “A m erica’s N ew  W ar”- even before any m ilitary action was undertaken” Thus, 

Am erica created a “reality” which gave it a pretext for the attack and created a narrative
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in w hich it appeared as the superhero trium phant against evil and anarchy. So w hat we 

see is that language creates narratives that have the pow er to create a na tion ’s identity as 

Iraq becom es the “terrorist” , so Am erica becom es the “superhero” . A fter the war 

different stories are narrated. These narratives then start to build negative sentim ents even 

inside Am erica.

As a nation, A m erica has lost a fundam ental aspect o f  its projected identity 

because o f  the Iraq war. This is because narratives o ther than w hat A m erican networks 

revealed, w ere intervening in the w ar scene. “There w ere over tw enty broadcasting 

netw orks in Baghdad for the 2003 Iraq war, including several A rab netw orks, and the 

different TV com panies presented the war quite diversely” (15). These narratives 

question the narrative o f  A m erica as a benevolent power. A s a result, the identity o f 

A m erica as a nation out there to help other nations who desperately needs its help, is now 

viewed skeptically. Just as the necessity o f  the V ietnam  w ar is still questioned in 

A m erican national history, so the Iraq w ar is bound to raise questions about the necessity 

o f  A m erica’s intervention in Iraq’s affairs.

So we see that national identity is brought into question by narratives which arise 

from  perspectives o ther than the official one. The realization o f  the possib le m anipulation 

o f  facts in the narration o f  events which constitute a coun try ’s identity  leads inevitably to 

the question o f  historical narration. History, in contem porary thought, is regarded as one 

o f  m any possible narratives. The preferred term  now -a-days is h istoriography -  the 

narrative interpretation o f  historical facts. The next section o f  this chapter discusses 

such a historiography and the effect o f  this change on the identity form ation in America.

(iii) History and Historiography

As m entioned previously, during the 1970s there w as a surge o f  interest in 

narrative due to the em phasis literary critics gave to “narrato logy” - the system atic study 

o f  narratives. By linking histories with their discussion o f  novels these critics greatly 

enlargened the application o f  narratives as a way o f  understanding the w orld. As a result, 

they m ade it possible to see that many histories are politically  m otivated  narratives and 

thus o f  dubious relevance. As postm odern theorists rem oved the w edges that thrust their
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disciplines apart, an affinity betw een "narrative" and "identity" could clearly be noticed 

by theorists as far apart in their ideology as Paul R icoeur and Dan M cA dam s. In favor o f 

constructivist theories o f  identity developm ent, the general consensus that arises is that 

both national and personal identity are constituted by and constitu tive o f  narratives.

A m erican identity form ation is thus indispensably connected to its political 

agenda. Thus, any destabilization o f  the official political narrative o f  the nation leads to a 

m assive uncertainty about w hat the w ord “A m erica” and “A m erican” is supposed to 

denote. The uprooting o f  the idea o f  a perfect Eden w here all m ovem ent was and is 

towards progress is deeply and critically questioned by the experience o f  A m ericans o f  

varied ethnic groups. The Latin A m erican situation, for exam ple, is one o f  poverty, 

depravity, and oppression. Their peoples are totally d ifferentiated from  A m ericans o f 

highly developed urban city scapes.

N ational identity, therefore, as reproduced in history is no longer unquestionable. 

Postm odernism  questions the barriers that contain the m yth o f  A m erican W hite 

suprem acy. The prevailing A m erican m yth glorifies the courage o f  w hite settlers against 

the w ilderness and trium phant narratives o f  boom ing econom ic prosperity  has been 

destabilized by a new  series o f  narratives revealing oppression, ethnic cleansing and 

slavery. A m erica as a nation now  has to com e to term s w ith its identity as an im perialist 

nation w hich has long denied the rights o f  N ative A m ericans, deprived hyphenated 

Am ericans o f  a pure sense o f  nationality, as well as suppressed and enslaved Afro- 

A m ericans. A t the sam e tim e, the role o f  nation-builders w ho through historiographic 

narratives had raised the accom plishm ents o f  those o f  A nglo Saxon descent to the status 

o f heroes and m artyrs is now  under question.

In the case o f  A m erica, the bias in the recording o f  history, is influenced by its 

affinity to and preference for spectacle. Spectacle is part and parcel o f  A m erican society. 

The evidence o f  such spectacle can be noticed in the extraordinary im portance placed on 

literally any subject, personal or social, as received through the m edia that catches m ass 

attention. Spectacle evolves through incessant discussion o f  a certain  subject, looked at 

from varied perspectives as it stream s through the media. Then, th is sam e subject is left 

aside by the laws o f  society, allow ing spectacle to have its tem porary albeit tem porary 

hypnotic hold. It then disappears as if  it had never existed. Its place is taken  by som ething
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else. Fredric Jam eson sees this as reflective o f  “ ... an alarm ing and pathological sym ptom  

o f  a society that has becom e incapable o f  dealing w ith tim e and history” (Jam eson 1967). 

He continues to voice his concern about such im age m aking saying, “we seem 

condem ned to seek the historical past through our own pop im ages and stereotypes about 

the past, w hich itse lf rem ains forever out o f  reach” (ibid). H is concern about the search 

for A m erica’s history through pop im ages signals the tension about the uncertainty o f 

those im ages to properly reflect the past. The fear is that the nation will lose the identity 

that it had previously established through historical accounts.

The significant disintegration o f  the prevailing legends and m etanarratives 

governing society and the consequent replacem ent o f  those m etanarratives with a 

postm odern polyglot o f  m ininarratives, is inseparably connected to the loss o f  a stable 

identity. For exam ple, the disintegration o f  the m etanarratives o f  w hite suprem acy in 

Am erican society and their effects on national identity form ation as a result o f  this 

disintegration is discussed below.

(iv) Dissolution of Metanarratives of American White Supremacy

As historians and thinkers inspired by postm odern attitudes o f  skepticism  began 

questioning A m erican legends and m yths, its m etanarratives o f  suprem acy started to lose 

ground. It w as through the postm odern theories concerning ‘m etanarratives’ (Lyotard), 

‘power and ‘ep istem e’ (Foucault), ‘d iscourse’ (Derrida), and ‘s im ulcra’ (Jam eson) that 

the blind eye o f  m any A m ericans began to be cleared. It becam e clear to them  that 

sim ulacra -  a false perception o f  stable truth -  had enveloped the A m erican people. 

M etanarratives had disguised the political pow er play at work. A ll through A m erican 

history A nglo-Saxon w hites had been constructing narratives that ju stified  their actions to 

the w orld and also to them selves. The founding m yths o f  A m ericans conquering w estern 

frontiers and colonizing “uncultured” races created a false sense o f  superiority  for W hite 

Am ericans that cam e to cherish such narratives.

W hen Europeans first came to A m erica in order to organize and establish 

colonies, they brought w ith them  a w ell-developed ability to m anipulate and create 

propaganda and polem ic. Susan M anning in “L iterature and Society in Colonial
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A m erica” observes that in order to establish conform ity w ithin colonies Am erican 

writers actively “exploited a division betw een verbal and concrete realities” (M anning 4). 

She suggests that by using the English language as their m edium , they thrust a wedge 

betw een language and m eaning, and “betw een the facts and the w ay they are described” 

(ibid). She goes on to personify such self-conscious use o f  E nglish as a ‘double-agent’ 

which could not guarantee the truth but rather “betrayed the tru th  it seem ed to discover” 

(M anning 4). A m erica, afterall, was not the harm onious paradise that it w as m ade out to 

be. There was alw ays the struggle betw een the needs o f  the com m unity and the needs o f  

the individual. It was the grow ing concept o f  overw helm ing prosperity  that induced every 

m an to think o f  him self. And, in sharp contrast to the m yth that society prospered 

alongside the individual it seem s that the individual struggled w ith his ow n needs in 

opposition to the needs o f  his comm unity. This inconsistency arose as a form  o f  conflict 

w ithin the A m erican consciousness and found expression in the so-called “A m erican 

D ream .”

On observing prosperity  in the trade o f  the A m erican colonies (then under British 

rule) and its potential as a m arket for British goods, England started interfering in the 

A m erican econom y. British Parliam ent im posed a series o f  taxes and tariffs on Am erican 

m erchants hailing from  the A m erican colonies. This ultim ately led to the G reat A m erican 

Revolution and to the ‘liberty’ o f  its people. But unbeknow nst to m ost A m ericans, not 

conscious o f  their roots in European kinship, the im perialist m entality  rem ained occluded 

in the A m erican consciousness. This created a sort o f  ‘superiority  com plex ’ w ithin the 

Am erican race w hich is at the heart o f  A m erica’s ow n exploits abroad and w ithin the 

country itself.

This sense o f  superiority was constantly rejuvenated by narratives circulating 

throughout the country that found resonance w ithin the A m erican consciousness. These 

narratives pow ered the nation and gave A m ericans “the illusion o f  eternal strength and 

health, and o f  the essential goodness o f  the people” (Feder 332). P ropaganda was spread 

in favor o f  colonialism , em phasizing the need to extend civilization  to the uncivilized  

people o f  the world. Edw ard Said’s criticism  o f  French and British colonialism  in Africa 

as expressed in Orientalism  can be used here to describe A m erican bids to expand their 

power. As Said tells us,
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“The im portant thing was to dignify sim ple conquest w ith an idea, to turn 

the appetite for more geographical space into a theory about the special 

relationship betw een geography on the one hand and civilized and 

uncivilized people on the other.” (Orientalism  216)

Political narratives w ere w oven to support conquests o f  other nations. Rationalizations 

and ‘d ign ity ’ w ere invested in im perial, econom ic and m ilitary expeditions w hich m asked 

the true intentions o f  those who conducted them. The acquisition o f  space and pow er was 

m asked under the pretence o f  extending the benefits o f  civilization on a people who were 

“uncivilized” . This aspect o f  m asking one’s true identity is further discussed in the next 

section on A m erican Im perialism .

(v) Imperialism : American Style1

It is interesting to note Carole Boyes D avies’ “A m erican” has becom e 

“synonym ous w ith U nited States im perialistic identity” and also “ identified with 

European ‘d iscovery’ and the destruction o f  native com m unities and nations” (Davies 

1000). A fter W W II A m erica took over, from  England and France, the colonial role o f  

exploiting the Orient. But the U nited States did not w ish to appear like an invader or 

conqueror. Professing friendship and prom ising to protect the rights o f  the people o f  

invaded nations, A m erica strove to open up m ore m arkets and thus increase exports o f  

A m erican goods.

This m ay seem  as a natural step to be taken by a nation m ore capable than many, 

in m oving tow ards prosperity. But, as Alan Trachtenberg observes w hile w riting o f the 

social and cultural context o f  m odern Am erica, “The problem  lay in the sheer crudeness 

and anarchic energy o f  a ram paging business civilization devoted only to ‘vast money 

m aking’” (Trachtenberg 283). Am ericans, thinking o f  them selves as all pow erful, took it 

upon them selves to com m and any other nation they w ished. The force behind this idea o f

1 B ash ing  aw ay at A m erica  is no t at all my intention though , in p laces o f  this chapter, it m ay  seem  that I am 
doing  exactly  that. W ith no political agenda, this section  in tends to  show  th a t h is to rica l narra tives are 
se lectively  (som e are h igh ligh ted , som e suppressed) w ritten  into national consciousness in o rd e r to create  
a notion  o f  na tional identity .
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dom ination seem s to derive from the sudden increase in m aterial w ealth  through 

econom ic transactions in previously unchartered m arkets.

Frantz Fanon in “The W retched o f  the Earth,” attributes such an attitude o f 

superiority to socially ill-balanced econom ic prosperity. Such pride in m aterial w ell

being leads to the negation of, and hostility tow ards, o thers who are considered to be less 

fortunate and therefore not capable o f  enjoying the fruits o f  prosperity and success. As 

Fanon observes,

The districts which are rich in groundnuts, cocoa and diam onds come to 

the forefront and dom inate the em pty panoram a w hich the rest o f  the 

nation presents. The nationals o f  these rich regions look upon the others 

w ith hatred and find in them  envy and covetousness, and hom icidal 

im pulses. (1583)

Though Fanon’s observations refer to the im proper d istribution o f  w ealth in African 

colonies, w hich causes dissatisfaction and unhealthy attitudes am ongst the ethnic races 

there, the m indset he underscores can be used to describe the self-conscious pride that 

fuels the A m erican consciousness.

Beside the political reasons behind A m erican im perialism  there were also 

econom ic and cultural reasons. In “A m erica and Cultural Im perialism : A  Small Step 

Tow ard U nderstanding” a paper published by DDB W orldw ide in 2002, an alternate 

perspective o f  A m erica’s prom ise o f  w orldw ide econom ic prosperity  is given. After 

being given an overview  o f  anti-A m erican sentim ents in it from  the perspectives o f  

France, G erm any, the M iddle East, Japan, Jam aica, and the UK , we are given alternates 

to A m erica’s com m only used term s o f  propaganda in the fo llow ing w ay -

C onsequently, freedom, individualism, choice, and control can also be 

seen as opportunism, hyper-consumerism, waste and exploitation. 

Independence can be seen as arrogance, A m erican “modernity” can be 

seen as a lack o f  respect for an older, m ore m ature culture. (10) [em phasis 

original]

W hat this reveals is that in m ost cases countries are not com fortable w ith A m erica’s 

dom ination o f  their m arkets. Am erica, it seem s acts upon the assum ption that people 

everyw here w ant to live as they do. This leads A m erican businesses to som etim es either
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overlook or underm ine local cultures. As a result, there is the feeling that Am erica, 

driven solely by econom ic interest, will inevitably take a m aterialistic, self-centered, and 

dom ineering business approach that will be detrim ental to local m arkets.

Again, this fear o f  econom ic dom ination by A m erica is indirectly  bound with fear 

o f  A m erican foreign policy. The presence o f  A m erica, in m ost countries, has led, in one 

way or another, to interference in local policy m aking. N early  all political confrontation 

betw een A m erica and other nations begins w ith A m erica’s ju stifica tion  that it em barks 

on m ilitary m issions only to protect the lives and property o f  US citizens. A nother reason 

com m only cited by the A m erican adm inistration during m ilitary engagem ents outside the 

country is its p lea for either protecting or establishing dem ocracy. For instance, in 1898, 

A m erica intervened in Cuban affairs justify ing its actions as a step taken to free Cuba 

from the oppression o f  its Spanish colonizers. Interestingly, it then considers taking Cuba 

for itself, by any m eans possible. Thus, questions now  arise about A m erica’s m otives in 

y  attem pting to free C uba from  the Spanish.

M oreover, the actions taken in these and sim ilar circum stances is quite 

questionable. For exam ple, the following extract from  a letter w ritten by an A m erican 

soldier who fought in the w ar against the Philippines reveals the atrocities com m itted by 

the A m erican force in the nam e o f  justice :

The tow n o f  T itatia [sic] was surrendered to us a few  days ago, and the 

two com panies to occupy the same. Last n ight one o f  our boys was found 

shot and his stom ach cut open. Im m ediately orders w ere received from 

G eneral W heaton to bum  the town and kill every native in sight; which 

was done to a finish. About 1,000 m en, w om en and children were reported 

killed. I am probably growing hard-hearted, for I am in m y glory w hen I 

can sight m y own gun on some dark skin and pull the trigger.

From  A. A. Barnes, soldier, a letter to his parents in N Y  (M iller, S. 189) 

The A m erican retaliation, for the death o f  a single soldier, w orked as justification  behind 

the genocide and destruction o f  a whole village. The strong anim osity  felt by A m erican 

soldiers for the “dark skin” reveals a story different than one o f  benevolence and 

sacrifice. Thus the role o f  A m erican soldiers on foreign soil as keepers o f  peace and 

justice becom es highly questionable. In cases such as these, A m erican soldiers are seen

18

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



by the locals not as saviours but as aggressors who have sw itched o ff  any and all sense o f 

hum anity. A  spark o f  hum anity that does exist and sufaces from  tim e to tim e and that 

leads to disclosures such as the ones m entioned above.

The revelation o f  other versions o f the truth, through such private docum ents has 

only recently been considered relevant to historical data. Private letters, pictures, diaries 

are now  an acceptable part o f  historical narratives. A nd it is these m ini-narratives that act 

against the official story as politicians would have it. Such unofficial docum ents expose

facts that destabilize the official 

version o f  events which are 

usually  conveniently  constructed 

by those in power. But it is only 

w ith the rise o f  postm odern 

skepticism  that the prevalence o f  

such m anipulation in the 

narration o f  events has been 

w idely acknow ledged.

A n interesting cartoon2 

by the artist W illiam  Bengough 

published in Life m agazine in

Image-1 A
1900 shows how  official narratives (re)write truth. The cartoon titled “Fun for the Boys”3 

(Image-1 A) shows US adm inistration rew riting the “D eclaration o f  Independence” as it 

applies to the colonization o f  the Philippines in 1898. A  close-up view  o f  the edited 

docum ent sarcastically reveals the double standard adopted by A m erica when dealing 

w ith other nations (Im age-IB ). The changed docum ent reads as follow s,

2 Source o f  im age,
h ttp ://sheg .stan fo rd .edu /up load /L essons/U n it% 207_A m erican% 20Im peria lism /P h ilipp ine% 20W ar% 20P o lit 
ica l% 20C artoons 1 .ppt
3 T his cartoon is an exam ple  o f  how  national identity can be constructed  upon h is to rica l docum ents that 
suppress o ther realities.

"t'UN FOR THU BOYS.” 1

Life, Life Publishing Company, New York, August 23,1900 

uittist; William Beiwoueh)
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D eclaration o f  dependence

W e brought the Filipines for $ 20,000,000 
Therefore 

We hold these lies to be self-evident.
That all brow n m en are created unequal; that 
they are endow ed, by their rulers 
w ith certain unalienable w rongs 
that am ong these are death, captivity 
and pursuit.

That to secure these w rongs 
Governm ents are instituted am ong 
Filipinos, deriving their ju s t powers 
From  the consent o f  the undersigned 
Old daddy W ashington is a has-been.w e’re 
it
Inc, Mac, and Teddy

" • ’•'ill .i| ,

IK* / t r i l i t  //****« t*  l / r p c / f  ttY/cA'*./

' /  '/tut utlJfiwtFurv 
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Image-1 B

The cartoon fragm ent ridicules the “D eclaration o f  Independence” in order to 

expose a narrative o f  A m erican politics different from  that politicians w ould have people 

believe. “The D eclaration o f  Independence” is considered the foundation o f  A m erica’s 

beliefs in freedom  and dem ocracy. By rew riting the docum ent as it is actually  applied in 

the case o f  another country, the cartoonist in this case calls attention to the Am erican 

belief system  w hich places A m ericans as suprem ely ju s t and m oral. The question o f  

A m erican intervention in support o f  freedom  is questionable w hen it can be m anipulated 

to fit the A m erican political agenda in this m anner. The disparity  o f  the professed 

intention o f  A m erican intervention and the reality o f  it is self-evident and it questions 

A m erica’s notion o f  dem ocracy as applied to other countries.

The “D eclaration o f  dependence ” m entioned above is an im aginary text, yet there 

are actual docum ents w hich do infringe upon the rights o f  other nations and still attem pt 

to uphold narratives w hich justify  unjust actions. The O stend M anifesto is one such 

docum ent that appeared during the adm inistration o f  F ranklin  Pierce, the 14th President 

o f  the U nited States (1853-1857). A t that tim e, Pierre Soule, the A m erican m inister to 

Spain, was attem pting to purchase Cuba for $130,000. His bid w as rejected by Spain who 

found it insulting. In response to this bid , Soule wrote the O stend M anifesto. In it, he
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said that the m ere possession o f  Cuba by Spain was a threat to A m erican  security and 

Am erica w ould be justified  in seizing C uba by force. The O stend M anifesto, therefore, 

provided the rationale for the U nited States to purchase C uba from  Spain, and stated that 

Cuba should be seized by it in the name o f  national security.

The exam ple above show s that national identity has alw ays been structured upon 

narratives that have attem pted to justify  the actions o f  their adm inistrators. In these 

narratives threats are exaggerated so that m ilitary action appear necessary. The difference 

betw een these attitudes and postm odern ones clearly reveal the constructedness o f 

historical situations. H istory, once regarded as the only reliable docum ent o f  the past, is 

now under suspicion. H istorians now question the role o f  m yth builders and call for 

restructuring o f  history departm ents to em phasize narratives that exist outside the official 

narrative, since the m anipulation o f history has been especially  noticed as far as national 

identity form ation is concerned. Even outside Am erica, a realization  o f  the need for 

reassessing prim ary docum ents instead o f  relying on historical narratives has led to m any 

history departm ents encouraging students to restructure h istory based on determ inate 

historical m aterials (archival m aterials), and perform  steady historical studies through 

criticism  o f  archival m aterials (ex. Hosei university in Tokyo).

W hat has been highlighted in the discussion above is that, A m erica, in its past 

im perialistic m aneuvers, tried to project a self-righteous im age by dissem inating 

justifications for its actions. Since the current m odes o f  postm odern  inquiry do not allow  

for suppression o f  opinions, a m ultitude o f  conflicting voices can now  be heard against 

the aggressive actions taken by A m erica anytim e, anyw here. These voices destabilize 

A m erica’s international identity as a goodw ill nation. The next section discusses how 

A m erica’s im age is being destabilized by rereadings o f  the ethnic narratives o f  the 

country. Ethnic and black voices were also previously suppressed in A m erican historical 

narratives.

\
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(vi) Suppressed Narratives and The American Dream

Postm odern ism ’s preference for m ultiplicity  and skepticism  in regard  to all 

authority has created a favorable atm osphere for uncovering narratives that have, for too 

long, been suppressed in favor o f  overarching m ythical narratives o f  se lf  and Am erica. 

As convincing as A m erican freedom  and progress m ay have seem ed in the wake o f  

econom ic prosperity, the truth is, ethnic and m ulticultural A m erica has a different story to 

tell. As was the case with in the African colonies referred to by Fanon (quoted above), 

econom ic disparity was causing “glaring discrepancies” in A m erican society. 

Trachtenberg clearly points out the flaws in the projected im age o f  a “perfect A m erica” 

when he writes:

“ a perfect A m erica” Flow could it reconcile its underlying conviction in 

an ideal com m unity, a perfect ‘A m erica’, [. . .] the exacerbating hostilities 

o f  class, race, gender, religion, ethnic group, w hich m ade up the s tu ff o f  

everyday reality in Am erican cities? C hronic poverty, racial anger and 

violence, unequal access to political power: these w ere only the more 

glaring discrepancies [. . .]. (T rachtenberg 289)

This account strongly challenges the all encom passing im age o f  A m erica as paradise on 

earth, for all w ho had the spirit to rise above their lot and take risks in changing their 

future. This was an im age o f  freedom  which seem ingly invited all who were willing to 

venture as entrepreneurs in business to test their fate. The individualist tradition holding 

each person to be a free agent, capable o f  m aking his/her ow n decisions, choosing his/her 

own way o f  life has long been a cultural m ainstay o f  A m erican life. As a result the 

business spirit that w as fostered by A m erica concentrated on the w ell-being o f  the 

individual as opposed to that o f  society.

The narrative o f  the self-m ade man, w hose econom ic prosperity  was achieved 

thereby fulfilling the A m erican dream , has been broadly celebrated and valued, but is 

also really problem atic because it invites attention only to o n e’s self. Instead o f  concern 

about the w ell-being o f  society the em phasis here is laid on o n e’s ow n developm ent, 

aspirations, em otions, and needs. O ther persons are relegated to secondary status. Such a
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stance is detrim ental to the political and social atm osphere o f  an A m erican society which 

harbors a diverse population.

A m erica, after all, is not only the creation o f  E uropean entrepreneurs, but is the 

result o f  the work o f  its African, Asian, and Latin A m erican inhabitants, as well. W ithin 

A m erica the sense o f  superiority (o f the W hite A m erican) caused problem s for m inority 

groups and im m igrants. Said w onders out aloud in the “A fterw ord” o f  Orientalism ,

“ H ow  can one today speak o f  W estern C iv ilization  except as in large 

m easure an ideological fiction, im plying a sort o f  detached superiority for 

a handful o f  values and ideas, none o f  w hich has m uch m eaning outside 

the history o f  conquest, [. . .] This is especially  true o f  the U nited States 

w hich today can only be described as an enorm ous palim psest o f  different 

races and cultures sharing a problem atic theory o f  conquest [. . .]”

(Said 349)

His worry is that, the only heritage that A m ericans can share is one o f  a “theory o f  

conquest” but that too is “problem atic” . Indeed, the involvem ent o f  the U nited States in 

W orld W ar I and W orld W ar II brought to the surface the ex ten t o f  how  “problem atic” 

this “theory o f  conquest” is. During W orld W ars suspicions o f  w hite A m ericans arose 

about loyalty o f  o ther races tow ards the nation, as a new  aw areness grew  o f  the O ther in 

and outside A m erican society. W hite A nglo-Saxon A m ericans doubted the loyalty o f  all 

hyphenated Am ericans.

Such A m ericans upheld the grand narrative o f  superiority  am ong races denying 

all other (sub) categories equal existence. In “Beyond Identity  Politics: The Predicam ent 

o f the A sian A m erican W riter in Late Capitalism ” , the author San Juan observes that 

since the U nited States began as Britain's colonial outpost, its social form ation “has been 

distinguished by the violent exclusion and subjugation o f  the A m erican Indians and the 

subsequent differential incorporation o f  various racial groups” (548). The white 

Am erican N ation (w hich for the m ost part had E uropean descent ) was seething in 

overw helm ing pride in being Am erican, overlooking the fact that apart from N ative 

Am ericans all A m ericans were them selves outsiders. W hite m ales dom inated over 

African-A m ericans and Latin-A m ericans and denied them  equal status as citizens proving 

that the hyphen really does represent a positional superiority.
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Latin A m erica, it can be noted here, has alw ays been seen as an anom aly in the 

history o f  nationalism  as it has lacked the linguistic and ethnic d ivisions com m only 

associated w ith national identities in Europe or Asia. This is because the m ultiplicity o f  

language and culture o f  the region has been suppressed as insignificant. It was not until 

the 1960s that Latin A m ericans began to address the issue o f  nationalism  directly. The 

change in concepts regarding national identity spurred by postm odern theories results in a 

receptiveness o f  Latin A m ericans to “the kinds o f approach advocated by the various 

schools o f  postcolonial, subaltern and cultural studies -  particularly  theories o f  narration 

and discourse analysis, have helped to shape an exciting body o f  revisionist work, which 

has taken th inking about Latin A m erican nationalism  and national identity in m any new 

directions” (M iller, 203). The hope now  is that national identities will no longer be seen 

as all-absorbing. Instead, variety in language and culture m ay be considered as part o f  

national historicity.

Out o f  her anger and suffering for being m arginalized and pushed away from 

m ainstream  A m erica, G loria Anzaldua, a m ajor M exican activist, advocates for the 

creation o f  a ‘m estiza’ consciousness in Borderlands. She proposes for the adoption o f  

the “m estiza consciousness” since it is able to anticipate and cope w ith the collision o f  

diverse cultures w ithin one consciousness. The struggle o f  ‘bo rders’ w ithin that 

consciousness w ould lead to a heightened tolerance o f  contradiction and am biguity. The 

new m estiza consciousness that she advocates would consist in creating a new  level o f 

consciousness w hich w ould encom passes unlim ited possib ilities o f  reality. Such a 

consciousness realizes that the psyche can only cope w ith diversity  by rem aining flexible 

and open to alien concepts. By acquiring A nzaldua’s proposed m estiza consciousness 

Am erica could accom m odate the other races. M aybe the m estiza consciousness is what 

Am erica needs to be the m ulticultural society it claim s to be.

O f course, A nzaldua’s proposal and advocacy for a ‘m estiza consciousness’ may 

be seen w arily by m any A m ericans when it is stated as an im perative for social 

integration o f  opposites. The A m ericanization o f  im m igrants becam e a priority to such 

Am ericans. W ithin A m erica those who are o f  a culture or ethnicity  either than European 

W hite A m erican have long been term ed as ‘aliens.’ I f  a person looked, w orshipped, or 

acted differently than the m ajority o f  Am ericans, then that person w ould be seen as alien;
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a foreigner, even if  born in A m erica is not referred to as true A m erican. An ironical 

depiction o f  the prevalence o f  such an attitude can be seen below  (Im age-2):

“I ’m okay w ith It . .
By  Jim Borgm an,
The C in c in n a ti E n q u ire r

c m 'w m  wps u ? n s  w  m  u s  i& e s  ow t a n p  r ? t u 6  x & zomvimTovo."

Image-2: "I'm okay with i t . . 4

The cartoon reprinted above com m ents ironically on the type o f  assim ilation called for, 

which requires the im m igrant to relinquish his culture and language and adopt that o f the 

dom inating race, as a prerequisite to participating in the A m erican dream  o f  success. The 

prom ise o f  the nation was and is that acceptance into the m ythical narrative o f  the 

A m erican dream  w ould lead to upward m obility and acceptance into m ainstream  

Am erica.

This ‘dream ’ is so enticing that inaccessibility  to it creates a ‘double

consciousness’ in even those who have the courage to speak up against m arginality. 

Hence A m erican ethnic groups dem and to be integrated into A m erican society and 

dem and equal status. Even for writers such as W .E.B D ubois, the need to be accepted in 

society resulted in psychological and em otional conflict betw een the dem ands o f 

m ainstream  A m erica and the dem ands o f  the im m igrant’s national culture. The plea for

4 h ttp ://w w w l.cuny .edU /po rta l_u r/con ten t/im m ig ran ts_cu rricu lu in /l 1 p d fs /u n it 1 lesson 1 .p d f
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A m ericanization, w ith its em phasis on assim ilation and integration, finds expression in 

the popular concept o f  the ‘m elting po t’.

The analogy, derived from  Israel Zangw ilPs 1908 play The M elting Pot. The 

narrative accom panying it was quickly adopted into the m eta-narrative o f  Am erican 

superiority in an attem pt to revivify patriotic feeling. Zangw ill saw  A m erica as “G od’s 

Crucible, the great M elting Pot where all the races o f  Europe are m elting and reform ing!” 

The ‘A m erican he w aited for w ould be a “fusion o f  all the races.” It is interesting to note 

that Z angw ill’s highly celebrated term  specifically evokes the “races o f  E urope” . Patriotic 

A m ericans considered the term  appropriate for creating unity out o f  diversity. The 

concept had traditionally  been perceived as the best w ay o f  articulating the m ulti

ethnicity o f  A m erica. But this idea can now be seen as a greatly m isleading one.

A ccording to m ulticulturalists o f 

the postm odern era, the “m elting po t” 

analogy is a greatly oppressive one. It 

presents the w hole nation as one large 

pot in w hich blending and ‘m elting’ 

occurs, resulting in a culture which is 

described as characteristically 

“ A m erican”(Im age-3 )5.

For m ulticulturists, the preferred 

term  now adays is ‘salad bow l’ where 

diversity retains its ow n flavor yet 

com bines w ith national fervor to m ake a whole. As such the identities o f  each original 

culture are not extinguished; rather, they add flavor and variety  to the whole. The 

previous analogy fails to acknow ledge m arginalized languages and cultures.

The intrusion o f  suppressed narratives has resulted in an identity crisis for m ost 

white A m ericans for the sim ple reason that their w oven story o f  suprem acy is now  being 

questioned by previously unheard voices. In effect the breakdow n o f  the official story has 

created space for other stories and voices to be heard. The postm odern era has m ade 

space for contradictory and varied standpoints to exist even in relation to the identity o f  a

5 h ttp ://w w w l .cuny .edu /po rta l_u r/con ten t/im m ig ran ts_cu rricu lum /l l_ p d f s /u n i tl_ le s s o n l.p d f

Great American M elting Pot 

by Richard Crowson.

The Wichita Eagle, March 28, 2 0 0 6
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single individual. For A m erica, the concept o f  a unified national identity  w ith a clear idea 

about w hat the w ords “A m erica” and “A m ericans” stand for has increasingly becom e a 

m ore and m ore com plicated one. The exposure o f  this contradiction in A m erican identity 

has been the concern o f  m any postm odern narratives. The next section discusses the 

contradiction in A m erican identity with reference to K urt V o n n eg u f s postm odern text 

Breakfast o f  Champions.

(vii) Kurt Vonnegut’s Ironical Narrative Of American National Identity In 

Breakfast o f  Champions.

K urt V onnegut, a leading postm odern w riter, recalls in The Paris Review  that 

since the tim e he was the sm allest child at his fam ily supper table, the only way he could 

get attention was by being funny. His constant efforts to learn from  radio com edians how 

to m ake jokes resulted in his books being “m osaics o f  jo k es” (G eyh 85). W ith narratives 

full o f  satire and irony, V onnegut tactfully exposes the follies o f  A m erica and Am ericans. 

Especially in his novel Breakfast o f  Champions he com m ents on racism , slavery and a 

host o f  other realities o f  A m erican society that are com m only ignored by m ost social and 

political historians.

V onnegut w rote Breakfast o f  Champions in the 1970’s after observing the civil 

rights m ovem ent o f  the 1950’s and 1960’s and the black m ovem ent o f  1960’s and 1970’s. 

These m ovem ents brought various gender and racial issues to light that w ere previously 

hidden beneath m yths o f  prosperity and utopian visions about A m erica. Through Kilgore 

Trout, the narrator o f  Breakfast o f  Champions, V onnegut underm ines A m erican national 

m ythology by treating sarcastically several sym bols and historical fallacies that are 

“full o f  question m arks” (V onnegut 17).

V onnegut effectively criticizes the social and political h istory o f  A m erica by 

distancing h im self and others from it. This distancing is achieved through Kilgore 

T rout’s narrative about an Am erica which he discusses, in a m atter-of-fact sort o f  way. 

To him  its existence m ust be seen as one country am ong “one quadrillion  nations in the 

U niverse” (17). Trout, a science-fiction writer him self, com plains that schoolchildren are 

taught lies about A m erican history. Schoolchildren w ere repeatedly to ld  to m em orize
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with joy  and pride the year 1492 as the year their continent w as discovered by hum an 

beings. But he points out that there were already m illions o f  hum an beings living “full 

and im aginative” lives on the continent then. Indeed 1492 was the year that “sea pirates 

began to cheat and rob and kill them ” (18). These and m any other ironic statem ents invert 

the grandeur o f  A m erican history by reducing the narrative o f  exploration and discovery 

into one o f  piracy and slavery. This points tow ard the w ay history is used to m ask reality 

and build national identity on m ythical narratives that are in tentionally  im planted into the 

consciousness o f  the nation.

K ilgore Trout, as V onnegut’s spokesm an, questions the ability o f  these “sea- 

pirates to create a governm ent which becam e a beacon o f  freedom  to hum an beings 

everyw here e lse” (19). The symbol o f  this freedom  is like an “ ice-cream  cone on fire” 

(19). Through this m etaphor, V onnegut exposes the truth about the kind o f  freedom  that 

A m erica dangles before other nations. The offer o f  freedom  that seem s like a utopian 

ideal o f  tranquility  and soothing peace actually holds unrest, turm oil, fire and destruction.

V onnegut further undercuts A m erica’s prom ise o f  freedom  and equality by 

explaining to readers that the sea pirates, who were “w hite” , used “b lack” hum an beings 

as “m achinery” (19). This em phasizes the racial distinction and im posed slavery and 

m istreatm ent o f  people w hose skin color was not “w hite” . V onnegut stresses the fact that 

color “w as everything” (19) by singling out race w henever a new  character is introduced. 

For exam ple, the novel’s protagonists— D w ayne H oover and K ilgore Trout are 

introduced as “two lonesom e, skinny, fairly old w hite m en” (16) and the unnam ed 

“black bus boy” and “black w aiter” Trout glim pses in W est V irginia are singled 

out. Through the adjectives o f  color the reader is constantly  confronted w ith issues o f 

race.

Racial d iscrim ination is also brought to the forefront th rough short anecdotes. 

D w ayne’s stepfather, had told him  the reason -  “W hy there w ere no N iggers in 

Shepherdstow n”(185), som ething that he clearly rem em bers. Shepherdstow n, D w ayne’s 

stepfather explains, “d idn’t want Niggers in their tow n, so they put up signs on the 

m ain roads at the city lim its and in the railroad yard” (186). W hen a black fam ily 

arrives in Shepherdstow n one night during the G reat D epression, not seeing the signs a 

white m ob attacks and m urders the father. This happened during W orld W ar I. when
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black A m ericans m igrated in large num bers from  the rural South to the m ore 

urban, industrialized North.

But indications o f  slavery and racial prejudice are still apparent in contem porary 

M idland City. W e see that m ost o f  the black characters either w ork in m enial, low- 

paying jobs or have spent tim e in prison. This im plies that m em bers o f  the black 

com m unity are deprived o f  opportunities open for whites. The freedom  prom ised by the 

governm ent w hen they set black com m unities free from  slavery and bondage rings 

hollow  for them . W ith little or no education, lim ited opportunities and a society which 

looks dow n on blacks, postw ar A m erica has lost its im age o f  righteousness.

V onnegut blam es the econom ic system  o f  A m erica for the injustices plaguing its 

society. He explains that A m erica has adopted an unfair econom ic system. He 

em phasizes the im balance brought about in the spread o f  w ealth  due to a system  in w hich 

“everybody . . .  was supposed to grab w hatever he could and hold on to it” (21). The 

result o f  such a system , K ilgore Trout tells us, is that the A m ericans w ho were “very 

good at grabbing and holding, were fabulously w ell-to-do. O thers cou ldn’t get their 

hands on doodley-squat” (21).

V onnegut, the character-w riter, holds out an em pty hand and says, "I hold in my 

hand a symbol o f  w holeness and harm ony and nourishm ent. It is Oriental in its 

sim plicity, but we are Americans, K ilgore, and not C hinam en” and then m agically 

discovers an apple in his hand. His contention is that A m ericans need abstract sym bols to 

becom e solid m aterial reality so that they can literally consum e it. A n apple is, in that 

sense, a fitting im age. It is “richly colored and three-dim ensional and ju ic y ” fitting the 

requirem ents o f  A m ericans. It has the potential to becom e a sym bol o f  the U nited States 

w ith m ythical properties through the legend o f  Johnny A ppleseed as well as traditional 

associations with hom eliness such as fresh baked apple-pie and nation building.

But, V onnegut’s proposal o f  the apple as a sym bol cuts both ways as he 

com m ents that A m ericans need sym bols that “ have not been poisoned by graet [sic] sins 

our nation has com m itted, such as slavery and genocide and crim inal neglect, or by 

tinhorn com m ercial greed and cunning" (225). Im m ediately the reader sees that even this 

symbol o f  “w holeness and harm ony and nourishm ent” is tainted w ith the poison o f  greed 

and cunning through its association w ith the story o f  A dam  and Eve. The narrator refers
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to the story o f  G enesis thus: “ W hat was the apple w hich Eve and A dam  ate? It was the 

Creator o f  the U niverse” (158). Both Adam  and Eve “ ate” an apple. This act o f  

consum ing im plies that the obsession with consum ption has literally done aw ay with 

religion and authority.

Technology has assisted in the capitalist ventures o f  A m erica. It has helped 

A m ericans gain control over other countries by “threatening to shoot big rockets at them  

or to drop things on them  from airplanes”(20). And while in som e countries people were 

forced to eat gravel, A m ericans were unw illing to share their w ealth with them . Rather, 

advancem ents in science and technology gave them  the pow er to “take w hatever they 

wanted from  anybody else” (21). Reflective o f  the im perialist attitude o f  A m erica in its 

dealings w ith o ther nations, T rou t’s A m erica is a duplicate version o f  V onnegut’s real life 

A m erica w here unfair m ilitary exploits are given undue justification .

V onnegut’s ironical com m ents expose the fact that h istory itse lf is narrativized. 

Facts and fragm ents are all com bined through the h isto rian’s technique o f  em plotm ent 

that depends on his own socio-cultural orientation and ideological beliefs. A lso, the 

language in w hich s/he docum ents or interprets events is crucial to the representation o f 

the past. The historical docum ent, in such a context, becom es as uncertain  as the person’s 

identity. The postm odern be lie f that the historical text is susceptible to one-sidedness, 

since it is a narrative like any other, suddenly opens it up for reassessm ent, rew riting, and 

restructuring. Furtherm ore, the realization that total objectivity  or neutrality is 

unattainable leads to self-reflexive and, o f  course, ironical rew riting  o f  the historical text. 

One can approach the historical text only by giving it alternate readings o f  reality.

The instability  o f  national identity, resulting from  alternate readings o f  reality 

m anifests itse lf in personal identity too. The next section looks into the destabilizing 

effect o f  these narratives o f  alternate reality on the personal identities o f  Am ericans.

r
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(viii) Postmodernism’s Affront to American Personal Identity

Postm odernism  becam e prom inent in A m erica in the course o f  the 1960’s. 

Because o f  it the A m erican narrative o f superior individualism  fell under siege. The 

“D eclaration o f  Independence” itself, supposedly reflective o f  the ‘A m erican m ind' 

sanctions the pursuit o f  happiness. Happiness for the postm odern A m erican translates 

into the pow er o f  consum erism . ‘Buying’, how ever, is now  m ore o f  a im age-building 

hobby than an undeniable necessity for sustenance. In “Producing A m erican Selves: The 

Form  o f  A m erican B iography” Rob W ilson states the effect on identity o f  the Am erican 

transition to postm odernism , in the following w ay -  the A m erican “once proud o f  self

origination and a stance o f  sublim e transcendence tow ard politics and the m arketplace- 

has given w ay to a poststructural "Am erican Jerem iah" infiltrated by capitalist 

m ateriality .” A m ericanism  has now  becom e synonym ous with capitalism . A culture o f  

abundance has lead to the observation that “A m ericanism  is no m ore than its m echanical 

production o f  p leasure” (Trachtenberg 291), pow ered at first by im perialism , then by 

individualism  and capitalism .

In his recently published book Amerique, Jean Baudrillard characterizes the US as 

"the only great prim itive society o f  m odern tim es." He refers to A m erican society has 

been referred to as the m ost elaborate form o f  European rationalism  or nihilism , and as 

the rude, horrendously m isbehaved offspring o f  Europe, an overblow n form er colony o f  

Europe" (qtd. M athy 280). Com m enting on a postm odern A m erica w here everything is 

publicized, B audrillard writes, "This is a society that is endlessly concerned to 

vindicate itself, perpetually  seeking to justify  its ow n existence” (ibid) N othing is 

private here anym ore, everything needs validation in the public eye. The hum an eye 

probes into “w hat you earn ,” and “how you live" (ibid). Baudrillard continues his 

deconstruction o f  the A m erican as being subject to com m odification to the extent that all 

actions o f  a subject and even the subject itse lf becom es a com m odity.

Sim ilarly Fredric Jam eson in “The Political U nconscious” exam ines capitalism  as 

it works to com m odify hum ans as both the object and the subject o f  consum erism . He 

sees capitalism  as the m ain elem ent in postm odern pow er structures. He considers the 

worldw ide evolution o f  capitalism  as presenting “on the one hand the nightm are o f  total
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control and on the o ther the polym orphous or schizophrenic in tensities o f  som e ultim ate 

counterculture” (Jam eson 1953).The ‘schizophrenic in tensities’ he is so wary about are 

nothing but the em otional euphoria felt by the postm odern subject as he creates and 

recreates h im self and the reality around him. These intensities, he fears, are creating a 

“counterculture,” that is to say, a culture o f  consum erism  that sustains “schizophrenic 

intensities.”

"Schizophrenia" thus becom es the psychic norm  o f  the postm odern through which 

the postm odern subject experiences pure emotion. The euphoria o f  creation, boosted by 

the constantly changing preferences o f  consum er consciousness, disintegrates into a 

succession o f  instants. Instant m eals, fast foods, and disposable cutlery, packaging, 

napkins, and clothing becam e the norm  in com m odity production and use. In The 

Condition o f  Postmodernity David Harvey refers to A lvin T offler’s term ing o f  Am erica 

as a “throw aw ay” society (Harvey 286). He expounds on the dynam ics o f  the term  as 

follows, the term  “m eant more than ju st throw ing aw ay produced goods, but also being 

able to throw  away values, lifestyles, stable relationships, and attachm ent to things, 

buildings, places, people, and received ways o f  doing and being” (H arvey 286). This 

“throw aw ay” society reflects a sort o f  schizophrenic lifestyle o f  insignificance and non

absolutes. This lifestyle which celebrates instability, diversity  and continuous 

transform ation has now  becom e synonym ous w ith A m erican personal identity.

But it is not only the reassessm ent o f  history, ethnic revival and a culture o f  

consum erism  that has destabilized Am erican identity for A m erica has long been 

struggling w ith gender and fem inist issues. These issues are addressed briefly below.

r
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(ix) Gendered Identity in Postmodern America

Postm odern explorations o f  gender portray the com plexity  o f  the ideas 

surrounding m asculinity  and fem ininity as the m ost prom inent o f  gender types. This 

com plexity is a prom inent feature o f  A m erican gender relations. Though gender is a 

psychological construct that entails how we think o f  ourselves as m en or wom en, it is 

also a social construct that reflects the cultural context in w hich we live. A though 

society’s expectation o f  w hat m asculinity and fem ininity m ean varies from  culture to 

culture, there are sim ilarities in regard to w hat the “essence” o f  each gender signifies.

In W estern cultures, stereotypically m asculine traits and characteristics like 

authority, pow er, aggression, com petition, and dom ination have been valued over 

stereotypically fem inine traits and characteristics such as com passion, sensitivity, and 

intuition. U sually  fem inine traits are considered adaptable and perfect for dom estic life 

while m asculine traits are suited to w ork outside the hom e. Such ideas place w om en 

within the hom e and m en, as breadearners, outside it.

Fem inists have continuously been fighting against such fixed roles. The idea is 

that w om en and the roles they play are unjustly underm ined putting the fem ale gender in 

a crisis o f  identity especially  in regard to her fem ininity. They argue that since gender is 

constructed, it can be changed. Fem inists have thus used gender argum ents to highlight 

the com prom ised position  society has placed them  in. But the problem  w ith m ost fem inist 

approaches is that instead o f  raising the respectability  o f  their roles in the fam ily 

(m othering and childcare, psychological and em otional support to spouse, hom em aker 

etc.) they have concentrated on expressing dissatisfaction at having to perform  roles 

which place, in their view , undue dem ands on them.

But, in recent tim es, the other side o f  the coin is being shown. In the USA  the 

publication o f  Susan Falud i’s Stiffed: The Betrayal o f  the Modern Man (1999) has 

raised debates surrounding the “ identity crisis” o f  m en w hich rises from , in her view, 

undue dem ands placed on m en based on images o f  m asculinity . Faludi, w ell-know n as 

the bestselling fem inist author o f  Backlash: The Undeclared War Against Women (1991), 

appears to sym pathize w ith the predicam ent o f  m odern m an (G auntlett 6).

33

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Faludi th inks that contem porary society is ju s t as depressing and constricting 

for the average m an and that m en deserve to be heard. Upto now, in having to live up 

to traditional standards o f  m asculinity, men have been under pressure to be perfect 

providers. The em phasis is on the fact that not w om en alone but m en also need to be 

freed from  constricting gender stereotypes. Considering the traditional role o f  m en as 

equally oppressive as those o f  wom en, she feels that m en have been ‘betrayed’ by a 

society which turns them  into “bread-w inning robots, subject to the w him s o f  the 

em ploym ent m arket and disconnected from quality relationships and parenthood” 

(G auntlett 9).

Sim ilar ideas have been expressed in Britain w ith the publication o f  A nthony 

C lare’s book On Men: Masculinity in Crisis in 2000. Q uoting from  C lare’s book 

G auntlett cites his observation that m en, as providers for their fam ily, w ere once proud 

o f  this role. But, it is in jeopardy as contem porary w om en show  that they can do 

everything that m en can. As w om en take on the role o f  provider they appear to be 

bringing up fam ilies “perfectly well w ithout the father being present at all, and 

scientific advances seem  to be m aking m en unnecessary to reproduction i ts e lf ’ ( 7).

As a result o f  the change in social circum stances brought about by gender 

questioning o f  roles, it has becom es necessary for m en to renegotiate their place w ithin 

this new  culture. As more and m ore w om en are enter the w orkplace in A m erica, the 

picture-perfect im age o f  dom esticity is seriously being questioned. M en are now  being 

asked to undertake their responsibilities as parent in ways other than the traditional one o f  

ju st financial provider. The re-inscription o f  roles m eans that m en have to find a new, 

m odern, useful place for them selves in the world.

C ontem porary society has becom e as disorienting for m en as it has been for 

w om en since both sexes have now becom e victim s o f  the culture o f  consum erism , 

appearances, and glam our. The m erging o f  m asculine and fem inine spaces in advertising 

and m edia culture have m ade identity am bivalent for both m en and w om en. For exam ple, 

w om en are being told that they m ust be bold, intelligent and com petent and yet alluringly 

beautiful from  tip to toe. The insecurity that w om en are m ade to feel about their looks 

and com petence is now  being felt in some m ale circles too!
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A dvertising is out to m ake the perfect consum er i.e. a subject w ho is never 

satisfied with the conditions life has offered him/her. M en, too, are now  feeling the stress 

o f  their accom plishm ents not m eeting up to the standards o f  a society w hich is obsessed 

with appearances. M en’s fairness cream s, styling gels, no-sw eat deodorants etc. are 

taking m en to m irror gazing and feelings o f  dissatisfaction previously  unknow n to them. 

This proves all the m ore that gender is created by society and in m any w ays it influences 

how we think o f  ourselves.

As A m erica is, now, itse lf consum ed by consum erism  there rem ains no space to 

rem ove one’s identity from  the effects o f  a capitalist society. A dvertising has become 

ubiquitous, creating needs out o f  wants; creating lack instead o f  fulfillm ent; and m aking 

the subject conform  to a consum er culture which creates and sustains instability. N either 

m en nor w om en are exem pted from the consum erist agenda. But there was a tim e when 

shopping for style item s and cosm etics was considered frivolous. C ontem porary society 

sees things differently and m en are becom ing as susceptible to m arketing strategies as 

wom en. In that sense, consum erism  places both m en and w om en in the sam e space in that 

they assum e the subject position o f  the consumer.

Kathy L. Peiss docum ents an interesting feature o f  the history o f  advertising in 

A m erica in her essay “A m erican W om en and the M aking o f  M odern C onsum er Culture.” 

According to Piess, M odern Am erican consum er culture arose after 1890 as an outcom e 

o f  a synergy o f  econom ic and cultural forces. . . .the m odern ad agency prom ised to 

create a national m arket o f  consum ers, indeed, to system atize desire.” She cites the case 

o f  the fem inist Frances M aule who argued that advertisers relied too m uch on "the good 

old conventional ‘angel-id io t’ conception o f  w om en" rather than seeing them  in the 

concrete term s o f  their daily lives”

As consum erism  has flourished there has been a grow ing sense that consum ption 

involves not only the purchase o f  goods but an entire w ay o f  life. Piess notes that, 

“ Shopping was transform ed from a functional activity o f  w om en into a form  o f  leisure.” 

The w om an consum er was stereotyped as being “em otional and im pulsive”, and being 

driven by "inarticulate longings" and "dorm ant desires." The overall picture being 

projected is that “ I f  m en responded to the intrinsic qualities and function o f  a product, 

wom en dwelled on its social and psychological effects, its style and sm artness.” Piess
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considers consum erism  as, “the m ass-m arket’s m odel o f  the w om an consum er tended to 

reinforce the gender divide” and that at a tim e w hen “traditional roles w ere challenged 

from m any quarters.”

She goes on to em phasize the voyeuristic elem ent in the display o f  fem ale images 

in the m ass m edia w hich present youth, beauty, and sexuality  in w ays that often 

aggravate negative experiences reinforced by these gender roles. She points out that the 

m aking o f  the fem ale into the object o f  voyeuristic pleasure w as not and is not lim ited to 

male m anipulation. Fem ale advertisers who are also “easily subm erged in the celebration 

o f fem ale beauty” found it to be “an end in i ts e lf ’ and “conventional notions o f  w om en -  

in term s o f  beauty, frivolity, and rom ance -  resurfaced.” Fem inists found them selves 

caught in contradictory impulses.

Interestingly, w hatever freedom  the A m erican w om an got out o f  the Suffrage 

M ovem ent she jeopard ized  by giving in to the new  language o f  persuasion i.e. the 

fragm ented language o f  advertisem ents. The desires and enticem ents, as w ell as images 

o f  ‘perfect’ beauty built an unending well o f  insecurities that could never dry up. The 

m edia im age o f  the A m erican wom an, therefore, consum es any sense o f  self-appraisal 

that the average w om an could w ish for.

Profound insecurities regarding her beauty lead the A m erican w om an to feel 

insignificant and out o f  fashion if  som ehow  lacking the latest in clothes, cosm etics and 

accessories. C onsum er culture thus builds on these insecurities and accordingly provides 

incentive to exploit the subject as consum er. G radually, the void created by these 

insecurities seem s to sw allow  any sense o f  se lf o f  the postm odern subject apart from that 

related to consum er goods. So as styles change the person adopting those styles changes

W hat is noticeable here is that the postm odern subject is not w orried about the 

transitions necessary for change. She is willing to go to any extent to m ake her body and 

consciousness fit the dem ands o f  contem porary culture. U naw are o f  the dom ination and 

victim ization at play, she is w illing to go that extra m ile. A s Bordo m entions in “M aterial 

G irl,” it is not ju s t exercise, hair and cosm etics any m ore, its m ore about contact lenses, 

and cosm etic surgery and m ore perm anent form s o f  body m odification.
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W om en are w illing to endure pain and risk getting under the scalpel again and 

again until perfection is up to the set standard. Even M adonna, who is constantly 

portrayed as a postm odern subversive culture figure, has developed “ in obedience to 

dom inant contem porary norm s, a tight, slender, m uscular body.” The M adonna, who 

once contrasted herse lf to anorexics, who she once saw  as “ self-denying and self-hating, 

com pletely in the thrall o f  im posed standards o f  w orth iness” (Bordo 1111) is now 

asham ed o f  w hat she was and em barrassingly states, “ I d id n ’t have a flat stom ach any 

m ore” (ibid). It is as if  she had cut the slack for im posed standards o f  w orthiness. Or, is it 

that she is fed up with constantly changing roles and identity ?

W hatever the case m ay be, it seem s that M adonna had anticipated the condition o f  

the subject in a postm odern A m erican society o f  instabilities. Changing one’s self

presentation through fashion and an obsessive interest in body culture is now  a com m on 

phenom enon. W ith its consum erism , m ediated experience and preference for sim ulated 

experience, A m erican society provides the perfect environm ent for the postm odern “ I” .

(x) The Postmodern “I”

The prospects for identity construction in A m erica have been interestingly stated 

by the novelist Bharati M ukerjee. In an interview  w ith Bill M oyers in 1990 she 

euphorically states, “Y ou see for me, A m erica is an idea. It is a stage for transform ation 

[. . .] suddenly I could be a new  person [ . .  .] where I could choose to discard that part o f  

m y history that I w ant, and invent a whole new  history for m yself. It's that capacity to 

dream  and then try to pull it off, if  you can” (M oyers 1990). This is w hat postm odern 

A m erica offers: a possibility  to create and recreate identities; to discard that part o f  

personal history w hich is unwanted and invent ‘a w hole new  histo ry .’ In “N arrative, 

M oral Identity and H istorical Consciousness: a Social C onstruction ist A ccount,” Kenneth 

Gergen is surely right in observing that the rem olding o f  identity  in postm odern societies 

is a continuous process o f  “construction and reconstruction; it is a w orld where anything 

goes that can be negotiated” (Gergen 7).

A uthors and philosophers now look outw ard for an answ er to the oldest question 

in hum an history- Who am I  ?. The search to understanding the se lf  is no longer an
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introspective search for a soul; rather, it is a jou rney  outw ard, aw ay from  nature, 

tow ards m an-m ade cultures and societal distinctions; tow ards politics and economy; 

tow ards the hyper-real and sim ulcra; and tow ards technology and the internet. The 

process o f  entry into and form ation o f  the A m erican identity is, in fact, m ore complex 

and varied than can be explained by any single concept.

In postm odern societies cultural blending allow s for or rather creates a 

cham eleonic personality. Postm odern concepts em phasize the instability o f  the language, 

culture and society in w hich identity is constructed. Postm odernism  show s that the 

m eaning expressed through language is unstable and varied according to context and 

interpretation; that culture is no longer untainted by other cultures; rather, cultural life is 

seen as a series o f  texts interacting with other texts, producing variations in m eaning, 

perception and thought streams. Society, subject to intense com m odification in nearly all 

spheres, prefers im perm anence over perm anence, fluidity over stability, and inconstancy 

over constancy. All this leads to a new  type o f  schizoid subjectivity. The postm odern “ I” 

is not a m onolithic construct; rather, it represents a m ultitude o f  “I” positions in 

contradiction to each other in relation to tim e and place. The narrative rendering o f  these 

subject positions allow s for m uch conflict and controversy w ithin a single entity.

The postm odern se lf  is referred to as a subject as if  it were an entity involved in a 

social and psychological experim ent the outcom e o f  w hich w ould  result in the acceptance 

or rejection o f  the end product. In the postm odern w orld the process o f  becoming 

someone and achieving an identity as opposed to naturally  being someone becam e the 

crux o f  existence. But along with the all-encom passing urge to be som eone comes the 

frustration o f  not know ing w hat is real about oneself. Therefore, there exists a constant 

doubt and questioning about the identity o f  a person.

Postm odern theory ow es its questioning o f  identity to its roots in 

poststructuralism  where it is taken as a given that “ identities m ust be dissolved, unbound, 

or at least thoroughly spliced and diced w herever they appear” (W icke 12). In such an 

atm osphere o f  fragm entation and uncertainty, postm odern identity verges on 

schizophrenia as tem poral. In it spatial distinctions are in disarray  and psychic and 

em otional life have gone haywire.
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Fragm entation o f  the subject em phasizes a heightened intensity o f  ‘jou issance’ to 

be experienced from  free-floating fragm ents o f  m eaning w hich can be arranged in any 

com bination or perm utation thinkable ‘as a series o f  pure and unrelated presents’ 

( Jam eson Postmodernism  27). This appeal o f  m om entarily  experienced excesses o f  

em otion gradually turn life into a superficial fa9ade in which the postm odern subject is 

forever seeking satisfaction through the sensationalism  o f  spectacle. A nd, therefore, as 

David Flarvey com m ents in The Condition o f  Postmodernity, “The im m ediacy o f  events, 

the sensationalism  o f  the spectacle (political, scientific, m ilitary , as well o f  those o f 

entertainm ent), becom e the stu ff o f  which consciousness is forged” (H arvey 54). In a 

fully postm odern social m ilieu the A m erican consciousness has becom e a devout lover o f 

sensationalism  and spectacle.

Consequently, as the child exposed to postm odern A m erican society is, maybe, 

im m ature, certainly it is no longer a purely innocent entity. This child grow s up with a 

sense that happiness and jo y  are an all tim e m ust at the expense o f  everything else. As a 

result, disregard for the consequences o f actions and speech, derives not from being 

innocently unaw are but, from  being irresponsibly callous. This is the dire draw back o f  

being brought up in a society where all moral and social standards are relational. In “Out 

o f  History: French Readings o f  Postm odern A m erica,” Jean-Philippe M athy6 succinctly 

em phasizes the superficiality o f  such an existence in the fo llow ing w ords -  “No 

referentiality, no m oral depth, no representation, no critique, not the shadow  o f  a thought, 

everything is there, im m ediately given [. . .]” (280). The postm odern A m erican subject 

lives in and for the m om ent devoid o f  all concern o f  consequences.

In the postm odern w orld, one reason w hy personality  does not develop and 

progress into a definite identity is because in it tim e loses its linear dim ension. The 

postm odern A m erican identity is carefree, w him sical, risk prone, hyperactive, creating a 

world o f  one’s own, in a state much like that o f  Julia K risteva’s ‘sem iotic’ state - a state 

where there are no regrets, no consequences, no guilt because the postm odern world it 

thrives in has no pre-judgm ental criteria. N othing m atters except the m om ent.

6 Jean-Philippe M athy  is P rofessor o f  French and Com parat ive  Literature at the U nivers ity  o f  Illinois. He is 
the author o f  "Extrem e-Occiden t:  French Intellectuals and A m erica" (1993) and "French Resistance: the 
F rench-A m erican  Cultural W ars" (2000). He has writ ten extensively  on French  civic republican ism  and 
issues o f  national identity.
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A ccording to K risteva’s theory the sem iotic, is a pre-linguistic, pre-sym bolic 

space. Contrary to this state exists the symbolic. This is the realm  o f  social order 

constructed through language. K risteva sees the relationship betw een sem iotic and 

symbolic as a dialectical relation. That is to say, the sem iotic still rem ains, though too 

repressed in order for the sym bolic to take precedence and the child to be oriented in a 

system o f  m eanings. This indicates that the sem iotic is never fully repressed and may, 

therefore, appear from  tim e to tim e, enabling the subject to adapt and transform  to the 

needs o f  the crises o f  the m om ent. This m eans that the subject is alw ays in the process o f 

renew ing his/her identity and is, therefore, constantly a “subject-in-process” .

In contem porary A m erican society where any and all repression is seen as 

oppressive, the se lf  appears to be in a childlike sem iotic state equal to that o f  K risteva’s 

subject-in-process. It is as if  the postm odern A m erican resists grow ing up, attaining 

stability and assum ing responsibility. In an attem pt to hold on to the unique experience- 

gathering o f  the im m ature consciousness the postm odern “I” resists attaining m aturity. 

But the backlash to such im m ature experience gathering is that it is deprived o f  any and 

all sense o f  responsibility.

H enderson’s internal voice, in Saul B ellow ’s Henderson the Rain King that 

shouts, “ I w ant, I w ant, I w ant” seem s to resonate even m ore intensely in every 

Am erican. In contem porary A m erican society, the w ords - I  need , I need , I need  -  seem 

to close in from  all sides. The need o f  the consum er supersedes all other needs. The 

hum an body itse lf becom es a com m odity as consum erism  seeps into every aspect o f 

postm odern living. From  the TV screen to the written w ord, from  the vocalized speech to 

the A m erican consum er consciousness, each and every object seem s to be am enable for 

consum erism .

As Jean Baudrillard observes in “The System  o f  O bjects” , A m erican 

consum erism  encourages the subject “to regress and be irrational” (B audrillard 410). Fie 

quotes a certain Dr. D ighter to show  how  the consciousness o f  the postm odern A m erican 

works. A ccording to D r Dighter the concern o f  m arketing and advertising is to m ake the 

average A m erican, “to feel moral even as he flirts, even w hen he spends, or when he 

buys a second or third car” (Baudrillard 410). In o ther w ords, consum erism  creates a
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narrative through w hich average A m ericans can ju stify  the need to spend in excess o f  

their earnings.

The m ost overt narrative illustration o f  the postm odern search for identity is 

through consum er goods. A dvertisem ents in the m edia have becom e so natural to the 

view er that their actual intention o f  creating a void w ithin the subject goes totally 

unnoticed and uncriticized in m ainstream  culture. The insecurity  caused by fleeting 

images take on a quality  o f  need which constitute a drive or craving for consum er goods. 

Baudrillard further develops his discussion w ith reference to P ierre M artineau author o f  

Motivation in Advertising  (1957) in expressing the view  that “people define them selves in 

relation to objects.” He cites the follow ing extract from  M artineau -

The conservative, in choosing and using a car, w ishes to convey such 

ideas as dignity, reserve, m aturity, seriousness . . .A nother definite series 

o f  autom otive personalities is selected by the people w anting to m ake 

know n their m iddle-of-the-road m oderation, their being fashionable . . . 

Further along the range o f  personalities are the innovators and the 

ultram oderns. ( qtd. Baudrillard 413, 1998).

C onsum er objects, therefore, becom e extensions o f  the se lf  w hich  happens to be active at 

that m om ent in tim e and space. The postm odern se lf  that appears fluctuates because it 

derives its identity from  the superficial significance o f  designer outfits, cosm etics, 

prosthetics, apartm ents, cars and even eating habits, replacing the centralized pow er o f  

the grand-narratives o f  philosophy and religion; these elem ents com pose the psyche o f  

the postm odern subject.

In the postm odern w orld where it is nearly im possible to differentiate betw een 

real and unreal, necessity changes its form  and “advertising takes over the moral 

responsibility for all o f  society and replaces a puritan m orality  w ith a hedonistic m orality 

o f  pure satisfaction” (Baudrillard 410). It is a type o f  need for satisfaction w hich cannot 

be met. As A lfred Gell observes in “Technology and m agic” , “A dvertising  does not only 

serve to entice consum ers to buy particular item s; in effect, it guides the w hole process o f  

design and m anufacture from  start to finish, since it provides the idealized im age to 

which the finished product m ust conform .” (Gell 1988: 9) A s the “ idealized im age” is 

constantly in flux, in and out o f  vogue, there is no way o f  conform ing  to that particular
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image. This constant shift in taste and aspiration and ‘idea l’ leads to incom plete 

developm ent o f  consciousness.

A m erican consum ers, therefore, becom e obsessed w ith im ages that flicker on the 

screen. They change their looks and their aspirations are m odified in accordance with the 

images m anipulating their consciousnesses, though each tim e they are duped into 

thinking each decision is personal. This social setting is especially  destabilizing for 

A m erican wom en.

They change their identity according to the m essages they take in from the 

consum er culture they are engulfed in. Uncertain about who s/he is and w ho s/he wants to 

be, the postm odern subject puts on and discards personalities. The situation echoes the 

one Trinh M inh-ha contem plates in Woman, Native, Other -

“ I” is itse lf infinite layers’.. . O f all the layers that form  the open(never 

infinite) totality o f  “I” , which is to be filtered out as superfluous, fake, 

corrupt, and w hich is to be called pure, true, real, genuine, original, 

authentic? (Trinh T. M inh-ha 649)

The postm odern “I” , therefore, is in hyperdrive. It is constantly  changing positions, in a 

m edia w orld w hich perfectly accom m odates for its flux. Through these layers o f  identity 

it becom es quite difficult to know  which is constant and w hich is ju s t a phase. So, every 

aspect o f  identity becom es as uncertain as any other.

Postm odern identity is obsessed with the im age that is to be put on display for 

others. Everything is on show. Nothing is private anym ore. N othing is not worth 

showing. Susan Bordo in her essay “M aterial G irl” writes about “the norm alizing power 

o f  cultural im ages and the sadly continuing social realities o f  dom ination and 

subordination” (Bordo 1114). The fem ale body is targeted through em phasis on skin, 

hair, body contour; nothing is left out o f the list o f  targeted products except perhaps 

intelligence.

Anyhow , the truth is that self-identification through consum ption cannot bring 

about a sense o f  satisfaction because there is no end to consum erism . The psychological 

response to the tem porariness and instability o f  value system s in both the private and 

public spheres is m anifested in a certain psychological and em otional distancing noticed 

in postm odern subjects. For the postm odern subject, nothing is long-lasting or seriously
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worth w orrying about. The longetivity o f  concern about, for exam ple, a devastating 

accident is about the sam e or even less im portant than w hat to w ear at a party.

David H arvey com m ents on such a change in hum an priorities in the following 

way -  “the blocking out o f  sensory stim uli, denial, and cultivation o f  the blase attitude, 

m yopic specialization, reversion to the images o f  a lost past (hence the im portance o f  

m em entos, m useum s, ruins), and excessive sim plification (either in the presentation o f  

se lf or in the interpretation o f  events)” (Harvey 286). The past is only relevent and 

accessible through its artifacts. All news is told in a m atter-of-fact sort o f  m anner, m aking 

hum an death tolls a m atter o f  spectacle and sensationalism  instead o f  grave hum an 

tragedy. This em phasizes the superficiality o f  postm odern existence w here all m eaning is 

established in and through the media.

In The Cultural Logic o f  Late Capitalism  Jam eson describes a sim ilar ‘w aning o f  

effect’ which signifies a draining o f  em otional depth. In th is postm odern  culture o f  

television, advertising and m edia m anipulation, the se lf  loses depth and becom es a 

“shallow  artifact o f  cultural production.” M essages o f  advertisem ents lure the average 

A m erican into a sim ulated contradictory world o f  intense pleasure, self-gratification and 

absolute narcissism . As R ichard Kearney observes in On Stories, TV talk shows and 

com m ercials have infiltrated private spaces in such a w ay that “the m ost secret realm s o f 

experience” for the m asses has been reduced to “voyeuristic  im m ediacy and 

transparency” (K earney 10).

Signs, im ages and new  sign system s dom inate the consciousness o f  the consum er. 

The image becom es all-consum ing. Searching for reality is fruitless in a w orld where 

there is nearly no differentiation betw een the im age and w hat is solid, for “All th a t’s solid 

m elts into air.” As D avid H arvey m entions in The Condition o f  Postmodernity: An  

Inquiry into the Origins o f  Cultural Change, “the image serves to establish  an identity in 

the m arketplace.” The acquisition o f  a significant sign system  created by a particular 

image, as Harvey states, “by extension, becom es integral to the quest for individual 

identity, self-realization and m eaning” (288). This explains the popularity  in Am erica, o f  

image consultants who train people to ‘Fake it, till you m ake it.’

The im age o f  the se lf  is to be built in a way as to totally  eclipse the unacceptable. 

People w illingly accept the change desired in them. They learn to w alk, talk, dress, and
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even eat differently. A nd, o f  course, it is w ith com parative ease that A m ericans in the 

m ainstream  do that. This is possible because no one is troubled by the loss o f  som ething 

they have not experienced in the first place i.e. a stable sense o f  self. A s Bill B row n notes 

in his essay “ Identity C ulture” , published in American Literary History, “A m erica is an 

identity culture definable not by an identity but by the fixation on identity” (165).

N evertheless, postm odern instability and the constant creation o f  identities does 

have its benefits. A ccording to Todd Pittinsky, M argaret Shih, and N alini A m bady, the 

writers o f  “ Identity A daptiveness: Affect across M ultiple Identities,” m ultiple self

representations allow  for better adaptation to adverse situations. They state that less 

stable identities easily adapt to adverse situations. In the case o f  such subjects there is less 

debilitating internal conflict noticeable when faced w ith disagreeable circum stances. 

A ccording to their observations, “Individuals who are less com plex, having few er 

identities and roles, are m ore likely to be debilitated by a negative event. In contrast, 

individuals w ho have m ore com plex self-representations m ay be protected  from  negative 

events because o f  the buffer offered by additional identities w hen one identity is 

adversely affected” (Todd, et al 507).

In other words, the com plexity o f  postm odern self-construction  w ith  its incessant 

m utability can w ork as a positive psychological and em otional coping m echanism . The 

instability o f  postm odern identity m aybe a possible solution to the tensions that arise 

from the bom bardm ent o f  ever-conflicting im ages. But the dow nside o f  such adaptability 

is that no com m on fram e o f  reference or stable standpoint rem ains for an ind iv idual’s 

ethical agency. As a result in postm odern contexts, all ethical judgem en ts becom e 

situational.

E thics, in the greater schem e o f  postm odern living, is replaced by ‘jou issan ce’ 

and greater tolerance o f  cultural and social situations. This raised level o f  tolerance, 

however, ultim ately leads to indifference. As Jam eson suggests in “ Postm odernism  and 

C onsum er Society,” “there is very little in either the form  or the conten t o f  contem porary 

art that contem porary society finds intolerable and scandalous” (661). A fter all, this new 

ability to encom pass contradictions and tolerate am biguity  should not be allow ed to 

neutralize aw areness o f  w rong doing and m anipulation. In “C om posing  Postm odern 

Subjectivities in the A poria betw een Identity and D ifference” Bruce M cC om iskey urges
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the postm odern subject to be aware o f  the pow er structures m anipulating and m otivating 

him or her instead o f  being a bland receptor o f  continuous change. In his words, 

“Postm odern subjectivities m ust not disperse into a politically  im potent m ultiplicity  o f 

different individuals” (M cC om iskey 353). His fear is that if  that should happen 

m anipulation in the hands o f  “centralizing authorities” w ould  occur, thereby coagulating 

differences into “politically im potent universalizing identities” (ibid). The term  

“politically im potent” , as used by M cCom iskey suggests a drain ing o f  psychological 

awareness, a situation that leads to the creation o f  a non-th inking being.

The possibility  o f  becom ing easily m anipulated and sim ultaneously unethically 

m anipulative does not seem  a far cry from  w hat postm odern subjects are becom ing. In 

“M ultiple Selves in Postm odern Theory: A n Existential Integrative C ritique” Louis 

Hoffm an, cites a quotation from  Rollo M ay’s “The Cry for M yth” (1991) in w hich the 

author expresses her concern at the lapse in tim e and space occurring from  the constant 

shift in perceived reality and construction o f  w orldview , w hich eventually  takes its toll on 

the A m erican psyche. For M ay, “the addiction to change” and “cham eleonic tendencies” 

o f  m odern A m ericans w hich allow  them  w ith com parative ease to “play any role the 

situation requires o f  them ”, could naturally result in “ superficiality  and psychological 

em ptiness” (H offm an 17). The loss o f  a true se lf  leaves the postm odern  se lf  as often 

having a conviction o f  never having em bodied a true sense o f  self.

A m erican identity is, therefore, fixated on the m om ent. One finds in A m erica an 

obsession in hyper-stim ulation that is not sustainable in ordinary, everyday life. As a 

result, the postm odern subject wavers betw een euphoria and boredom . W ithout change in 

identities, m ultiple subject positions cease to exist in the hyperventilated  consciousness o f  

the A m erican consum er. Life becom es unbearable w ithout the pow er to purchase and 

create alternate realities regarding one’s se lf and one’s surroundings. Consum erism  

sustains this hyperventilated situation as it thrives on novelty  and change, constantly  

creating a sense o f  need and deep dissatisfaction.

W hat this chapter has shown then is, that the postm odern  w orld has opened up 

space for the discussion o f  history on both personal and national levels in relation to 

newly thriving m ini-narratives. These m ini-narratives quite pow erfully  rew rite the 

m etanarratives o f  the past and influence the interpretation o f  those narratives in the
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present. A lso, since narrative and identity are seen to be in tricately  linked, it is inevitable 

that the breakdow n o f  m eta-narratives should affect the concept o f  personal identity. 

Am erican m etanarratives and personal narratives both suffer drastic changes in the 

advent o f  postm odern skepticism . As a result, the national identity o f  A m erica and the 

personal identities o f  A m ericans have both lost their previous im age o f  perm anence and 

integrity.

As for the gender question, both m asculinity and fem inin ity  are under scrutiny. 

W ith its em phasis on consum erism  postm odern A m erica has m erged these identities into 

the single identity o f  the consum er. W ith no foundation to stand on, the postm odern “I” 

therefore, struggles to be som eone significant, at least, for the m om ent.

H aving discussed the effects o f  postm odern A m erican  narratives on political and 

social identity in chapter One, this dissertation will now  concentrate on the effect o f  

postm odern A m erican narratives on the identity o f  the literary author.

*

r
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Chapter Two

Multiple Identities o f  the Postmodern Author

As we have seen, pos tmodernism's  s u s p i c i o n  o f  au t hor i t y  luis led lu the 

substitution o f  metanarrat ives  with previously suppressed mini-narratives.  I'his has led 

the postmodern se l f  becoming fragmented,  disoriented,  unstable,  and unreliable.  The 

preceding chapter,  about  national and personal identity, showed how the postmodern "I", 

constantly struggles to make sense o f  its shifting identities in the political and social 

milieu in America.  The singular “ I" compensates  for its instability by branching out  and 

assuming a nu mber  o f  subject positions. And since identities having so l i d  f o u n d a t i o n s  no  

longer exist, pos tmodern identities are protean, and are constant ly being created and re

created in adherence to the demands  o f  a mediated society. Life is no longer about 

stability, authority,  continuity,  unity, or closure. There is no linalit\ to anything or . for 

that matter,  any type o f  identity. These aspects o f  pos tmodern society and identity have 

had influential ramificat ions for the identity o f  the author in p o s t m o d e r n  l i terary 

narratives.

When such postmodern identity construct enters the literary realm, there are 

inevitable consequences  o f  its mutability,  which arc noticed in the changed aspects o f  

authorship and related e lements o f  the narrative. Maintaining authori ty in any situation 

involves having a solid standard for compar ison and identification a n d  a l s o  h a v i n g  the 

power to consign limits. Unfortunately,  the postmodern w o r l d  o f f e r s  no  s u c h  s t ab l e  

standard and is suspicious o f  any limitations. I he n a r r a t i ye s  i h c m s c l y e s  l ose  ident i ty a> 

traditional characterist ics and norms o f  diverse genres are mixed a n d  distorted. Ma n y  

theorists see postmodernism as a threat to narrative because,  as they claim. "Narrat ive is 

being superficialised and consumerised out o f  existence" (Kearney 10). But it seems 

that pos tmodern rewrit ing o f  narratives does  not  spel l  t he  e n d  o f  t he  s tory:  on the 

contrary, it al lows for the opening up o f  alternative possibilit ies o f  na r r a t i o n  a n d  po i n t s  

ofvicvy.  This chapter  looks at how the literary narratives o f  p o s t m o d e r n  Ame r i c a  h u \ e  

been affected and in turn themselves  affect the identity o f  the author.
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Since s/he has lost all authority the author lias been declared dead by theorists 

such as Roland Barthes and has been brought into quest ion by the likes ol' Michael 

Foucault.  Pos tmodern discourse has adopted Barthes '  "death ol the author  quite whole

heartedly. The quest ion that now arises is not so much as to what Barthes means  by the 

referring to the death o f  the author  but why the idea was so popular!) accepted.  Ihe 

answer resides in the multiplicity o f  postmodern identity which has made the author just 

another pos tmodern subject position thereby deeming it as easily assumed as it is 

discarded.  A postmodern understanding o f  the author  al lows us to see him or her as a 

historically and culturally dependent  subjectivity,  const ructed a long the lines ol 

gender,  sexual orientation,  class, and nationality. This stance des troys the authority ol the 

author,  once seen as omniscient ,  and above doubt,  question and criticism, \u thorship.  

thus, no longer offers immortality and is as perishable as any other concept  or object in 

the postmodern world.

A number  o f  renowned writers have attempted to clarify their position as authors 

o f  texts as well as determine the effect their writ ing has on their identities. For example.  

Michel Foucault  in "What  is an Author?" observes.  "Wri t ing is now linked to sacrifice 

and to the sacrifice o f  life itself; it is a voluntary obliteration o f  the sel f that docs not 

require representation in books because it takes place in the everyday existence ol the 

writer" (Foucault  1624). Facli and every day the writer exper iences the lives ol the 

characters s/he wri tes about.  Like the postmodern subject,  pos tmodern authors  struggle to 

attain identities adaptable  to the situations they create for their characters.  They willingly 

obliterate their ow n existence and merge with their characters.

In "Sorties".  I lelcne Cixous,  shows the multiplicity o f  the postmodern sell and its 

attempt to approach the other through the act o f  writing. She writes :

Writ ing is the passageway,  the entrance the exit, the dwell ing place ol the 

other in me the other that I am and am not. that I do n ' t  know how to be. 

but that I feel passing, that makes  me live, that tears me apart, disturbs me. 

changes  me. . ."( Cixous  583).

Cixous '  goes beyond passive brooding and thinking. She Ii\ es through the transition 

from the sel f  to the other: a transition that simultaneously disturbs and changes  her. Her 

experience o f  the se lf  in creation is more fulfilling than just try ing to understand how she
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thinks and what  she feels. For her writing is a "course that mul tipl ies t ransformat ions by 

the thousand'" (ibid). She sees through writ ing the possibility o f  female emancipat ion,  she 

dreams o f  a “she" who crosses the boundaries o f  hersell to reach out lo the other. Like a 

traveler o f  unknown places . ". . . she approaches,  not to do away with the space between,  

but to see it. to exper ience what  she is not. what  she is. what she can be." (ibid)

Paul Ricoeur.  for his part, sees the text as having two distinct  authorships  in the 

sense that the se l f  wri ting the text and the se lf  reading the text are both working on 

distinctly different levels and gathering different meanings  from the lexl in accordance 

with the orientation o f  the subject within a certain discourse.  If seems that the writer can 

only become an author after the death ol the egotistic sell and a metamorphic  rebirth into 

the text. II ' this is the pivotal situation o f  authorship then it raises ques tions  about  the 

omniscience o f  the writer,  who in becoming part o f  the text is natural I y modified by the 

text 's  readership. The meaning and messages that the reader both instills and lakes Irom 

the text become the corners tone o f  the writer ' s  authorship.

Gloria Anzaldua.  in an interview with Ann F. Rcuman. publ ished by. I he Society 

for the Study o f  the Mult i-Ethnic Literature o f  the United Slates,  expresses  her view lhat 

the identity o f  the author is a ' ' l ictive construction"  (ibid): she sees it as something that 

requires transition and transformat ion and not as something that is unchangeable.  The sel f  

that writes and reads is for her "the imaginal self, it's the d reaming self, the lictive sell 

(Reuman 5). She talks about how she would,  if she got a chance  to rewrite Borderland s. 

besides d iscussing " the everyday,  historical sel f  that is posit ioned in race, class, e thnici ty. 

sexual preference,  age. profession-all  the social posit ions" (Reuman 5). she would also 

concentrate on "the T  who writes,  the T  who is in the text, and then the T  who reads 

what is in the text and reflects on it. and even puts lhat reflection in the text" (ibid). 

Through these words  Anzaldua reconceptual izes authorship from being the "I" posit ioned 

above and out o f  the text to one who appears in il and consequent ly,  reads and reflects on 

it.

Pos tmodern identity construction,  therefore, involves letting go ol all reservations.  

The same is expected o f  pos tmodern narratives. Ultimately, pos tmodern identity and the 

narrative accompany ing it becomes diverse,  non- judgmental .  and hypcrreal.  Each 

composit ion,  instead o f  being a single narrative, becomes a compilat ion ol multiple
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unitary narratives which simultaneous!} exist and overlap w i t h i n  a s i n g l e  text .  I ' hr ough 

emphasis on language,  textual narratives create fictional worlds  which engulf e \ e n  the 

author, thereby presenting the world o f  extra-textual (real wor ld) exper ience  as fictitious 

and constructed.

I he author can no more sit in a position above the text and be sure o f  the end 

product o f  the narrative or determine how it will be interpreted b\ the r ea de r .  I he  a u t h o r  

cannot objectively show the ongoing thoughts o f  c h a r a c t e r s  for  o b j c c t i \ i l >  i tself is u n d e r  

question. I he author cannot  even show happenings in a linear mov em en t  (backward or 

forward) for. wi thout  historicity,  the then and there is all there is to be had. 1 herefore. in 

pos tmodern narratives,  an author  accepts h im/herse l f  to be both creator and creation.  As 

such, in the postmodern literary sphere, there are authors whose  authority is forsaken in 

favor o f  that o f  the reader: authors whose narratives are n o n  linear and incoherent

because o f  the playful and idiosyncratic mixing ol f orms ,  ge n r e s ,  d i s c i p l i n e s ,  a n d  s \ s t e m s  

all within one work: authors  who like the characters they use within the narrative, are in 

a constant process o f  const ruction;  authors who realize that the med ium they work with 

(words/language) is as indeterminable as that which it represents (reality or rather a form 

o f  it): and finally, authors whose narratives are self-reflective, self-reflexive,  and sell- 

conscious in the at tempt to reveal their own artiflcialit\ and textuali t>.

Modern narratives had shown the possibility o f  mul tiple p e r s p c c t i \ e s  while 

limiting themselves  to the portrayal o f  a unified whole. In contrast,  the pos tmodern 

narrative breaks down the single vision. Its intent is to reconstruct  it into a chaotic vision 

o f  multiple possibilities.

I identif\  below,  nine major changes  that the identity of the author  undergoes  as 

s/he becomes postmodern.  These are as follows, (i) author becomes character,  character 

becomes author,  (ii) author  becomes writer, r e a d e r  b e c o m e s  a u t h o r ,  (i i i) a u t h o r  is 

replaced b\ language as origin of text (iv) author becomes se11 - r e fleet ive a n d  sell- 

conscious,  (v) author  purges him/herse lf  o f  ghosts o f  the past (vi) author becomes 

intertextual referent/plagiarist  (vii) author becomes ironical (viii) author  becomes protean 

and. (ix) author becomes a shaman.  The changes  brought  about  in the postmodern 

American narrative in relation to the author function due It) the ques t ioning o f  the stable 

Cartesian sel f are discussed and clarified below. I he Ins t  s e c t i on  l o o k s  at the
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reappearance o f  authors  within their texts after James Joyce refined them out  of existence 

in the modern age and Barthes pronounced them dead in the postmodern.

(i) A u t h o r  B e c o m e s  C h aracter ,  C h a ra c ter  B e c o m e s  A u t h o r  :

After enter ing the postmodern scene the invisible author  o f  modernism needed to 

be visible again for the reader. The easiest way for that to happen seemed for the author 

to step into his/her novels,  literally, doing away with the border  between the real and the 

fictional. I he proliferation o f  the real into the fictional al lows for the author to become a 

literary const ruction like any other character.  Postmodern narratives thereby depr ive the 

author the right to sit in a Godl ike position above the text and direct the outcome ol the 

narrative or determine how it can be interpreted by the reader. Such narratives respond to 

the loss o f  a " real"  se l f  by contaminating the personal space o f  the author  with doubt as to 

whether he is creat ing or is being created.

Modernist  authors like James Joyce wanted the author  to sit a loof  from his text 

and observe total objectivity in presenting subject matter. In a modernis t  strain Joyce secs 

the author (artist) as eventual ly being ' refined out o f  ex i s t ence ' . Stephen 111 .1 Portrait oj 

the Artist as a Young Man (1916) muses  on the role o f  the artist in the fol lowing words:

The personality o f  the artist, at first sight a cry or a cadence  and then a 

fluid or  (lambent  narrative, finally refines itself out  ol existence,  

impersonal izes itself, so to speak ... the artist, like the God ol creation, 

remains  within or beyond or above his handiwork,  invisible,  refined out of 

existence,  indifferent, paring his finger-nails. (Joyce 194-95)

Such objectivity is not acceptable to postmodernists who recall the author  into the text 

not as an observer  or guide but as doubtful an entity as the characters  that they create.

The author may return to his text but not in his full authority as an author  for he 

now realizes he has none. As Roland Barthes notes in his essay " f r o m  Word to I ext", the 

author returns to his text as a "gues t" (1473).  I le outlines the posit ion o f  the author as he 

enters his narrative as one of the characters in the following manner:
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" I f  he is a novelist ,  he is inscribed in the novel like one o f  his characters,

figured in the carpet; no longer privileged,  paternal,  alethcological.  hi>

inscription is ludic. He becomes,  as it were, a paper-author :  his life is no 

longer the origin o f  his fictions but a fiction contribut ing to his work;. .  "

(Barthes.  From Work To Text 1473-74). 

Although once  he had a posit ion o f  supreme authority over the text and the world created 

through the text, the author is no more in control. He has some s igni ficance as a "paper-

author." I he author need no longer be sought out to g i \ c  mean ing to the text. I he

existence o f  his text would no longer rely on his power  o f  identity; rather, his position in 

the text places him on a fictitious plane o f  existence which relies on the text. Naturally,  

there is now more freedom for the meaning to emerge.  There is no longer a single 

construct or meaning to be evolved from the text: rather, mul tiple interpretations are 

allowed in the critics'  arena which ranges from psychoanalyt ic to feminist to ethnic to 

postcolonial.

But then again such freedom o f  movement  in the realm o f  mean ing also combines  

a certain level o f  chaos,  meaninglessness and uncertainty.  O ne  is reminded ot 

Pirandel lo's  "Six Characters In Search O f  An Author"  in which the author is now here to 

be found and where  he leaves his characters chaotic and helpless,  stuck with unfinished 

narratives and storylines.  Somet imes  it seems as if the father figure is Pirandello s 

spokesman in his search for unattainable reality represented by characters  that are more 

’real'  than the figures they are based on. Authorial intervention,  therefore,  is embedded in 

the text as one o f  the many narratives present within it.

In many ways.  Pi randel lo' s text anticipates the metafictional turn in pos tmodern 

American narratives. Pirandello,  we remember,  was  int roduced in his text by the 

producer who commen ts  furiously,

"Ridiculous! Ridiculous! What do you expect  me to do il the Trench 

haven ' t  got any more good comedies to send us. and we ' r e  reduced to 

putt ing on plays by Pirandello? And if you can understand his plays |. . . | 

you ' r e  a better man than I am!" (Pirandello 1671).

Taken literally, this would  imply that Pirandello is worthless as a writer and his writ ing 

*  has no appeal to the masses.  But this comment  actually places the fictional and the real
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face to face with the reader wh o is left to smile and yet he has to ques t ion h imsel f  and 

find out if the s tatement is true or not. The di lemma in turn creates an ontological  

instability within the text which gives characters a grounding in reality and the author a 

grounding in fictionality.

Similarly,  most  pos tmodern texts problematize the distance between the author 

and the narrators o f  the novels by al lowing the author to a p p e a r  in them as  a cha r ac t c i  

w ho is also a w riter. This destabi lizing o f  the author ' s  position turns him into a text. As a 

text he h imself  is writ ten and rewritten in varied contexts.  I or example.  Dunyazadiad a 

novella from John Bar th ' s  Chimera, shows how the author  emerges  in the text and is 

uraduallv modified by it. fhe  author interacts with his creation and is therefore also in 

part created b\ it as the boundary between reality and fiction is blurred. Barth, for 

example,  appears  in the text o f  Chimera as the genic,  "a  light s k i n n e d  l e l l ow ol  forty or 

so. smooth-shaven and bald |. . . | pleasant enough in appearance,  except  for queer lenses 

he wore in a frame over his eyes"  ( Barth 418).

In this text, as in other texts o f  his Lost in the Funhouse series. Barth directly 

confronts issues o f  sel fhood and authorship, fhe  sel f  awareness  o f  his characters 

(narrators depicted as authors) as they struggle to define their identity, leads to their 

desperate need to cont inual ly insert their presence into the stories they narrate. I le 

appears with a pen which is referred to as his "stubby little magic w a n d ” , fhe author 

function within the narrative changes; no longer omnisc ient  and "rel ined out o f  

existence",  having become just another character in a text being writ ten and revised 

continuously.  Once the author projects himsel f into the text and literally steps into his 

fictional world,  it is inevitable that, sooner or later, he will be unable to control the 

narrative o f  which he too is now a part.

Thus,  the author  seems to have lost his privileged position outs ide and beyond 

the fictional world,  from where he can have a totalizing view o f  his creation. Maya 

Merlob comments  on this change in the ontological space o f  the author  in postmodern 

narratives in the fol lowing way, “"fhe authorial space is no longer extratextual:  it is 

swal lowed as it were,  by the text, as it becomes part o f  its representation.  . . This 

textualization o f  that which was  usually considered part o f  reality, and thus not lictional. 

further compl icates  the distinction between reality and fiction" (Merlob 25). What is
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being emphasized here is the blurring o f  boundaries between the real and the fictional as 

there is no space above and beyond fiction. Instead of the fictional world pertaining to the 

real world,  the real world pertains to the fictional: ontological spaces  are thus conlused.

I he quest ion to ask is: Why. after so much effort to remain outside the text in 

modernist  writing, does it become necessary for the postmodern author  to appear within 

the text? The answer  is simple.  In the postmodern age. there is no depth.  Since everything 

is expected to be exposed in clear light, there is a ques tioning o f  the al l-powerful  aspect 

o f  authority as the conflict,  contradictions,  d i lemmas and t ribulations ofauthor i ty  come to 

light. Naturally,  with all his indecisiveness,  the author ' s  doubts  and tears also appear 

within the narrative as a s tatement  that nothing is fixed and above ques tioning or 

revision. In a postmodern world narratives thus create a reality o f  their ow n and. thereby, 

rcconceptualize the authori ty o f  authorship.

The writer is not the person who has completed the meaning o f  the text: rather 

s/he is the one who intends to write and therefore, the person who appears in his/her own

fictional world struggling to somehow make things work. Speaking to his alter-ego.

Scheherazade.  Barth tries to explain both the worlds he occupies i.e. that o f  the ongoing 

narrative, and also that o f  the ' real ' ,  which is equally as fictive and based on narratives o f  

fiction. As J.G.Ballard observes  o f  the fictitious nature o f  all life exper ience in the 

postmodern society.

"W e live in a world ruled by fictions o f  every kind mass merchandising,  

advertising,  politics conducted as a branch ol advert ising,  the instant 

translation o f  science and technology into popular imagery,  the increasing 

blurring and intermingling o f  identities within the realm ol consumer  

goods,  the pre-empt ing o f  any free or original imaginat ive response to 

experience by the television screen. We live inside an enormous  novel"

( Ballard 3 10).

IIis contention is that nothing original can be felt anymore since even our responses arc 

programmed or are in tune with or against  prevailing fictions o f  every  kind which arc 

cont inuously projected through the mass media. This is a fretful si tuation over which no 

single com manding voicc can have control.
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In accordance  with such cont ingent  existence,  the author ' s  voice, as reflected in 

the text, loses omnisc ience  and becomes tretlul about  the ou tcome ol the narrative that 

constitutes the text. A good example  o f  the author ' s  apprehensions  about  the out com e o f  

the narrative is to be found in Paul Auster ' s  C ity of (Hass. I he omnisc ient  narrator that 

opens the novel and tells o f  Qu inn 's  unremembercd dream reduces  his posit ion to being 

just the ' edi tor '  o f  Q u inn 's  red notebook. At the end o f  the novel.  Auster  appears  as a 

character-writer and a friend o f  the narrator who now sees that events  "that follow this 

last sentence will never be known."  l ie postulates that, "it would  be loolish even to 

hazard a guess"  (Auster 157) about them.

The uncertainty o f  both ontological and epistemological  reality is also a concern 

o f  Brian McHalc  in Postmodernist Fiction. Hale sees the main d i l lerence  between 

modernist  and postmodernis t  novels as the order in which ques tions  o f  ontology and 

epistemology are raised. McHalc  argues that real individuals,  places or events arc 

incorporated in the postmodern fictional world in a wav which primarily raises 

ontological questions.  These,  in turn, immediately raise epistemological  questions.

f o r  example ,  in John Bar th 's  Chimera through the wri ter -character ,  the author 

presents his doubt  about his creative talent. This is brought  to light in his lament "I 

can' t  conclude it" (Barth 442).  As a result the narrative ends  up being open-ended and 

Scheherazade 's  ( the alter-ego o f  the w riter) anxiety is heightened since she has to leave 

the narrative open-ended.  Her predicament  becomes all the more real when she frets 

about the conclus ion o f  her narrative. The reader is al lowed the chance  to identify with 

her doubts and the mingling o f  real and fictional occurs again .As alter -ego Scheherazade 

functions as a foil to the writer-character,  exposing the writer ' s  doubts  through questions 

that anticipate those that would normal ly arise within a reader 's  consciousness .

A further example  o f  the blurring o f  boundaries between real and unreal worlds is 

seen when John Towles the author o f  and narrator in The Trench Lieutenant's Woman. 

supports the random acts o f  Sarah, the heroine o f  his work.  I le comments .  "It is only 

when our characters and events begin to disobey us that they begin to live (Towles 

299). Towles'  commen t  emphasizes the helpless condit ion ol the writer who seems to 

have lost control over his own characters and the narrative they construe.  Their defiance 

entitles them to life outside o f  his control.

5.5
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Similarly,  we  see characters beginning "to live" as they discuss their own possible 

futures in the narrat ive towards  the end o f  Dunyazadiad and as they take decis ions about 

the novel, a t tempt ing to influence the author regarding their fates. Bar th ' s  Scheherazade 

strongly rejects a traditional fairy tale happy ending thus: "I haven ' t  decided yet whether 

or not I care to end the story that way. '  Dunvazade is amazed at Scheherazade 's  

s tubbornness.  She looks at the genie (the writer-character) and declares.  "Not  care to? [. .

. | Doesn ' t  she have to. if i t 's in the book?“( Barth 430). She. therefore,  points out the 

incongruence o f  Bar th 's  position as author who.  even in his presence as the genie within 

the text has no power  over  the characters in the novel, l ie has lost power  as an author 

even in this artificial,  fictional world,  as well as the world he comes from. I herelore.  ii is 

inevitable that, once the author  manages to project h imsel f  and literally step into his 

fictional world he will be unable lo control the unwinding o f  the story as he is now part ol 

that which he is trying to create.

(ii) A u t h o r  B e c o m e s  W r it e r ,  R e a d e r  B e c o m e s  A u t h o r  :

In " I lie Death o f  the Author"  Roland Barthes writes o f  the nature o f  writ ing thus: 

"Wri ting is that neutral,  composite,  obl ique space where our  subject slips away,  the 

negative where  all identity is lost, starting with the very identity o f  the body o f  wri ting" 

( Barthes 1466). The body o f  wri ting which Barthes refers to had previously drawn its 

identity from the author,  the father figure, the omniscient creator and the source ol the 

creative voice. As  Barthes observes,  in contrast lo previous not ions  o f  the author  which 

placed him or her in existence before the text as one who "thinks,  suffers, lives for it." on 

the same level that a " father would to his child." the "modern scripter is born 

simultaneously with the text |. . .| there is no other t ime than that o f  the enuncia t ion and 

every text is eternally written here and now" ( ibid 1468).

Uncertain o f  his capacity to control,  the author and. therefore,  he has no control 

over his narratives.  That which is seen in American society, is also reflected in the 

American narrative all authority is lost. Authority is lost not only in even the most 

personal o f  situations, it is also lost in authorship.  Consider,  for example ,  in American 

society the responsibil i ty o f  the constant nurturing o f  a child after birth is seen by fathers
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embodying patriarchal attitudes, to be the sole concern o f  the mother.  Again.  many 

feminists consider "chi ldbearing and childrearing roles" as being at the heart o f  women s 

oppression (Shulamith 81). Therefore,  traditional parenting is forsaken to give space to 

individual urges o f  desire,  proving that the parent is not above the desire o f  consumpt ion 

and consummation.

Similarly,  the author accepts no responsibility for the way his work is ultimately 

presented. It is as if the text is sent into a world o f  constantly shift ing views and 

ideologies to fend for i tself and explain its own being as best as it can to any 

reader/audience.  The writer,  somewhat  vulnerable to public taste and opinion,  leaves 

his/her child (the text) with its incomplete nurturing, in the hands o f  the reader. I ach 

reader brings a different set o f  experiences  to the unders tanding o f  the narrative. Different 

voices embedded  in the consciousnesses  o f  different readers find a dist inctive resonance 

in narratives. Such resonance depends  on the exper ience o f  life as seen through the 

images and sounds  o f  society. Once the text is thus released into the world to search for 

completeness  in the hands  o f  others,  the author cannot  control how others receive it.

Foucault  suggests  that in studying a work,  "it would be just as wrong to equate the 

author with the real wri ter  as to equate him with the fictitious speaker:  the author function 

arises out o f  their scission - in the division and distance o f  the two | . . . | "  (Foucault .  

1631). It is precisely "this division and this distance" between the author and the writer as 

well as between the author and the narrator which al lows for the postmodern sw itching ol 

roles, namely,  that o f  the reader becoming the author o f  a text. For. according to 

Foucault,  the author  function is neither to be sought within the wri ter  nor within the 

narrator. The author  function emanates  from sources outside the text.

Postmodern explora tions  in narrative have given voice to sources o f  meaning 

other than what  the author tries to impose on the text. As  Barthes notes in ” I he Death ol 

the Author",  the text is "a t issue o f  quotat ions drawn from the innumerable centres o f  

culture"; "every text is eternally written here and now" with "no other origin than 

language itself, language which ceaselessly calls into quest ion all origins" (Barthes 

1468). I le explains  that in order to ensure the future o f  writing,  it is necessary to do away 

with the myth o f  authorship.  Thus,  " the birth o f  the reader must be at the cost ol the death 

o f  the author"  (ibid 1470).
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But the death Barthes refers to is not total annihilat ion.  Rather,  it seems that 

Barthes is here intimating a stepping back in favour o f  the reader,  and suggesting a move 

away from the authoritative role once occupied solely by the author.  I he reader, 

therefore, wi tnesses  the return o f  the author,  not as a resurrection but as a rebirth. A 

resurrection would  involve return o f  the same state or function. But what the reader sees 

is a rebirth into the realm o f  the fictitious, a return as author  within a narrative where s he 

has limited control over what  is written on the pages o f  the mind or consciousness  o f  the 

reader.

The reader thus takes up an important role in the postmodern narrative. With signs 

and signiliers left to play freely and arrogate meanings floating at random,  it is up to the 

reader to complete the text through his/her own understanding.  Authorship,  in this view, 

consists o f  the construction o f  meaning within the text. That being said, it must also be 

stressed that nei ther the writer nor the reader can alone confer meaning on the text and 

arrogate the role o f  author  by excluding each other.

Meaning wi thin the text. then, is co-created by both wri ter  and reader; authorship 

is a joint project. The reader reads, absorbs and interprets the text at will, taking on the 

role o f  the author as s/he authors the meaning o f  the s torv . The traditional role o f  the 

writer/author is. in this process, turned upon itself as s/he is partial I \ relieved o f  powers 

and replaced by the interpretive faculty o f  the reader.

This enhances  the intimacy o f  the reader w ith the wri ter  and the text by taking the 

reader into the private space o f  a writer. The reader becomes a sort o f  confidante o f  the 

writer anxious  about the future o f  the text s/he has written. I ike the audience’s 

identification with characters within a soap opera, the reader seems to look and read into 

the events o f  the narrative. The whole process underscores  the reader ' s  involvement  in 

the meaningful  interpretation o f  the text.

The progression o f  the postmodern into the literary sphere,  therefore,  has lead to a 

re-evaluation o f  the traditional role o f  both the author  and the reader. Authorship is now 

placed as a subject  posit ion which anyone can aspire towards  as soon as s/he starts 

reading the text in search o f  meaning.  Each reader approaching a text w ith his/her own 

experience o f  life gives it a different meaning and a different ontological reality.
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An interesting notion o f  the combined role played out  between the writer and 

reader is also mentioned in Bar th ' s  Dimyuzadiad. Here. Scheherzade considers narrative 

as a love relation between the author (writer) and reader:

"Narrat ive.  . . .was a love relation, not a rape: its success depended on the

reader’s consent  and cooperation,  which she could wi thhold or at any

momen t  wi thdraw: also upon her own combinat ion o f  experience and 

talent for the enterprise,  and the author ' s  ability to arouse,  sustain and 

satisfy her interest- an ability on which his figurative life hung as surely as 

Schehe razade 's  literal." (ibid 428)

I he analogy used here to describe the relationship between reader and writer emphasizes  

the active collaborat ion between the reader and the writer as they jo in tly  take on the act 

o f  creation. Their endeavor,  incorporating co-operation,  sympathetic bonding and mutual 

agreement  in crossing borders,  leads to the text ( the object  ol their relationship) and

imbues it with life and meaning.  As a result, "the reader is likely to find hersell pregnant

with new images”(428).  So. it turns out that the text is only partially instilled with 

meaning bv the writer and is dependent  on the reader for full semant ic  complet ion.  I he 

reader, therefore,  becomes an integral part o f  the making o f  the text into narrative.

Barthes further emphasises  the importance o f  the reader’s role in the fol lowing 

segment in which he identifies the reader as a "space"  where  all contes ting meanings  o f  

the text are finally worked out and given sense :

. . .  a text is made o f  multiple meanings,  drawn from many cultures and 

enter ing into mutual relations o f  dialogue,  parody, contestation,  but there 

is one place where  this multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader,

not. as was hitherto said, the author.  The reader is the space where  all the

quotat ions  that make up a w riting are inscribed wi thout any o f  them being 

lost, (ibid)

The author,  then, is ju s t  a subject position and the "reader  is the space where all the

quotations that make up a wri ting are inscribed." It is left to the reader to find meaning

and signification within the text .The reader’s concentrat ion is no longer fixed on what  the 

author wishes to reveal. On the contrary, the reader searches for the text ' s  relevance from 

his/her perspective,  quest ioning,  interpreting, and responding to the text, and in the
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process creating mean ing and significance. A symbiotic relat ionship exists,  as it were, 

between the author and the reader; the text is neutral host tor  both. I he one is 

significantly dependent  on the o ther  for existence. It is for this reason that texts have been 

turned inside out i.e. reassessed and at times, rewritten.

It is this reader  who  himself/herse lf  is born o f  fiction in a world ruled o f  "fictions 

o f  evcry-kind." As a result. J.G. Ballard comments  that "the writer knows nothing an\  

longer. He has no moral stance. He offers the reader . . .a set of options  and imaginative 

alternatives" (Ballard 311). Consequent ly,  texts once considered to be authori tat ive and 

unquest ionable are now being scrutinized for all types  o f  readings.  A classic text like 

Robinson Crusoe, for example ,  once considered a masterpiece o f  survival and the story 

o f  a lone m an 's  t r iumphant  struggle against the wilderness,  has now become a portrayal 

o f  colonial supremacy and imperialist  expression o f  master)  and dominance over 

unsuspecting natives.

fhe  reader /writer ' s  ontological space has been further compl icated by the access 

to the World Wide Web which has uniquely bridged the previous!} overwhelm ing gap 

between authors and readers.  Open portals, blogs, and social networks  all combinedly  

and individually al low for transformat ion o f  the reader into author.  Be it through letters 

to a newspaper editor or outlets through the internet, the reader gains access to 

authorship. An interesting comment  by Walter Benjamin in "The Work o f  Art in the Age 

o f  Mechanical  Reproduction,"  refers to the volatility involved in the act o f  reading and 

writing, long before the World Wide Web had even come into the social scene. His 

contention is that, "At  any moment  the reader is ready to turn into a writer" (Benjamin 

I 178). Benjamin 's  com men t  is based on the observation that the " increasing extension o f  

the press" towards  the end o f  the nineteenth century made publishing much easier. It is al 

that t ime that an " increasing number  o f  readers became writers ' (1 177) as they were able 

to express their opinions  in one print form or another.

But if authorship is taken to mean the production o f  meaning in a text, the reader 

is already an author  o f  meaning,  by contradicting or compl iment ing  what  the writer sets 

down,  in his/her acceptance or negation o f  it. The I rench phi losopher  Jean Paul Sartre
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has made some interesting commen ts  in this rega rd1. Sartre clearly states that the writer 

and reader see the sam e text differently.  The reason for this is that the wri ter ’s own 

subjectivity imposes limits on what  he can and cannot  write :

"When  the words  form under his pen the author doubtless sees them, but 

he does  not see them as the reader does,  since he knows them before 

wri ting them down."  (Sartre 1338) 

l ie also secs a close affinity between the process o f  reading and writing.  In his words.  

"T he operation o f  wri ting implies that o f  reading as its dialectical correlat ive and these 

two connected acts necessitate two distinct agents"  (Sartre 1338). f o r  him. "Reading 

seems, in fact, to be the synthesis o f  perception and creat ion" (ibid). As he reads, the 

reader is not in the process o f  re-inventing and discovering:  rather, he has to invent as a 

primary act because " the literary object,  though realized through language is never given 

in language" (ibid 1339).

Sartre gives the reader the position o f  interpreter for the wri ter ' s  text because 

"every book contains  an appeal,  so is this presence o f  se l f  al read\  a t ranscendence ol 

self." And as interpreter o f  the text the reader finds an entry into a maze o f  meanings .

T hus, for the reader,  all is to do and all is al ready done;  the work exists 

only at the exact  level o f  his capacities: whi le he reads and creates,  he 

knows that he can always  go further in his reading,  can a lways  create more 

profoundly,  and thus the work seems to him as inexhaust ible and opaque 

as things, (ibid 1340)

Thus reading has been t ransformed from a passive act o f  receiving meaning to an active 

act o f  endowing meaning,  a collaboration between one who projects and one who 

receives and interprets. T herefore, according to Sartre, wri ting can onl \  find fulfillment 

through the process o f  reading but that reading has to be done by the other,  because the 

se l f  o f  the writer, when re-reading his text, will encounter  the limit o f  his own 

subjectivity:

1 Bringing Sartre, the major representative o f  the philosophical m ovem ent called "existentialism." into a 
discussion o f  postmodern narratives and identity may seem irrelevent and out o f  place. But, his philosophy 
docs, in many ways, anticipate the major thoughts o f  postmodern theorists. Despite the fact that he is 
typically attacked as the very antithesis o f  postmodernism, the contemporary resonance o f  his philosophy in 
relation to the reader o f  a text as source o f  meaning, is not to be belittled.

61

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Thus,  the writer meets everywhere  only his knowledge,  his will, his plans, 

in short,  himself.  He touches  only his subjectivity: [. . .|. If he re-reads 

himself,  it is al ready too late. I he sentence will never quite be a thing in 

his eyes. He goes  to the very limits o f  the subject ive but wi thout crossing 

it. (ibid 1338)

In contrast  to most pos tmodernis t  concept ions  o f  the writer. Sartre sees him as contained 

within his own subjectivity.  The writer ' s  perception o f  his text will be limited to the way 

he inscribes meaning to his surroundings.  No mat ter how hard he tries to cross the limits 

o f  his subjectivity he will never be able to see the world o f  his text as his reader does. 

Thus, the mood and mindset  with which a text is approached greatly influences the 

writing o f  it. The p roof  o f  such influence is noticed in the varied emphasi s  o f  subject 

matter and technique at various stages o f  a writer ' s  life.

But what  was  observed over longer periods o f  t ime is now concentrated  in the 

variety o f  viewpoints  offered in postmodernist  fiction. In contrast  to Sart re ' s  observat ion 

o f  the dominance o f  the writer ' s  subjectivity that encourage limitation in the meaning o f  

the text, one can appreciate the freedom offered by postmodernist  revisions.  The 

multiplicity o f  a postmodern sel f  al lows the transgression o f  the borders  o f  subjectivity 

which limits the narrative to a singular semantic position. This stance also emphasizes  the 

necessity o f  a search for meaning in perspectives other than that o f  the writer.

Perception is greatly significant on both enter ing and leaving the text. This 

involves perception o f  the writ ing self, the reading se lf  and o f  the subject position 

authoring the text. Writing, authoring and reading, in this sense,  form an interesting trio. 

As a result, all that is seen needs to be understood and analyzed.  Nothing is to be taken at 

face value for the reader ' s  perception changes the meaning o f  a text. Before the text 

acquires significant meaning it goes through a process o f  assimi lation into the reader 's  

perceptual world.  That world is. in turn, constructed from the discurs ive influence ol 

his/her direct or indirect experience.

Perceptual anomal ies  that can be noticed from reader to reader and. writer to 

writer, allow for the t ransformat ion o f  the literary text. The text. thus, becomes as 

unstable as its creators,  .lust as an object  can take on different hues due to light effects 

and shading, the same text can convey different meanings  to different readers.  I-veil if
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there are no solid s tandards attached to the reading consciousness ,  as in pos tmodern 

criticism, the text is still subject to the gaze o f  the reader.  This gaze o f  criticism is 

condi tioned as s/he is by various cultural and linguistic influences.

However,  it may be argued that reading has never  been a passive act. In all ages 

there has always  been a certain amount  o f  emotional and intellectual inves tment  o f  the 

reader bound up with each interpretation o f  the text. But what  the postmodern l i te ran  

turn has given the reader is the license to use his/her perspect ive wi thout being accused o f  

missing the point that the writer intends. The emphasis is on how the text works  i tself out 

on the reader as opposed lo what  the writer wished to convey.  I hat is w in  the text raises 

innumerable ques t ions  but instead o f  answering them with finalit\ il suggests  possible 

answers  which float aimlessly and freely within the text wi thout  si tuating themselves as 

the answer.

As wc have seen in this discussion,  the writer in the contemporary  scene shares 

his/her authorship o f  the text with the reader. The previously s ingular authori ty o f  

authorship is thus  shared with the reader. But that is not all that challenges  authorial 

supremacy.  The next section shows how language in postmodern narratives has come to 

be considered more  important  than even the author.

(iii) A u t h o r  is r ep la ced by la n g u a g e  as  or igin  o f  text  :

In The Nature o f  Narrative, after speculating that " language is probably even 

older than man himself."  Scholes and ke l log surmise that. "It max have been as m am  

as a million years ago that man first repeated an utterance which had given pleasure 

to h imself  or to someone else and thereby invented literature. In a sense, that was 

the beginning o f  Western narrative art" (Kearney 6) Original ly creative wri ting was 

introduced into society as a means  o f  glorifying themes o f  love and war:  at t imes to 

provide relief from the banalities o f  living; perhaps most  o f  all to give people a means  to 

uphold their sense o f  power  and control over ci rcumstances .  Indeed, narrative was for 

just that purpose until recently.

O f  late, due to postmodernist  revisions o f  narrative form, authors  have lost a 

major part o f  their previous power and control over ci rcumstances ,  especially in the
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context o f  conferring meaning.  The postmodern concept  o f  floating signiflers in which 

uncertainty has emerged between the signifier and signified has left the author struggling 

with language.  The au thor ' s  helplessness in pinning down distinct meanings through 

specific words  reveals the arbitrariness o f  linguistic terms.

As Alain Robbe Gri I let observes in Towards a New Novel, ‘‘Whereas the 

essentialist concept ions  o f  man are facing their extinction (with the notion o f ' c o n d i t i o n '  

from now on replacing that o f ’nature') ,  the surface o f  things  has ceased to be for us the 

mask o f  their heart. | . . . | It is. then, the entirety o f  literary language that must  change"  in 

order to allow for " the difficult  wa \  forward for the new art o f  the novel ."  (Cirillet 303) 

Gril lct 's insistence on the necessity o f  literary language to change seems to find fruition 

in the formulat ions o f  Roland Barthes who substitutes language as the author as the text 

instead o f  the writer.

Postmodern revisionings o f  the importance o f  language in the const ruction ol 

meaning has increased to the extent that Barthes can pronounce in his "Death o f  the 

Author" that "it is language that speaks not the author: to write is. through a prerequisite 

impersonali ty (not at all to be confused with the castrating object ivi ty o f  the realist 

novelist),  to reach that point where only language acts, 'pe rforms ' ,  and not ’m e" '  

(Barthes 1467). 1 le extends this point by noting that, "Linguistically,  the author is nothing 

more than the instance writing, jus t  as / is nothing more than the instance saying / : 

language knows a ' subject '  not a 'pe rson ' ,  and this subject,  empty outside o f  the very 

enunciation that defines it. suffices to make language 'hold  together ' ,  suffices,  that is to 

say, to exhaust  i f ( ib id ) .  The exhaustion that Barthes writes o f  is a result o f  the 

uncertainty o f  the ' condi t ion '  o f  the writ ing subject whose  wri ting hand, "cut o f f  from 

any voice, borne by a pure gesture o f  inscription (and not o f  expression),  traces a field 

without origin or which,  at least, has no other origin than language itself, language 

which ceaselessly calls into question all origins” (Barthes 293). Language seems to thrive 

without the author  for it eludes all possessive restraint.

Lven though the writer has no control over the meaning o f  his/her text, s/he mav 

establish, somehow,  a certain level o f  understanding,  f o r  example ,  in John Barth' s  

Dunyazadiud section o f Chimera the character Shcherzade and the wri ter -character both 

show a similar bent o f  thought.  Thei r conversation is extremely fulfilling for both. The
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language which these characters use shows how. regardless ol the existence ol 

heterogenous e lements  in their speech,  communicat ion is es tabl ished between them: 'Can 

you understand Engl ish? I d on ' t  have a word of Arabic . ' [ . . .  | We didn t know these 

languages he spoke of; every  word he said was in our language ( Barth 419)).

This regression from meaningful  language attached to a contained socio-cultural 

experience to free-floating signifiers and the playful prominence o f  form over matter,  all 

signify the empt iness  o f  depth,  openness o f  meaning,  and uncertainty o f  history which 

arise from the f ragments o f  pos tmodernism.  These  fragments sy m b o l ic a l l y  thrive in 

notions o f  the se l f  and the other.

Such writers do not focus on objects as pregivens,  but on how they might 

be made to reveal themselves.  This has resulted in an ove rwhelming sense o f  

uncertainty over  whe ther  s/he has been able to present the narrative in a way that can 

interest the reader,  since as pos tmodern writers postulate,  everything has al ready been 

said in every way possible.  The resultant lack in the wri ter ' s  sel f-confidence leads to a 

constant fear o f  failing to meet  the mul ifarous needs o f  the reading public.  T his in turn, 

leads to sel f-consciousness  and self-reflexivity.

(iv) A u t h o r  a n d  T e x t  B e c o m e  Se l f -R ef lex iv e  an d Se l f -C on sc io u s :

As ment ioned above,  postmodern authors lose their authori ty both to readers and 

to language. T his brings authors down to earth and to more human condi tions  as they 

have to leave their modernis t  space o f  supreme authority.  T he col laborat ion in the joint  

authorship o f  a text is furthered by a mctafictional technique known as self-reflexivity. 

One o f  the major  effects o f  this technique is that it creates a bond o f  solidarity between 

the reader and writer that is less judgmental  and more sympathet ic since authorship 

consists in the shar ing o f  the ontological space o f  the narrative. Postmodern authors and 

their narratives,  therefore,  are self-reflective, self-reflexive,  and sel f-conscious  in an 

attempt to reveal their own artificiality and textualitv. Postmodern authors,  in this way. 

continuously quest ion their ability to build and control a fictional world.

As the fictional world and real world merge and intertwine it is difficult for 

postmodern authors  to remain undisturbed by the constant  shift ing o f  ontological spaces.
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The possibility o f  over lapping ontological spaces o f  reality and fictionality is considered 

by John Barth in Chimera as fol lows :

X  They speculated endlessly on such ques tions  as whe ther  a story might

imaginably be framed from inside, as it were,  so that the usual relation 

between container and contained would be reversed and paradoxically 

reversible |. . .| what  human state o f  affairs such an odd construction 

might  usefully ligure. (Barth 426)

Such dwell ing on the ontological space o f  fiction and the intermingl ings  o f  the human 

stale o f  affairs are c om m on  practices in postmodern texts, it is interesting how the two 

worlds (the fictitious one and that o f  apparent reality) consist  o f  parallel storylines, 

corresponding subject  posit ions,  and analogous nomencla ture which not only have a 

disorienting affect on the reader but also impacts 011 the writer who  tries to lit into the 

world which s/he partially creates and which partially creates him/her.

The se l f  that has no stable foundation o f  undaunting truth to rely on now looks 

for its place in a mediated and constantly metamorphosi/ .ing world.  Disorientation and 

the question o f  o n e ' s  place in ontological space is indeed a symptom o f  sell- 

consciousness.  f r o m  such sel f-consciousness a manifestation o f  doubt  and uncertainty is 

clearly noticed within the text. The ensuing doubt  is a clear signal o f  the lack o f  

confidence that results from the realization that the subject has little or no control over 

his/her own being. I he realization that external forces play a signi ficant  role in making a 

person who and what  they are suddenly dawns upon the individual,  dest roying any 

narcissistic idea o f  uniqueness.

Post-modern sclf-reflexivity is also interlinked with the nostalgia consist ing o f  

constructed identities which directly or indirectly privilege an imaginary  past and place.

I he extreme root lessness o f  pos tmodern existence is sought  to be overcome by an 

attempt lo establish a specific grounding in place and time. Therefore,  autobiographical  

elements are seen woven into postmodern texts which allow- for the insertion o f  the sell 

in-between spaces  and places.  This o f  course, also amounts  lo the therapeutic value ol 

any self-reflexive act that at tempts to understand events,  actions,  and thoughts in 

epistemological and ontological spaces.
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The next section shows how the self-reflexive return to the past through the text is 

actually an at tempt to co me to terms with the haunting presence o f  the past in the present, 

f  or the postmodern author,  rewrit ing o f  the past is a means  to release that which has been 

suppressed in and by traditional narratives.  It is a means  o f  del iver ing stories o f  the past 

that struggle to find a sense o f  meaning and a form o f  expression from the suppressed 

f ragments that som ehow  reside in a writer ' s  consciousness.

(v) A u t h o r  P u r g e s  H i m / H e r s e l f  of ( i l ios ts  o f  the Past

Neither suppress ion nor repression are seen as posit ive att i tudes in pos tmodern 

theory. As postmodern authors put history (both personal and national) under  scrutiny 

and rewrite segments  o f  it which for some reason or another  trouble their 

consciousnesses,  the suppressed narratives o f  the nation and the subject  come  to light. 

The release o f  these suppressed narratives helps postmodern authors to purge their 

consciousnesses  o f  these ghosts  o f  the past. This is another e lemen t  o f  change  affected by 

the instability o f  pos tmodern narratives.

Unlike the struggle to achieve stability and unity from destabi lized fragments o f  

the sel f in modernism,  the postmodern struggle o f  the "I" is to come  to terms with its 

fragmentation.  Instead o f  modernist  suppression o f  feelings o f  alternate reality, 

pos tmodernism encourages  expression and acceptance o f  unacknowledged realities. B> 

writ ing autobiographical  elements  into a narrative authors at tempt to release any feelings 

and emot ions  that may be attached to those segments  o f  the past, f o r  example .  Kurt 

Vonnegut  has based many characters on people he knew in real life, f.ven the suicide o f  

his mother is tersely mentioned in Breakfast o f  Champions.

Rosario Ferre, a feminist  and prolific writer,  emphasizes  the relation o f  sell- 

reflectivity to unders tanding identity in the following way.  "As a writer,  it is my means  

for self-definition, the tool to express my idiosyncracies.  my personal ity.  I write because I 

want to know how I think" (Ferre 484).  It is through her rewri ting o f  history that she 

wishes to purge her country o f  the injustices she has noticed.

f rom the beginning o f  t ime narratives have had powers invested in them which 

have allowed them to address psychic as well as physical suffering.  F.ven writers ol
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the modern age such as Virginia Woo lf  found therapeut ic qual ity in writing.  W o o l f s  

work on To the Lighthouse was  helpful in making her gain clear unders tanding o f  her 

relationship with her mother.  In Moments o f  Being she writes

Until I was  in the forties - . . . the presence o f  my mother  obsessed me. 1 

could hear her voice, see her. imagine what  she would  do or say as I went 

about  my d a y ’s doings.  (W oolf  93)

It was only after she had written To the Lighthouse that she was purged of her obsession 

with her mother.  She sees her writ ing as a psychoanalyt ic exper ience through which she 

overcame a lifelong struggle. Her mother ' s  spirit haunted her. She was successful in 

exorcising it only after she came to terms with her feelings. Through wri ting To The 

Lighthouse she performed a kind o f  purgation that brought  about  a kind o f  maturi ty and 

objectivity that was to ballast her subsequent  writings.

Postmodernis t authors insert their lives into the texts they write.  Thei r  blurring o f  

reality and fiction is presented in such a way that com m only  known or  accepted ideas 

about an event or person is consciously brought  into doubt.  This doubt  is created by 

writing contradictory scenes  that bring out aspects o f  a character  that purposely challenge 

the neatness o f  a historical account.

Normally,  a historical novel deals with events and personal it ies which are 

consistent with verifiable public records circulating at the t ime. But postmodernists 

intentionally go against  such stability and fictionalized accounts  so that the fictional is 

suddenly passed o ff  as true. The possibility o f  the real status o f  fictional events and 

fictional status o f  real events  leads one to suspect the already narrated text o f  history. An 

interesting example o f  such blurring o f  boundaries between fact and fiction is given by 

Linda Hutcheon when she quest ions the reliability o f  historical narrat ives in The Politics 

o f  Postmodernism. She cites examples  from Barthes’ pos tmodern autobiographical  work 

- Roland Barthes hy Roland Barthes. She directs the reader ' s  at tention to the note that 

introduces the text. This note warns  the reader not to take the narration literally; rather, it 

is to be read "as if spoken by a character  in a novel” (Hutcheon 49). She takes this as 

signifying the ent rance into " the problematized zone o f  pos tmodern sel f-representat ion"
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(ibid). She also secs the title as calling attention to i tself  as. in her words ,  “a parody o f  the 

I rench series o f  X  par lui-meme" (ibid). But we can go lurther in our  analysis of the 

title. In a pos tmodern strain, one  instantly quest ions oneself of the extent  of fictionalit\  

that will go into the (re)creation o f  the textual Roland Barthes.  Will he be consistent  with 

the ideas ci rculat ing about  his personality? or. W ill the narration be strained and drained 

o f  factual information to the extent that a new persona will com e  out o f  the narration ? 

And. is the text eventual ly hiding aspects o f  his personality so as to uphold a mythical  

identity? Or. is it playfully and mystically revealing unknown sides o f  him? If personal 

history can have so many facets o f  reality then it is natural to ques tion social h i s ton 

which involves so many components .

Similarly,  the text o f  a history writer is quest ioned for signs o f  bias towards  a 

certain race and naturally fails the test o f  neutrality. As a result,  the author  can no longer 

claim absolute neutrality.  No longer can s/he show happenings at a d is tance (backward or 

forward) for. wi thout  historicity, the then and there (with all its in ter textual i t ) ) is all there 

is to be had. As  I luteheon tells us o f  the subjective element  in any type o f  history in The 

Polities o f  Postmodernism. "Kn owing the past becomes a ques tion o f  representing,  that 

is. o f  constructing and interpreting, not o f  objective recording"  (I luteheon 81). So. with 

objectivity in question,  writers look back at their past as a means  o f  coming to terms with

Such purgation is a com m on  phenomenon in pos tmodern literary creation.  The 

therapeutic ethics o f  pos tmodern narrative texts imply the rewrit ing o f  personal  texts and 

the t ransformat ion o f  such texts into acceptable narratives.  Almost  e v e n  single writer, 

through his or her writing, has at tempted to understand the world as s/he exper iences it. 

Therefore,  pos tmodern narratives assist writers in their quest  for posi tioning themselves  

within the flux o f  the postmodern condition.
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(vi) Author Becomes Intertextual Referent/  Plagiarist

1 ike self-reflexivity and insertions o f  autobiographical  e lements,  plagiarism,  for 

the postmodern author,  becomes a way to cope with his/her own insecurities.  As self- 

reflexivity enables  sharing authorship with the reader: and insertions o f  autobiographical  

elements  allow co-existence w ith the ghosts o f  the past: plagiarism, apparent ly,  helps one 

with coping with the burden o f  tradition. Tradit ion here refers to the bulk o f  literature 

each epoch o f  writers produces,  which the works  o f  succeeding writers are expected to 

surpass. Postmodern authors  see plagiarist  texts as an escape route from the pressures o f  

having to live up to that tradition. Postmodernists continuously proclaim the death o f  

originality because o f  their convict ion that all artistic and literary forms and techniques 

have already been exhausted.

Consequent ly ,  postmodernists  consider plagiarism as just another  form o f  

postmodern intertextuality.  Intertextuality refers to how contemporary  cultural 

environments are marked by duplication,  interpenetration o f  texts and the circulation and 

recirculation o f  images,  sounds  and words  in multiple forms and formats.  I hus. these 

narratives em bo dy  the openness  o f  postmodern texts which,  like the identities o f  their 

authors,  become "a  Held wi thout  origin" ( Barthes 293).

Intertextuality is thus linked to critiques o f  "original ity" and "authorship".  

Chal lenged in the I970 's  by Roland Barthes in" Death o f  the Author"  and Michel 

Foucault  in "What  is an Author, ’' these two concepts  have come to be considered in 

pos tmodern thought as having al lowed writ ing to be contained and manipulated  by a 

consumeris t agenda.  Intertextuality attempts to break the myth o f  originali ty and. al the 

same time, frees the text from the idea o f  the author as having sole authority over  the text. 

As Geyh postulates,  the pos tmodern writer usually creates intertextualities "wi th parts o f  

the book that have tradit ionally been thought  o f  as 'outs ide'  or secondary to the main 

body o f  the text, such as footnotes and indexes, book jackets and back-cover blurbs" 

(Introduction xxiii).

But as with any other at tempt  in the transformat ion o f  ideas there are alway s those 

authors who are ext remis t in action and who feel the need to cross the line o f  propriety 

set by others.  Kathy Acker  is one such author who feels comfor table  in t ransgressing
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boundar ies  to the extent  that for her no boundar ies  seem to exist.  Acker,  a self-described 

literary terrorist,  uses plagiarism (or piracy, as she likes to say) as a formal strategy and 

attempts to use literary forms, especially the novel,  as stages for textual performance 

art. In a world where  nothing belongs any more  and everything is assessed on the basis of 

performativity.  p lagiar ism finds legit imacy as a means  to an end. Many  see plagiarism as 

the freedom to use informat ion as il is found in an expanding world wi thout  borders.  It is 

easy to see how such concepts  arise in a space o f  moral and ethical uncertainty which 

lacks a centered not ion o f  self.

Therefore,  though plagiarism has alway s been considered one o f  the most detested 

and unethical tactics o f  wri ting in critical thought : the postmodern era has given rise to 

an abundance o f  plagiaristic texts which unabashedly build their narrative on other 

sources o f  literature. Daniella Carpi in "I lermes: God o f  Thieves.  Plagiarism in Twentieth 

Century Literature" sees such literary plagiarism in the context  o f  the new found freedom 

o f  the author  wh o  forfeits his possession o f  the text and sees it as a reworking o f  existing 

ideas through language.  She secs it as a reconstruction o f  the previous text through the 

eyes o f  the reader.  The author is released from the tension o f  finding ways  to be original 

and can play around with meaning and styles. For her. plagiar ism int roduces a new 

creative force which can playfully resist the "heavy weight  o f  tradit ion." As she puls it:

The heavy weight  o f  tradition creatcs in the wri ter  a desire to exorcise in

some way the fear o f  the death o f  creative original ity and gives rise to the

playful,  demyst i fying re-presentation o f  previous  works,  in an at tempt  to 

desecrate genres and precursors,  re-creating them overtly and covertly at 

the same time. (Carpi )

Thus,  plagiarism introduces a playfulness o f  representation that demysti f ies  the literary

work. In this sense both intertextuality and plagiarism in literary narrat ives calls into

question the authority o f  the author.  They,  thereby,  further detach authorship from the act 

o f  writing.

Intertextuality and plagiarism both shift the responsibility o f  creat ing meaning 

within the text upon the reader. In both cases the reader 's  knowledge  o f  primary texts 

enhances  and establ ishes the meaning o f  the newer ones. As  a result,  "The meanings o f  

these postmodern narratives emerge in the intersection between the old and the new texts
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as they play o f f  one  another  in the mind o f  the reader" (Geyh xxiii).  Examples  o f  such 

narratives, as Geyh points out. are John Bar th ' s  Ditnyazadiad ( l cJ72). Kathy Acker ' s  

(jreal Expectations and Sherman Alexie ' s  Captivity. These  texts are plagiarist 

reworkings of. respectively,  the fifteenth century A Thousand and One Sights. Charles 

Dickens'  novel (hea t Expectations ( I860)  and Mary Row landson 's  A Narrative o f  the 

C 'aptivitv and Restoration o f  Mrs. Mary Rowlandson ( I 682).

fhe idea behind postmodern intertextuality and plagiarism in literary narratives is that 

all narratives are connected to each other in a web-l ike maze o f  references  and inferences. 

As the author in Bar th ' s  Chimera says to Dunyazade.  " from my point o f  view. I'll

admit - it is a story that w e ' r e  coming to the end o f .  All these tales your sister has told 

the king are s i m p h  the middle o f  her ow n story hers and yours  I mean,  and Shahryar ' s  

and his younger  brother Shah Zainan's '" (Barth 429).  Through D unyazade 's  words.  Barth 

implies that there is no narrative that can be al l-encompassing.  I he linear development  

o f  beginning, middle and end is not possible because all narratives are intermingled with 

and impregnated by other narratives. Narrativity,  therefore,  is not a linear construct 

unfolding hierarchical  relationships and events: it is a much more  compl icated  thing than 

that.

What becomes clear from the discussion above is that the space o f  moral and 

ethical uncertainty which lacks a centered notion o f  se lf  gives rise to all sorts o f  coping 

mechanisms. These  mechanisms,  taking the form o f  self-referentiality.  intertextuality. 

and even plagiarism are. in fact, part o f  a process o f  coming to terms with the loss o f  

belief systems,  especially,  the loss o f  bel ief  in the powers  o f  individuali ty,  o f  uniqueness 

which have resulted from the excessive exercise o f  freedom.

The next section disusses  the use o f  irony as it appears  in postmodern narratives 

as another adaptive change within the author. The author,  it seems,  becomes ironical as a 

response to a pos tmodern w'orld that lacks cohesion.
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(vii) Au thor becomes Ironical

In Horizons o f  Assent: Modernism, Postmodernism and the Ironic Imagination 

(1981). Alan Wilde sees irony as a response to a world that lacks unity or cohesion.  

Indeed, irony, seems to be a norm o f  consciousness  which accompan ies  the breakdown 

o f  grandnarrat ives in pos tmodern societies. As bel ief  systems topple one after the other 

irony appears.  Wilde,  sees this as a mode o f  consciousness,  which arises as a perceptual 

response to a meaningless  world (Wilde 2). The use o f  irony in pos tmodern narratives is 

significant as it helps to counteract  the feeling o f  helplessness in the postmodern subject 

by giving him/her a false sense o f  power over his/her c i rcumstances .  It embodies  a 

feigned disinterestedness and displays a certain lack o f  concern and playfulness on the 

part o f  the author.  This attitude exhibits a sense o f  f reedom for the individual to say and 

act without being afraid o f  consequences .

Irony involves  a powerful  sense o f  liberation. As  Dario Fo in "Dialogue with an 

Audience"  (1979) observes.  “ Irony has always been an explos ion o f  l iberation” (Fo 327). 

The user o f  irony exercises  the liberty to speak beyond w hat is acceptable;  to pinpoint the 

incongruence that lies at the heart o f  complacency;  and to open the eyes o f  others and 

make people laugh about,  "the condi tions they are subject  to” (ibid). But this laughter 

has a "but"  to it since irony requires a certain detachment  from the targeted subject in 

order to really bite at the issue. In other words,  a certain level o f  distancing from the 

subject is required for the ironical portrayal o f  a situation or person. Such emotional 

distancing suggests the lack o f  deep emotional involvement .  Af ter  all. it is difficult  to be 

ironical if one truly empathizes  with the targeted subject. Hie at taining o f  emot ional  

distance, therefore,  is all the more easy for the postmodern subject who has no deep- 

rooted and stable convictions.

Irony, therefore,  indicates a certain lack o f  empathy.  For. how can a person make 

an ironic comment  and laugh at a person as opposed to laugh with that person, if empathy 

is involved. So irony calls for a certain impassivity to people,  places and situations. Since 

lack o f  deep a t tachment is one o f  the major features o f  pos tmodern life, impassivity 

naturally accompanies  it. For the omnivorous  postmodern subject  who  has to have all and 

be all without having to worry  about  consequences , it is quite natural that irony should be
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part o f  his/her narrative world.  So with the emphasis on impassivity,  emot ions  such as 

sympathy and empathy lose significance.  The heightened impassivity o f  the postmodern 

subject as expressed in the subject position o f  the author  is a result o f  its own 

epistemological  and ontological uncertainty. The incoherent sel f-narrat ive o f  the author,  

therefore, manifests i tself  in the form o f  irony.

An interesting aspect  o f  such postmodern irony is its playfulness.  O ne does  not 

sense here the usual bit terness associated with an ironical com m ent  or situation. It is as if 

the author intentionally plays with the reader and playfully challenges  him to guess 

his/her position on a subject which may or may not be what  it seems.  Such a stance also 

reveals the loss o f  authority o f  the author who can no longer impose his thoughts on the 

other. Rather,  he lets his observat ions  flow freely within the text and al lows the reader the 

freedom to come to his own conclusions.  Through irony, therefore,  he suggests  but does 

not impose.  Postmodern irony comes to show not only both sides of the coin but also 

holds the coin up in a varied light.

Barthes makes  a s imilar observation in Mythologies where  he sees irony creating 

"a world wi thout depth"  because after removing all sham and pretense "it self

consciously reveals all that would previously be hidden from sight,  thereby resolving all 

possible crit icism" (Barthes,  1972. I 17). The ontological perspect ive that is created in 

this way is "wi thout  contradict ions  because it is wi thout  depth" (ibid). Irony is also 

revealed in the haphazard structural design o f  the postmodern narrative with its playful 

and idiosyncratic mixing o f  forms, genres,  disciplines,  and systems,  all within one work. 

This playfulness is also a ramification o f  the unstable self. Therefore,  the bitterness that 

usually arises as a response to encountering digressive behaviour  is replaced by 

playfulness. Since there is no strict norm o f  compliance there is an air o f  doubt,  and w ith 

it an atmosphere o f  possibil i ty for change.

The next section looks at how all the changed aspects o f  authorship as ment ioned 

above result in another  trait o f  the postmodern author,  i.e. his/her becoming  protean.
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(viii) Author becomes Protean:

Postmodernism explores ques tions o f  ontology or being, which are duly addressed 

both explicit ly and implicitly within postmodern texts. As emphasised above,  the role o f  

the author becomes ju s t  another subject position which any reader  can assume.  T his 

results in a substantial change in attitude towards  the narrative and in what  to expect 

within it. The reader’s concept ions o f  the author's role and intentions, which change

with each generat ion or social group o f  readers,  natural ly make  the author's

identity and the role s/he plays in relation to the text all the more inconsistent.  Such 

inconstancy o f  roles and intentions arc central features o f  postmodern narratives. 

This is w hat Foucaul t reveals through his w riting :

"The author function [. . . | does not operate in a uni form manner  in all 

discourses,  at all t imes, and in any given culture: it is not  def ined by the

spontaneous  attribution o f  a text to its creator,  but through a series o f

precise and complex procedures;  it does  not refer, purely and simply to an 

actual individual in so far as it simultaneously gives rise to a variety o f

egos  and to a series o f  subjective posit ions that individuals o f  any class

may come to occupy."  (Foucault  163 I )

The postmodern emphasis  on f reedom to choose the who.  what  and when o f  identity is 

reflected in the segment  above extracted from Foucault ’s "W ha t  is an Author?" .  I le sees 

society as providing si tuations that ecourage the presence o f  mul tiple subject positions. 

The author  function in a discursive role like any other,  open for any individual to 

occupy. So what  Foucaul t implies here is that the author position is not the sole property 

o f  a s ingular writer. Rather,  anyone can assume the posit ion by confering meaning on to a 

text.

In a pos tmodern world where  the private space o f  the individual is bombarded by 

diverse d iscourses the subject  is situated in a space that provides  access to multiple 

perspectives.  The essence o f  the se lf  loses all sense o f  cont inuum as everything becomes 

an endless present. Without  reference to a stable past, the present  in i tself becomes 

meaningless.  The subject struggles to adapt to the unstable realities that it is subjected to.
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This is the postmodern se l f  which is spatially const ructed and which a l lows for massive 

change in identity, especially in the cityscape o f  pos tmodern society.

The possibil i ty o f  the s imultaneous presence o f  a multiplicity o f  selves within the 

scope o f  a single postmodern text does  away with the concept  o f  the a l l-knowing author 

who intentionally controls a narrative. The unitary se lf  is no longer in control;  rather, it is 

controlled by the cultural  and linguistic apparatuses  o f  society that give rise to a 

multiplicity o f  role-playing selves. Therefore,  the concept o f  unitary authori ty loses 

ground and evolves into the uncertainty o f  the identity o f  the sell behind the creation.

In such situation, it is the text that creates the author.  I he language ol the text is 

saturated by cultural and linguistic expressions  from varied sources.  I hese expressions  

act as minori ty d iscourses which each sway the subject  in vary ing degrees  and. act as 

catalysts in the construction o f  mul tiple selves. In wri ting The Protean Self (1993) Robert  

J. Lifton identifies this quality o f  the postmodern sell' and accordingly refers to it as 

protean. A brief  d iscussion o f  the portrayal o f  identity in Paul Aus ter ' s  ( 7/v o f  Glass will 

clarify this aspect  o f  pos tmodern authorship.

l'he novel places the main character Quinn within the "now here"  o f  New York 

and within "a labyrinth o f  endless steps" where  he is a lways left with " the feeling o f  

being lost" (Auster -144). This "nowhere"  is set in a pos tmodern ci tyscape o f  empt iness  

and meaningless confus ion,  l ie  feels lost even in the space o f  his own being. Like all 

pos tmodern selves s truggl ing to adapt  to the hustle and bustle o f  city life. Quinn attempts 

to keep up with " the speed with which it kept changing"  (ibid). I le has reduced himself  to 

a "seeing eye"  and thereby "he was able to escape the obligation to think" and reach a 

certain level o f  "salutary empt iness within" (ibid).

Ultimately, the author Quinn creates an alternate se l f  w hom  lie nam es William 

Wilson, who is the author in his stead. Again,  he gradual ly identities more and more with 

the character Max Work. As Max suffers while solving his cases it is Quinn that feels 

"somewhat  exhausted by his efforts".  Quinn has become a "triad o f  selves" (445). As the 

narrator points out, " I f  Wilson was  an illusion, he nevertheless jus tif ied the lives o f  the 

other two. If Wilson did not exist,  he nevertheless was the bridge that a l lowed Quinn to 

pass from himself  into Work"  (445). Therefore,  the author,  narrator,  and detective all 

reveal intricate connect ions  with each other on the level o f  identity const ruction.
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This implies that an author is like the characters within the narrative, in a constant

process ol' construction.  The connect ion between writer, reader and character  is

significantly ques t ioned when,  in pos tmodern narratives,  we find a story about  an author 

telling a story about  the creation o f  an author.  In the process o f  wri ting it is. as i f  the 

author splits up and assumes an alternate identity which cannot be identified as the writer, 

the character,  the narrator or  even the reader o f  the text.

This confus ion in regard to authorial identity is furthered by the very possibility 

o f  the existence o f  multiple selves. These selves arc embod iment s  o f  the other as they 

appear in o n e ’s consciousness  due to the saturation o f  the subject  with diverse discourse.  

Comment ing on the abundance o f  selves involved in the creat ion ol a text I lelene Cixous  

writes:

“ |. . ,| there is no creation possible,  whether it be phi losophical  or poetic, 

w ithout there being in the inventing subject an abundance  o f  the other,  o f  

variety: separate people,  thought-people whole  populat ions  issuing from

the unconscious ,  and in each suddenly animated desert,  the springing up o f

selves one d idn’t know |. . . |." (Cixous  581)

The sel f is. therefore,  a saturation o f  the other. Through the t ransfer  o f  authorship o f  a 

text, the text becomes,  in this sense, a condui t for releasing the se l f  from boundar ies and 

extending it towards  the other. Any emphasis on fixed authorship  would  deprive the text 

o f  its autonomy and limit it to its owner,  something unthinkable for a pos tmodern artifact.

This emphasis  on the open-endedness  o f  the text has its root in the open- 

endedness o f  the identity o f  the postmodern subject. If the wri ter  o f  the text says all there 

is to be said with finality, then there can be no chance for mul tiple interpretations. All 

roads o f  interpretation would lead to an uncontested unders tanding o f  the text. But in 

reality that is not so. Therefore,  authorship finds just if icat ion in being left open-ended 

and without an imposed limit.

As ment ioned above,  in coping with multiple si tuations,  the author,  amon g other 

things, becomes protean in identity. The shape-shi ft ing qual ity o f  the author al lows for 

creation to occur  but the autho r’s loss o f  power  over the text in both the real world and 

the fictional world leads to a search for meaning in other spaces. T he postmodern author 

therefore, incorporates magic and the fantastic into the text to. at least, give h im/hersel f
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an apparent  sense o f  control.  The next section shows the shamanis t ic aspects o f  

pos tmodern authorial  identity.

(ix) A u t h o r  b e c o m e s  S h a m a n  :

As Richard Kearney in "Where  do Stories Come f r o m ? ’' observes ,  one o f  the 

earliest roles o f  the shaman was to use narratives to tell stories which provided 

"symbol ic solutions to contradict ions which could not be solved empirically.  In 

the process,  reality i tself would find itself miraculously t ransformed" (Kearney 6- 

7). I he emphasis lies on how the shaman brings into sight unseen reality and thereby 

manipulates observed reality. The sham an 's  becoming involves t ransformat ion and often 

entails themes o f  death and rebirth before actual power  is attained.

Similarly, postmodern authorship entails metaphorically dy ing when sacrificing 

authority and rebirth when being introduced into the text as a character.  In this 

shamanistic tradition postmodern authors perform magic by blurring the boundar ies  o f  

the real and the unreal.  They conjure up ghosts and insert fantastic or magical elements  

into an otherwise realistic narrative.

This shamanist ic aspect relating to the identity o f  the postmodern author is 

expressed in the tendency o f  using the narrative technique o f  "magic  realism". Magic 

realism is a narrative technique that can alter a reader's lived reality. Thereby,  it gives the 

writer a feeling o f  s igni ficance emanating from within the text and extending to the 

reader. The primary author i.e. the writer o f  the text, thus shares with the reader his/her 

feeling o f  disorientation.

The approach o f  the shaman is concerned with healing.  Similarly,  the postmodern 

author through the use o f  magic realism attempts to heal the w oun ds  o f  the past by giving 

voicc to the oppressed.  S/he gives them expression in si tuat ions which would ordinarily 

offer them no space. This space initiates a process o f  healing by opening up possibilities 

for the unheard to be heard. Therein,  the postmodern author not only interacts with the 

reader but also suggests how the text could be received as narrat ive o f  healing.

Postmodern authors  alternate between pleasure and pain as they attain freedom 

from human limits by express ing what  they w'ant in whatever  way  they want;  yet. they
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are pained by the root lessness o f  their situation. Like sham ans  they suffer in their 

transformation,  l or example ,  in "The Path o f  the Red and Black Ink." Gloria Anzaldua 

ment ions that wri ting for her is not so much an analytical activity as a shamanistic 

process o f  transformat ion.  Anzaldua is engrossed in her creation to the extent  that she 

has to "st ruggle to 'd isengage '  or escape" from her "animated story" (187). 

Transformat ion becomes part o f  her life narrative. Her ontological reality changes  as she 

changes herself.

Thus  Anzaldua exclaims.  "I change myself.  I change the world (188). And. 

because dreams have a fundamental  function in shamanism.  Anzaldua writes o f  her 

"awakened dreams".  Dreams thrive in an ontological space between the real and the 

unreal. They offer  ent ry to a world where  like narratives o f  magic realism fact and fiction 

exert the same power  o f  t ransformat ion.  As an author.  A nza ldua 's  d reams emphasize  on 

shifts i.e. changes.  "Thought  shifts, reality shifts, gender  shifts: one person

metamorphoses into another" (187).  This is a magical  t ransformat ion o f  the author that 

defies the limits o f  time, space and gender.

Similarly,  the shaman seeks to reconcile the sick person to his illness by placing it 

in the context o f  t imeless myths  and beliefs. This is an escape route to the creation o f  

alternate realities and alternate worlds.  Magic realism does for pos tmodern narratives 

what a shaman does  for the sick. By1 adopt ing techniques o f  magic realism the 

postmodern author initiates a sort o f  psychological healing o f  the postmodern psyche 

which has no stability to turn to. no sense o f  essence to cling to. and no unique faculty to 

be proud o f  or call its own.

Authorship is no longer considered something that is a heavenly  gift bestowed 

upon the gifted few. No longer are inspirational muses  evoked as heavenly  creativity 

harps upon the senses promis ing the catharsis o f  ext reme emot ions .  No longer does the 

author wait diligently for the exact moment  o f  creation when s/he will be overcome by 

the need to write because o f  what  s/he feels inside, the expression o f  which is fell to be 

essential to one ' s  existence.  Authorship now searches for a meaningful  existence within 

the consciousness o f  the masses.  And the author as shaman a t tempts  to initiate the 

healing o f  past wounds  by creating magical worlds  where  anything is possible.  This
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space initiates a process o f  healing by opening up possibil i t ies lor the unheard to be 

heard, the unspeakable to be spoken and the unaddressed to be addressed.

To sum up. in pos tmodernism the word "author"  signifies a subject  position 

which is left open for anyone to assume.  The author is neither completely the writer nor 

the reader. It is a subject posit ion connect ing the wri ting process o f  the writer,  to the 

interpreting and intellectual process o f  the reader. In pos tmodern fiction, the writer has 

partially forfeited his omniscient  authorship status and re-entered the text as one  or more 

o f  his characters.  S/he a ttempts  to hide his/her insecurities through an ironic detachment  

to his/her themes and narratives.  With no apparent  depth at tached to the narrative, the 

author becomes incoherent  and whimsical  in an at tempt  to break all linearity in the text. 

The complet ion o f  any possible meaning o f  the text now lies within the ontological and 

epistemological  realm o f  the reader.

On the whole,  authorship now includes t ransgression o f  every sort o f  literary 

convention seen in every age o f  literature. Such t ransgression happens and in the process 

the author h im/herse l f  has become t ransmogri fied in every sense o f  the word.  Everything 

and anything is possible in a narrative which no longer has any binding principle either 

from the author as authority on what he writes, or from the reader as social,  moral and 

cultural guaranter  o f  meaning.  Postmodern authors thus become self-reflective,  plagiarist,  

ironical, protean and shamanie because they no longer have incontestable authority over 

the identity o f  their texts or themselves.  Their  t ransformat ions  are a means  to cope with 

the destabil ization o f  their ontological and epistemological  worlds;  and.  an unconscious  

attempt to d iscover meaning and acquire a sense o f  direction in a constant ly changing 

postmodern world.

Consequent ly , the effect o f  pos tmodernism as reflected in the narratives o f  women 

becomes a crucial field o f  discussion.  The next chapter  looks at how postmodern attitudes 

have seeped into the consciousnesses  o f  American women and affected their identities, 

by focusing on selected postmodern American short stories, namely.  Bobbie Ann 

Mason 's  "Shiloh"  Grace Palev 's  "Pale Pink Roast".  Lynne I'ill m an 's  "Living with 

Contradictions".  Ursula Le G uin 's  "She Unnames Them "  and Toni Morr ison ' s  novel 

The BluesI Eye.
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Chapter Three

Pos tmodern Possibilities for Feminist  Narrat ives

The previous  chapter  has shown how the f ragmentat ion and instability o f  society 

linked to identity const ruct ions in pos tmodern America  has affected the s ingular identity 

o f  the author and made it assume multiple identities. I liese t ransformations  in authorial 

presence and att i tude appear in pos tmodern narratives,  firstly, as a means  o f  coping with 

the destabil ization o f  ontological and epistemological  worlds:  and. secondly,  as an 

unconscious at tempt to discover meaning and acquire a sense o f  direction in a confus ing 

and disorienting world.  This chapter moves  further into literal'} pos tmodernism and its 

relation to identity by' focusing on an understanding o f  the world ol w om en  portray ed by 

female writers through a selection o f  pos tmodern American literary narratives.

After its advent  in the 1960’s, pos tmodernism was seen with suspicion in feminist 

theory for a long t ime. One  o f  the reasons for this at t i tude is that pos tmodernism was 

considered by many leading feminists as a force emerging from the wri tings  o f  western 

male authors. Thei r  accusat ion is that only the male point o f  view and their writ ing found 

preference in the canons  o f  society. In their view the lack o f  wo men  writers in early 

postmodernist  literature at that t ime created a void in the representation ol" w o m en ' s  

experience and led to the distorted portrayal o f  wo men  by men:  it was  as if their voices 

did not exist.

This view o f  the void in regard to the suitable portrayal o f  w o m e n ' s  experience 

and also the suspicion that postmodernism breaks the possibility o f  a s ingular sense ol 

womanhood to fragments,  gave rise to an inhospitable attitude towards  postmodernism on 

the part o f  many female writers. For example,  in her essay "On the Politics o f  Literature".  

Judith Fettcrlcy accuses  American literature o f  being male.  According to her. the 

"quintessential American experience"  in writ ing appears  to be - "betrayal by wo man" 

(562).  She analyses a number  o f  works  by representative male w riters to prove her point. 

As an American female reader she complains  that,
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Our literature neither leaves women alone nor a l lows them to participate.

It insists on its universali ty in specifically male terms. (Fetterley 561)

The accusation here is that though American literature has female characters,  the 

narrative is a lmost  a lways  presented from a male perspective.  Converse ly ,  male 

renderings o f  female situations, especially the female psyche,  leave something to be 

wanted. Perhaps the only possible exception is Mol ly ' s  s t rcam-of-consciousness  at the 

end o f  James Joyce 's  Ulysses, but he is not an American writer.  Fetterley cont inues  her 

discussion by referring to Maine Showalter ' s  "W om en  and the l iterary Curr iculum" in 

which Showal ter  looks at the " immascula t ion"  o f  American literature through neglected 

female w riters.

However,  recent anthologies  o f  Postmodern A m e r i c a n  L i t e r a t u r e  a r e  s t a r t i ng  to 

prove fe t terley  wrong and show that pos tmodernism can allow for the acknowledgment  

and presence o f  previously silenced voices. Therefore we now see  wri tings o f  authors 

from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds as well as w om en  in the American literary 

scene. And more germane to the thesis o f  this chapter,  we can also sec postmodernism 

enabling w om en  to assert their presence in American wri ting through narratives 

concerned about ques tions o f  identity.

The inclusion o f  di ffering women writers in pos tmodern anthologies  is thus a 

significant move towards  recognizing that the experiences o f  w om en  di ffer significantly 

in accordance with race, place, historical t ime and situation. In “Notes Toward a Politics 

o f  Location" (1984).  Adr ienne Rich conveys  a similar idea when she refuses to use 

generalizing sentences that begin with the phrase, "w om en  have always.  . .". Her 

objection is that the word "a lways" "blots out what  we really need to know: When, 

where and under  what  condit ions has the statement  been true?" (639).  I his means that the 

oppression women face differs in degrees,  depending on when,  where  and under what 

conditions the oppression takes place. This understanding o f  w o m e n ' s '  experience based 

on situation, historical and social condition are all compat ib le  with postmodernism's  

diversified view o f  the world.

Nevertheless,  many contemporary feminists feel threatened by postmodernism's  

destabilization o f  the com m on platform attained by "w o m en "  which has al lowed them to 

speak as a unified group. Yet it appears  that the ques t ioning o f  all givens by
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postmodernism has set up alternate platforms for dissent concerning representation,  

reality and fixed givens  in all political,  social and economic  spheres.  I his. in turn, al lows 

for the entry o f  feminisms,  as representative o f  the varied experiences  ol women through 

discussions o f  race, color,  gender,  social standing etc that can become part o f  the 

postmodern experience.

Nancy Hartsock,  a feminist  phi losopher known for her work in feminist 

epistemology and for her "standpoint  theory,” however,  looks at pos tmodernism with 

suspicion. I ler fear is o f  losing the critical edge attached to words  such as gender, 

patriarchy, etc. These are words  that feminism has acquired and armed itself with from 

years o f  struggle agains t male dominance.  She fears losing the right to speak from a 

w o m an ’s standpoint  and is apprehensive about any ceil ing o f f  o f  an area that could 

restrict a w o m a n ’s voice. This fear is strongly voiced in her essay.  "Rethinking 

Modernism:  Minority vs. Majority Theories",  where she ques t ions  the motives o f  

postmodernists thus :

Why is it exactly at the moment  when so many o f  us who have been 

si lenced begin to demand the right to name ourselves,  to act as subjects 

rather than objects o f  history, that ju s t  then the concept  o f  subjecthood 

becomes 'problemat ic ' ?  Just when we are forming our own theories about 

the world,  uncertainty emerges  about whether  the world can be adequately 

' theor ised '?  ( 196)

Hartsock, therefore,  sees pos tmodernism as a cont inuat ion o f  the tendency to deny 

women subjectivity and moral agency:  in effect, she feels it can des troy any possibility of 

displaying a w o m e n ' s  standpoint.  She sees the movement  as an affront to any possibility 

o f  articulating w o m e n ' s  problems.

Seyla Benhabib voices a similar concern in "Feminism and Postmodernism:  An 

Uneasy Alliance" when she refers to postmodernist  theories which celebrate the death ol 

the autonomous,  self-reflective subject. She holds such theories responsible for 

undermining "the feminist  commi tment  to women's  agency and sense o f  sel fhood '’ (146). 

Though postmodernism challenges the essentialist not ions o f  identity on which many 

feminist debates are founded,  it seems that the parallel posi tioning o f  mul tiple identities 

within postmodernism has been advantageous for feminist narratives.  Because o f  its
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diversity, pos tmodernism al lows for understanding o f  contradict ions  wi thin subjectivity 

that were once termed as frailties o f  women.  As feminists work toward broader 

definit ions o f  w o m e n ' s  identity, activities, and desires,  more and more  wo men  writers 

have ventured to explore female identity as s imultaneously innate and socially 

constructed.

But contrary to popular  bel ief  about the antagonism between feminism and 

postmodernism,  feminism has benefited from postmodernist  interpretations o f  identity as 

primarily linguistic and cultural constructs.  The departure from a concept  o f  subjectivity 

based in nature suggests  that gendered identity is const ructed on the basis o f  society’s 

concept  o f  w hat it means  to be male or female. In American society . " W o m e n "  is a label 

dist inguishing a category,  consist ing o f  many sub-categories,  o f  often inadequately 

appreciated human-beings  (like previously unacknowledged eo loni /ed  races and minority 

groups) who have, only recently begun coming into their own.  This paradigm is now 

acceptable,  because o f  the linguistic turn taken following the work o f  Ferdinand l)e 

Saussure who has shown that the relation between signitler and signified is not a given. 

All meanings  can. may and will change in accordance to context and culture.

Therefore,  the claim that the meaning o f  being a w om an  is constructed 

rather than inherent in female bodies means  that biological orientation need not be 

considered as the only binding principle for social identity. I his claim opens  up the 

possibility o f  intervention in the processes that construct gender,  thereby giving many 

feminists,  the opportuni ty to unravel and contest  the complex cultural,  linguistic and 

symbol ic ways through which gender construction occurs.

Feminist  explora tions  o f  gender as a social construct have led to suggest ions that 

men and women feel and think differently due lo their different upbringings.  I .ach culture 

has power  structures that construct the identity o f  its people. Convent ions ,  themes,  and 

styles all seem to be in line with the cultural atmosphere  o f  the place o f  origin. But in 

recent t imes the merging o f  cultures in pos tmodern society has been t ransforming the 

narratives that prevail and influencing the level o f  acceptance o f  those narratives.

Postmodern literary narratives have accompanied and benefited from the 

emergence o f  a more  tolerant and creative atmosphere.  This a tmosphere  has given the 

narratives o f  women the capaci ty to boldly exist at par with that o f  men whilst  exposing

84

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



the condi tions o f  their oppression.  Thus,  feminist  interpretations o f  life-narratives imbue 

postmodern literature with mul tiple perspect ives o f  previously normal ized experience.

Such wri ting and re-writ ing o f  narratives,  that emphasizes  the contradict ions  

inherent in all created personas  give new meaning to the idea o f  reading.  I ' ach persona 

embodies  a different mindset  which in turn leads to different interpretat ions o f  the same 

event,  cont ingent  on persona shifts. Adrienne Rich, known for explor ing such themes as 

w o m en ' s  role in society, racism, and the Vietnam war. em phas izes  the importance o f  

looking back at l i terature with fresh eyes. This act o f  re-vision, as she calls it. results in 

sel f-knowledge for women and a clear understanding o f  their condi tion.  In her essay 

•\\ hen We Dead Awaken:  Writing As Re-Vision” she writes.

A radical crit ique o f  literature, feminist in its impulse,  would  take the 

work first o f  all as a clue to how we live, how we have been living, how 

we have been led to imagine ourselves,  how our  language has t rapped as

well as liberated us; and how we can begin to see and therefore live

afresh. ( Rich I 8)

A realization o f  Rich 's  advocacy for a feminist perspective in approach ing  literature is a 

positive step towards  exposing the t rappings o f  life, society and language as experienced 

by contemporary  woman.  This realization can enable w om en  to see and therefore 

acknowledge their oppressed situation in society. This awareness  in turn can allow them 

to change the ci rcumstances o f  their life. Such re-appraisal o f  li terature as functional 

propaganda and textual simulation o f  personal history has created new perspect ives for 

many feminist  debates.

Postmodernis t w om en  writers. thus, seek to revise the convent ions  and themes ol 

American literature in mul tiple and innovative ways.  Through their fiction these women 

writers have harnessed the intellectual energies o f  feminists.  They have t ranslated the 

increasingly impenetrable theories o f  the various strands o f  feminism into the everyday 

concerns o f  ordinary women.  Texts o f  postwar American women writers present

narrative possibilit ies reflecting the changing and conflicting alt i tudes that flourish in

feminist debates as the roles o f  women in society change.  In Women in Political Theory 

Diana Coole argues that, contemporary  society is not simply modern or pos tmodern 

and that.

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



women,  especially,  occupy a variety o f  worlds,  tradit ional (as wives  and 

mothers),  modern (as workers  and citizens) and postmodern (as consumers  

and participants in contemporary  culture),  each wi th its own 

oppressions,  opportuni ties and polities. (Coole 222)

Coole ' s  observat ion points towards  the di fference in the nature ol oppression and 

opportunities that play out in the lives o f  women placed in constantly demanding  social 

roles. Con temporary  w o m e n ’s lives encompass  all types o f  roles from traditional to 

modern and postmodern ones. Proper functionality o f  these shi tt ing roles wi thin society 

calls for dist inctive personality traits. This characteristic o f  contempora ry  life, and the 

heightened mul ti -tasking ability o f  the postmodern individual is where  freedom lies. 

Postmodernism,  therefore,  permits the s imul taneous  presence o f  diversi fied worldview's.  

Conflict and contradict ion thus impact on the literary arena through the narratives o f  the 

period.

Many American female writers stilled by the representational techniques used in 

traditional narration that were used to deny them a voice in the social arena have thus 

started to modify them.  Activist or not. they are intent on us ing their literary skills to 

present life stories closer to the social issues that concern them,  namely,  issues 

concerning gender  and race, which translate into life stories di fferent  than the one

dimensional stories previously written. The failures o f  traditional storytel ling to reflect 

the lived social condi t ions  o f  women o f  varied race and social s tanding have led to 

increasing narrative experimentat ion,  both in theme and technique,  in pos tmodern 

American wo men  writers.  As a result, the depiction o f  the themes o f  love, sacrifice, 

family etc. have changed to a large extent to include previously unshown  and unheard 

perspectives.

The silence o f  the female subject  has been broken by postmodern possibilit ies.

These possibilit ies have found expression in the opcn-endedness  o f  most  pos tmodern 

narratives. The storyline is to be completed and understood bv the reader as s/he thinks 

and feels best. All o f  the narratives discussed in this chapter are characterist ical ly open- 

ended and leave the reader wonder ing about the outcome o f  events.

86

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



Postmodern narratives such as those discussed in this chapter  show  the female sel f 

s truggling with forces inside and outside its immediate surroundings.  In such narratives 

women are no longer portrayed as complacent  and happy housewives  wi ll ingly suffering 

all for the benefit  o f  their family. We come across women st ruggl ing to come  to terms 

with their own needs and the demands  o f  society. Like Ldna Pontellier in Kate C hop in ' s  

late I9 lh century narrative A wakening, these women seek satisfaction beyond the limits o f  

the family. Contemporar ies  o f  Kate Chopin were shocked by her depict ion o f  a woman 

who dares to leave her husband and have extra-marital  affairs. But depict ions o f  such 

characters have become quite com mon in later narratives o f  the 20 lh century . Chopin was 

taken to task in her t ime for being nonjudgmental  in the depict ion o f  Ldna 's  character.  

But now postmodern feminists have brought  back that very character  into their 

discussions v iewing her position as a courageous one.

I he work o f  Judith Butler is typical o f  the t rea tment  ol' subjectivity and 

autonomous agency in feminist  pos tmodernism.  In "Performat ive  Acts  and Gender  

Consti tution: An Lssay in Phenomenology and Feminist  Theory" But ler draws upon the 

phenomenological  theory o f  ' acts'  espoused by Ldmund Husserl.  Maur ice  Mcrleau Polity 

and George Herbert  Mead to extrapolate on Simone de Beauvoi r ' s  claim. " one is not 

born but, rather, becomes a woman. "  I he theory o f ’acts '  seeks  lo explain the mundane 

way in which social agents  consti tute social reality through language,  gesture and all 

manner  o f  symbol ic  social signs.

Butler theorizes gender  as an identity instituted through a stylized repetition o f  

acts. This means that "bodily gestures,  movements ,  and enactments  o f  various kinds 

constitute the illusion o f  an abiding gendered s e l f  (Butler 5 19). For the const ruction ol a 

self, this translates into an identity constituted by performat ive acts. I liese performat ive 

acts refer to the repeti tive actions in day to day life which are discurs ively considered as 

gender specific. She wri tes :

If the ground o f  gender identity is the stylized repeti tion o f  acts through 

time, and not a seemingly seamless identity, then the possibilit ies o f  

gender  transformat ion are to be found in the arbitrary relation between 

such acts, in the possibility o f  a different sort o f  repeating,  in the breaking 

or subversive repetition o f  that style. (520)
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If. therefore,  gender  can be interpreted not as a biological given but. rather, as an 

interpretation o f  var ious  performat ive acts that have an arbitrary relation to gender  then 

the subversive repeti tion may initialize the possibility o f  a di fferent ly gendered position, 

fhis is significant in understanding a postmodern phenomeno logy  where  the word 

'w o m an '  would  be freed o f  the imposit ions laid upon it by expectat ions o f  gender 

identity. Such an approach to gender  shows how naturalized concepts  o f  gender  might  be 

understood as const ituted and hence capable o f  being const ituted differently.  Bobbie 

Ann Mas on 's  "Shiloh"  can thus be seen as a literary interpretation o f  But ler 's  theory o f  

identity as performat ive.  In this story, the change o f  roles performed bv a husband and 

w ife lead to a totally different set o f  power  relations w ithin the marital bond.

Since its inception, though, the feminist movement  in America  appealed 

primarily to a white,  middle-class audience which took its cue from its highly progressive 

f  French counterparts.  As a result,  the tight for equal rights in American homes and in the

workplace quickly turned into extremist  outbursts in favor o f  unwarranted sexual 

freedom. The libertarian-feminist  and radical feminist  paradigm thus emphasized that 

feminists should,  am ong  other things, reclaim control over female sexuali ty and use it as 

a form o f  power.  This ext reme version o f  sexual freedom advocates for a t ransgression 

o f  socially respectable categories o f  sexuality.  It refuses to draw the line on what  counts 

as politically correct  sexuality.  This in many cases,  has dire ramificat ions  for the initial 

objectives o f  the feminist  movement  i.e. the struggle for freedom from oppression and 

establ ishment  o f  equali ty between the sexes.

Accordingly,  in fiction women have been seeking a space beyond the nuclear 

family that consists in a male provider and a housewife raising children.  Since the 1980s 

there has been an explosion o f  creative work by w om en  engaging in and 

contributing to feminist  efforts and debates begun in the 1970s. The choice to live outside 

the marriage bond is seen as progressive and gender  neutral behavior.

For example ,  in Grace Paley 's  "Pale Pink Roast" the main character Anna,  makes  

love with her ex-husband (the father o f  her child) even though she has al ready married 

someone else. After  this transgression she is in tears as she tries to justify her actions to 

her ex-husband as well as to herself. On the other hand her ex- hu sband 's  ego is satisfied
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by her confession that she "did it for love” but still he blames her and then happi ly leaves 

the apartment,  somersaul t ing  into the crowd.

Such narrat ives arc distressing, consider ing the fact that the feminist  movement  

was  meant  not only for the emancipat ion o f  the mind and body but was  also des igned to 

raise the self-esteem o f  w omen  and free them from the shackles that society had pul on 

them. Feminists have encouraged women to cease seeing a good woman 's  life as defined 

through service to others.  Feminism has encouraged them lo focus on their own desires 

and independence.  Unfor tunately,  it has also emphasized the removal ,  denial  and ultimate 

exclusion o f  all that is t roublesome and hard to deal with. That  also includes,  according to 

them, the removal  o f  men from the equation o f  happy relationships.

femini s t  theories and theoretical foundations were. thus, initially inflected by an 

angry attitude. The title o f  Germaine Greer ' s  The Female Eunuch (1970).  implies that 

modern society "cast rates" women,  imbuing them with self-hatred and men with 

contempt,  l ike Simone dc Beauvoir.  Greer sees marr iage and love as powerful  vehicles 

in the ens lavement  o f  women and the perpetuation o f  consumer  capitali sm (Quinn 123). 

As such, sel f-centered thoughts cultivated in a highly sexualized and commercia l ized 

culture are often posit ively celebrated as a sign o f  women's  liberation and empowerment .

It must be said though that such feminist ideals turn a blind eye to the fact that 

such behavior inherently gives their male counterparts more  freedom lo be irresponsible 

and ultimately treat w omen  as sex-objects.  This sel f-aware object if icat ion provides  an 

illusion o f  em pow erment ,  a "false freedom". When we  look across society,  the effect o f  

these choices is to reduce rather than increase women's  freedom because they become 

victims o f  their outward image and the role il plays in the ent rapment  o f  a sexual partner. 

The freedom they dream o f  conflicts with the life they live. This leaves them unsatisfied 

and depressed even though these women  live life on their own terms.

One o f  the major reasons for the unfullfi l lment o f  desi re is that these desires arc 

fashioned in accordance with the media screen. On the media screen which approves  

feigning o f  reality, all emot ions  are shown in the ext reme.  Though every  intense moment  

is an illusion, il is those moments  that make living outside mediated  exper ience seem 

quite bland. In Media Culture. Douglas Kellner provides insight into this pos tmodern 

occurrence which he associates with identity in the fol lowing way.
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A dvertis ing  is as concerned with selling lifestyles and socially desirable 

identities, which are associated with their products, as with selling the 

product them selves. (252)

Lifestyles and identities are marketed through media images. These images create the 

sense o f  insufficiency. What m akes marketing strategics a success is that though the 

postmodern se lf  seem s in control o f  its own thoughts and actions as expressions o f  the 

self, in actuality, it is m otivated in its choice by advertisem ents. Therefore, what happens 

is that one does not know what one desires: rather, the m arket decides what one should 

desire. As the m arket changes so do the needs o f  the desiring self, which is relentless in 

its pursuit for satisfaction.

The strong influence o f  such mediated know ledge is further exam ined by Jean 

Baudrillard w ho claim s in Symbolic Exchange and Death, that "reality itself has become 

hyperrealist". Tor Jean Baudrillard, the hyperreal has consum ed the real in every sphere 

o f  our lives :

Today everyday, political, social, historical, econom ic  etc.. reality has 

already incorporated the hvperrealist d im ension o f  s imulation so that we 

are now living entirely within the ’aesthetic ' hallucination o f  reality. (432)

These are conditions of the hyperreal as mentioned by Baudrillard. I lyperrealism is a sort 

o f  perpetual dream state where anything and everything is possible. B\ the term 

"hyperreal" Baudrillard refers to a state where know ledge has lost touch with reality to 

the extent that it even creates reality as we know it. Reality is lost because there is now 

no way o f  differentiating between the "real" and what is m ade to look real. The things 

that are made to look real are not connected to the real: rather, the connection is to what 

can be imagined as the real. Accordingly, the media and society as a whole no longer 

imitates reality: it simulates it. in the process entering the state o f  the hyperreal. Such 

dependence on the hyperreal m akes identity construction quite com plicated  as it is in a 

constant condition o f  temporality  and change.

The hyperreal exists through the replacement o f  com m onp lace  em otions with the 

signs o f  those emotions:
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The consum m ate  enjoym ent [jouissance| o f  the signs o f  guilt, despair, 

violence and death are replacing guilt, anxiety and even death in the 

euphoria  o f  simulation. This euphoria aims to abolish cause and effect, 

origin and end. and replace them with reduplication. (Baudrillard 432) 

Simulation is an important idea for Baudrillard in that he considers  the media to have 

spread the simulated world and projected it in such a way that it has becom e more real 

than reality. lTiphoria has becom e the all consum ing em otion o f  postm odern is t culture. 

All other em otions lose importance because o f  the euphoric  reduplication o f  the 

simulated images o f  those emotions.

M edia and simulated reality presented through the media have done their best to 

destabilize any sense o f  reality since all social, political, and even personal contexts  are 

interpreted through the media. Since knowledge o f  the world around us. upon which 

actions and reactions are based, com es to us through screens o f  m anipulation  (TV screen, 

computer screen, m ovie screen etc.) it is difficult to determ ine the direction ol identity 

construction in the postm odern  context. B audrillard 's  thesis that ou r  lives are totally 

engulfed by an ‘" aes th e t ic '  hallucination o f  reality" can be understood by close analysis 

o f  our day to day lives and the relationships we have. Lynne T i l lm a n 's  story "L iv ing  with 

Contradictions" can be used to exemplify this point o f  discussion in which the 

constructed self, based on m edia images, is totally uncertain o f  i tse lf  and its relationships.

A nyhow , the contem porary  voice o f  consum er capita lism  and the trem endous 

effect o f  the media in the construction o f  se lf  cannot be overlooked. In "Introduction: 

fem inism  and Postm odernism  Or. The Way Things Are". Jennifer W icke and Margaret 

Ferguson assert that a feminist approach to postm odernism  allow s for a greater 

understanding o f  how the media influences construction o f  the s e l f :

A feminist postmodernism will understand the mediated nature o f  

know ledge and representation as well as the altered political subject 

produced by these mediations. (W icke and Ferguson 5)

This sentence is a realization o f  the fact that feminist postm odern ism  allows us to 

understand how day to day experiences are highly influenced by the media. The media, in 

a postmodern world, not only creates knowledge in the way that it chooses to represent 

it, but also modifies and creates the subject that encounters these mediations.
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In postm odern  society, culture and literature have shown that sym bolic  m eaning is 

not a given; rather, it can be manipulated to fit any num ber o f  contexts. Postmodernism 

allows for the insertion o f  context in each and every discussion o f  identity construction. 

Therefore, through the depiction o f  alternate experiences, as opposed to that o f  men and 

each other, w om en can rightfully assert their presence in society and induce the kind o f

approach that is needed for emancipation. But. in the be lie f  that the language and

symbolic system circulating in Western society is patriarchal, theorists such as Helene 

Cixous call for a rejection o f  the male symbolic system through which wom en are 

denigrated. She calls for a female language which is free from restrictions o f  patriarchal 

power.

Similarly, in " W o m e n 's  l im e". Julia Kristeva sees most w om en considering 

themselves to be casualties o f  the psychosocial order o f  language that constructs the 

fundamental social bond. Language and concepts having been built from patriarchal 

ideology, w om en feel left out o f  the socio-symbolic contract. They llnd their 

relationships to be fluid and without self-upholding elements:

In this sense o f  psycho-symbolic structure, w om en, . . . seem to feel

that they are the casualties, that they have been left out o f  the 

sociosym boiic  contract, o f  language as the fundam ental social bond. 

(Kristeva 24)

fhe socio-symbolic contract o f  language through grand narratives has for too long 

deprived w om en o f  their proper place by refusing to acknow ledge their contribution as 

homemakers and providers o f  support for their spouses.

In the essay " W o m e n ’s T im e” Julia Kristeva considers the level o f  sacrifice 

necessary in order to establish social order. Self-need is the instrument that heightens 

violence and therefore, it is what must be controlled. O f  course. Kristeva does not 

advocate total sacrifice; rather, it is a balanced sacrifice equal to that in m otherhood that 

she wants. She celebrates the 'I '  that attempts " the slow, difficult and delightful 

apprenticeship in attentiveness, gentleness, forgetting o n e s e l f  (31). In her view, too 

much se lf  centered liberty (the so-called good substance) could result in absolute 

anarchy:
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A nthropology  has shown that the social o rder is sacrificial, hut 

sacrifice orders violence, binds it. tames it. Refusal o f  the social order 

exposes  one to the risk that the so-called good substance, once il is 

unchained, will explode, without curbs, w ithout law or right, to become 

an absolute arbitrariness. (29)

Here, she advocates for a m easure o f  control and sacrifice which would allow the 

development o f  a se lf  that would not em body the excesses and arbitrariness o f  libertine 

feminism. Many postm odern literary narratives, in the strain o f  k r is te v a 's  thought, have 

come lo reflect the changed mindset and contrasting debates about feminist ideals and

targets o f  achievem ent. 4R592I
Ursula l.e G u in 's  "She IJnnames Them " is one such narrative that proposes a 

rewriting o f  the linguistic and social codes determ ining identity. T hough  her narrative 

starts o ff  by subversively w riting a sort o f  sequel to the Biblical G enesis  story from a 

w o m an 's  point o f  view and questioning the authority o f  A dam  (M an), she ultimately 

wants to talk things over, thus implying that there would be an alternate solution il only 

Adam would try.

T his is a non-radical feminism which seems to echo K ris teva 's  take on feminism 

where there is not only place for sacrifice, tolerance, and understand ing  but also a space 

where one can retain a certain individuality. T he moderate feminism o f  I Irsula I e Guin 

seems to advocate for a m ajor change in the symbolic system here but she does not 

advocate total dissolution o f  bonds. In other words, she hesitates. As in the feminism 

promoted by Julia Kristeva in "W o m en 's  Time", she sees a new generation ol 

postmodern feminists existing parallel to radical feminists in time and space who can 

have a positive impact on the process o f  change and who can accom m odate  the other 

within their social theory. These feminists attempt to achieve a positive balance between 

their needs and the needs o f  the other (family, society etc.). It is a feminism that promotes 

motherhood instead o f  sterility; that supports partial self-sacrilice in order to em brace the 

o ther instead o f  total self-centeredness. It is not what radical feminists would think o f  as 

important or in many cases acceptable to their cause.

For example, in The Dialectic of Sex. Shulamith f ire s to n e  states. I he heart of 

w om en 's  oppression is her childbearing and childrearing r o l e s " ( 8 l ). With the prevalence
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o f  such ideas w om en experience them selves as holding inferior subject positions that are 

essentially unintellectual and focused only on reproduction and on nurturing. F irestone’s 

negative attitude tow ards m otherhood and her acceptance o f  ch ildbearing as oppressive, 

reinforces patr ia rchy 's  degradation o f  that role. Patriarchal society has alw ays viewed the 

role o f  the m other and the hom em aker as a non-demanding and unintellectual pursuit. 

With the advent o f  feminism , w om en have tried to prove them selves  com peten t outside 

the home rather than within it. Fven Simone de Beauvoir who is celebrated for having 

brought the issue o f  female experience into the public sphere through her detailed 

analysis o f  w om en 's  oppression in the foundational tract o f  contem porary  feminism The 

Second Sex (1949). has perpetuated this mindset by dem eaning  m otherhood and referring 

to the child in the w om b as a 'parasite '.

Postmodern feminist theories, though, have brought a change in the portrayal o f  

motherhood as a negative social role. For example, Julia Kristeva sees the adaptability ol 

m otherhood as affecting a positive balance between the sym bolic and semiotic 

positionalities that one experiences within society and the family. The adjustm ents a 

woman is w illing to m ake for the life o f  som eone else show s the extent people arc 

actually capable o f  going to for another human being.

Kristeva views the sensibilities and awareness associated with m otherhood as 

positive aspects o f  existence. Feminists like Julia Kristeva have brought understanding 

and hum anity  into the m ale-fem ale equation. In her essay Women's Time Kristeva 

emphasizes the possibilities that arise from a moderate consideration o f  the male-lemale 

situation. Kristeva sees m otherhood to be the fulfillment o f  w om anhood  and a celebration 

o f  existence in the semiotic pre-verbal state before entrance into the sym bolic  patriarchal 

system. M otherhood is the expression o f  acceptance o f  the other as one with the self. 

Only motherhood can affect the amount o f  self-sacrifice needed to sustain both the 

semiotic and the symbolic. She speaks o f  motherhood as a positive aspect o f  w om anhood 

and as an aspect o f  creation, it is a merging o f  genetically different individuals into a new 

combination o f  possibilities. M otherhood makes allowances for the acceptance ol an 

other outside the se lf  in ways that no other concept can.

If w e merge B utle r’s concept o f  performativity with k r is te v a 's  notion o f  

motherhood the end effect would be realized in a construction o f  a non-gender spccilic
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subject position equinanim ous to that o f  a m othering role. This subject position would 

call for performative acts from the mother that showed her capable o f  enacting  the role o f  

^  caregiver and nurturer. and thus endow her with a greater sense o f  h u m an ity .

In such a case, the biological identity o f  a person would easily be surpassed by the 

tolerance and nurturing o f  an other with a sensitivity and understanding  that would rise 

above the denial and marginal positioning o f  the other. It would initiate a social situation 

which would affect a change in what is acceptable gender-wise in society if a male would 

try to be as good a caregiver and nurturer as a female. In postm odern  feminism, therefore, 

the performative can be a relevant site o f  gender and identity construction in so far as it 

enacts and enforces gender neutral humanity and permits space for everyone in all social 

and political contexts.

In "A ge. Race Class and Sex: Women Redefining Difference" A udre I orde calls

f  for a such a reassessm ent o f  feminism which would be inclusive o f  the varied life

experiences o f  black wom en. She accuses white feminists o f  constructing  the feminist 

m ovem ent on their own terms, fo rsak ing  the dem ands o f  "w om en o f  color", white 

feminists, she believes are easily beguiled into believing that i f  they are "good enough, 

pretty enough, sweet enough, quiet enough" (633). and also, have w ell-behaved children, 

and make the right choices in marriage, then they will be allowed to "co-exist with 

patriarchy” (633) relatively peacefully. Lorde stresses that overcom ing  oppression is not 

that easy, especially  for black wom en. She continues.

But Black wom en and our children know the fabric o f  our lives is stitched 

with violence and with hatred, that there is no rest. |.  . ,| l or us. 

increasingly, violence weaves through the daily tissues o f  our living in 

the supermarket, in the classroom, in the elevator, in the clinic and the 

schoolyard, from the plumber, from the baker, the sa lesw om an, the bus 

driver, the bank teller, the waitress who does not serve us. (633) 

ho rd e 's  words find resonance in Toni M orrison 's  The Bluest Eye. a novel which depicts 

the oppression faced by black w om en in society powerfully. I he depictions are nothing 

like that depicted by white feminists in their narratives. In this novel we see the central 

character Pecola 's  life bears out k o rd e ’s accusation o f  the racial injustice at work
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everywhere in society. Pecola is either made fun o f  or totally ignored in the classroom  or 

the schoolyard, and by the baker, the salesw omen and even in her own home.

^  l.orde also argues that feminist advancem ents within black com m unities  are

hampered by w om en w ho are afraid lo go against com m unal attitudes. As participants 

striving for a gender neutral cause against com m on white oppression, they feel any type 

o f  grouping may be a sign o f  betrayal o f  that cause. As a result, the I act that Black

women are degraded within their own com m unity  and families is com m only  kept quiet.

I .orde continues.

. . . some Black wom en still refuse to recognize that we are also oppressed 

as wom en, and that sexual hostility against Black w om en is practiced not 

only by the white racist -society, but im plem ented within our black

com m unities  as well. (634)

C Oppression is at work not only due to white racist society but also from within the black

community. Black men have been shown to oppress w om en o f  their own com m unity , 

perhaps as a reaction to their own powerlessness.

The only protection against oppression that works from within o n e 's  com m unity  

and for that matter o n e ’s family, is not allowing it to be internalized. In l .o rde 's  opinion.

As w om en we must root out internalized patterns o f  oppression within 

ourselves if  we are to move beyond the most superficial aspects o f  social 

change. (Lorde 636)

What is clear from the above statement is that the perpetuation o f  all kinds o f  oppression 

can be curtailed by refusing to internalize them. By putting a stop to internalization one 

grows stronger and. in time, immune against the negative pow er structures at work in 

society. As a result, the formation o f  the self  gets a positive milieu Irom which lo 

construct itself.

So we see that postmodernism allows for the presence ol multiple narratives 

within a single race and within a single gender. In Postmodern Blackness Bell I looks 

considers pos tm odern ism 's  critique o f  essential ism beneficial in that il a llows Alrican- 

Americans "to affirm multiple black identities, varied black experience ' (2482). She 

observes that such a critique also challenges colonial imperialist paradigm s o f  black 

jp identity. In such a paradigm it is assumed that all black identity is the sam e and blackness
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is represented "one-d im ensionally  in ways that reinforce and sustain white suprem acy" 

(2482).

As I looks observes, the positive aspect o f  postm odern positioning is that it allows 

for the incorporation o f  "displaced, marginalized, exploited, and oppressed black people" 

(2480). Toni M orrison 's  The Bluest Eye reveals a s imilar idea that b lackness is not a one

dimensional experience. Black experience varies as internal, as well as. external factors 

influence the formation o f  identity.

Postm odernism, therefore, has changed the current total a tm osphere  from one 

defined by singular and definitive perspectives into one which is tolerant o f  multiple 

perspectives and lifestyles. This  transformation has given postm odern  w om en writers the 

freedom lo express them selves and their ideas through their w riting notw ithstanding the 

fact that they have no control over the way it will be interpreted through differing 

contexts. This chapter will analyze how these w om en writers negotiate innovation in 

narrative, both them atically  and technically, with social critique and how they depict the 

struggles o f  the subject in self-construction.

Based on an understanding o f  the feminisms discussed above, the following 

sections o f  this chapter focus on the postmodern concepts  o f  identity construction as 

follows : Judith Butlers’ theory o f  "gender as performative" is applied to a discussion o f  

Bobby Ann M ason 's  short story “ Shiloh." showing how the reversal o f  gender roles 

affects identity construction. Ideas o f  radical feminism arc then applied to Grace Paley’s 

" f h e  Pale Pink Roast” which focuses on how w om en, in an attem pt to em pow er 

themselves by constructing  sexually dominating identities, som etim es give their male 

counterparts freedom to be irresponsible and ultimately treat w om en  as sex-objects. Next. 

Baudrillard’s ideas o f  conditions o f  the hyperreal are applied to a discussion o f  Lynne 

T illm an 's  "L iv ing  with Contradictions” in a section that eoncentratcs on how a mediated 

experience o f  life translates into the contradictions and em ptiness that lie at the heart o f  a 

postmodern s e l f  Afterwards concepts from K risteva 's " W o m e n 's  l ime" are applied lo a 

discussion o f  Ursula Le G u in 's  "She Unnames T hem " show ing how language constructs 

identities, f inally , the fifth and last section o f  this chapter, A ndre L orde 's  discussion o f  

black feminism is applied in a reading o f  Toni M orrison 's  The Bluest Eye exposing the 

damaging effect o f  full dependence on external cues for identity construction.
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I begin with a discussion o f  Bobbie Ann M aso n 's  "Sh iloh"  show ing how the 

change in gender roles performed by men and w om en within the family, lead to a 

different set o f  personality  traits and preferences. The change in perform ative roles is 

seen to affect the identities o f  those persons, both inside and outside the family. T his 

challenges the concepts  o f  m asculinity and femininity as consigned  to the sexes by 

gender.

(i) G e n d e r  Ident i ty  as “ P e r f o r m a t i v e ” in B obb ie  Ann M a s o n ’s “ S h i l o h ”

In literature, contextualizing and intertextualizing show s how gender is in fact a 

historical construction. Traditional ideas o f  ideas o f  w om anhood  are different from what 

we consider to be 'f e m a le ’ nowadays. The seeming naturalness o f  enacting gendered 

characteristics m akes it all the more difficult to break out o f  the mold o f  gendered 

identity. Postmodern narratives, though, show possibilities o f  rewriting ideas about 

gendered identity.

Bobbie Ann M aso n 's  "Shiloh" (1982) is a postm odern  story that can be 

effectively used to discuss postmodern identity construction, given that it focuses on 

shifting identity, (a) by portraying gender as performance, (b) by em phasiz ing the 

variable meanings o f  signs and signals that com m unicate  m eaning, (c) by showing the 

intrusion o f  technology and postmodern cultural icons at crucial m om ents ol a 

relationship, (d) through the depiction o f  the superficial know ledge o f  both cultural 

history and personal history, (e) by the gradual w eakening o f  the male point o f  view 

through portraying lack o f  understanding and (f) through tem poral shifts that are 

indicative o f  major changes in identity .

In "Shiloh". Mason depicts the subversion o f  gender specific behavior, possible 

due to changes in social and personal circumstances. She shows the constitution o f  an 

alternate subject position and sense o f  selfhood for N orm a Jean, the w ife ol an injured 

truck driver, when she is forced to take up the role o f  provider for her family, a role 

normally assigned to the male.

The narrative begins with Leroy Moffltt. the recently injured truck driver, 

watching his wife exercising in a position which reminds him o f  W onder W oman, f  rom
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the very beginning, the reference to W onder W om an sets the stage for the portrayal o f  a 

strong-minded m odern w om an who, in this case, is Leroy’s wife N orm a Jean. The 

com parison to W onder W om an is significant. In the pantheon o f  A m erican  superheroes 

W onder W om an w as  the only female champion to be found in W estern  narratives at that

time. In contrast to the gentle housewife w ho had to be protected by her husband,

W onder W om an w as an icon o f  female beauty, strength and courage. She w as also much 

stronger and swifter than her male counterpart. The W onder W om an com parison also 

highlights the overt sexuality which em pow ered  w om en had begun to express.

However, N orm a Jean is Marilyn M o n ro e ’s real name. M arilyn M onroe is still 

rem em bered  as a sex symbol and an iconic feminine beauty. This equation strongly 

suggests how  the N orm a Jean o f  M ason’s story, like Marilyn M onroe, has gradually 

come to break free o f  her traditional gender identity in an aspiration to becom e a m odern 

w om an who perform s a significant role outside the confines o f  domesticity.

By equating N orm a with W onder W om an,

Leroy parodies the newly built w orkforce image o f  

A m erican w om en prior to W orld  W ar II. The image 

consists o f  a person, w ho in spite o f  being female has 

a facial expression and a posture (bending her arm  as 

i f  to show her muscles) that suggests that she is 

strong, outspoken, daring, bold and capable. This 

image becam e popularly known as Rosie the Riveter.

This poster image and many other such images were 

used by the m edia to lure w om en into the workforce 

o f  pre-war America. This newly portrayed sense o f  

identity for w om en is seen as an image o f  power, 

contrary to traditional depictions o f  their limited role within the family. Traditionally, the 

ideal w om an w as imaged as a smiling, pretty, lovable wife w ho w ould  readily  and 

merrily remain in the hom e to cook, clean, and remain busy with household  chores such 

as caring for the husband and children. Such stereotyping is a rem inder that gender is a 

historical construct since ideas o f  w om anhood  have changed over history.

im age 1
J. Howard Miller’s "We Can Do It!", 

commonly referred to as Rosie the R iveter
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The social background o f  “ Shiloh" has changed due to the effects o f  two World 

Wars and the Civil War. During wartime American society underw ent drastic changes. 

^  I he scarcity o f  men then led to the em ploym ent o f  w om en in work traditionally done by

men. Jobs such as those in factories, previously considered suitable solely for men were 

now performed by w om en. Since society began to sanction work for w om en outside the 

family, especially jobs in factories, education, sales, m edicine etc.. the limits o f  gender 

performance were redefined. So it turned out that gender specific jo b  roles were brought 

into question, substantiating the claim that "what is called gender identity is a 

performative accom plishm ent compelled by social sanction and taboo (Butler 520). 

Once able to prove their worth in jobs outside the home, after the war most women 

refused to return to the limited confines o f  their homes. W om en all over Am erica were 

subject to social changes that led to an aw areness o f  their sense o f  se lf  and their 

X  repositioning in society so that they could be seen as capable o f  w orking at par with men.

In M ason 's  story Leroy’s accident leaves him with a steel pin in his hip and the 

possibility that he will not be able to drive his truck again. I his leads to a reversal o f  

roles within the family unit. N orm a has begun to earn for the family: we see her do 

outside work, play music to her own liking, go to college, and stay up late to read and 

write, even her choice in food changes. She rebuilds her whole identity. N orm a wants to 

leave Leroy, possibly because her relationship with him is too stilling for her now. She 

feels that he does not understand her needs. She believes that her m arriage to I eroy has 

left her wanting something. Changes inside and outside the hom e now enables her to 

realize and express her feeling o f  emptiness, l or a major part o f  her life she had been 

deprived o f  a sense o f  se l f  which, at this moment, allows her to rise above patriarchal 

domination and internalized oppression.

That this change in N orm a finds positive resonance in her world is em phasized by 

the fact that the population o f  the tow n she lives in has hardly increased in the previous 

20 years. One o f  the first things Leroy notices is that the sign at the edge o f  town 

indicates the population as being 11.500 which, he observes, is only 700 more than it 

posted 20 years ago. I his seem s to refer to the changing attitudes o f  w om en in society. 

Apparently , more and more w om en have com e into their own in matters o f  marriage and 

jr childbirth. The point implies the prevalence o f  feminist attitudes which echo Shulamilh
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Firestone’s idea that oppression within the family enacted through childbirth and 

childrearing, have led to reduced childbirth.

^  In addition, in the depiction o f  N orm a 's  transform ation into a m odern woman

who disdains en trappings o f  family life, it seems that M aso n ’s story echoes F irestone’s 

idea that dom estication destroys the spirit o f  a wom an. N orm a feels she can only be free 

if  she can rid h erse lf  o f  the duties associated w ith her role as wife and daughter. This 

mindset works as a com m entary  on the changing times which m anifests itself in new 

self-awareness. In accordance with radical feminist beliefs, it can be stressed that if such 

changes in attitude are not initiated within the family, then the impact o f  the denial o f  

self-expression would result in an outburst that would d issolve marital bonds.

Postm odern feminist narratives such as "Shiloh"  depict personal situations which 

show that individual acts and practices enact and reproduce pervasive and political

f  structures. The recognition that personal situations can be understood on a social level as

echoes o f  similar or near-similar situations, enables and em pow ers  the subject. Thus in 

M ason 's  story it is obvious that for a long time N orm a has internalized her oppression by 

scaling down her aspirations and em bracing gender com pliant goals. Fven though Leroy 

is on the road for most o f  the time, she has never com plained to him o f  her loneliness or 

told him how his absence affects her. It seems that she has internalized patriarchal values 

and norms which have become integrated over time into her sense o f  self.

Such internalized oppression seems to have conditioned N o rm a 's  desire about the 

things she was doing for Leroy whilst suppressing her own preferences. When Leroy was 

at home, after the long absences required o f  him by his profession, their usual routine 

was to stay in bed. watch TV and play cards. Then N orm a would cook all his favorite 

dishes such as fried chicken, picnic ham. and chocolate pie. never once com plain ing  o f  

his absence. The com plete  suppression o f  her desires and needs perpetuates and assists in 

patriarchal domination. Through such conditioned response and actions she seem s to 

have collaborated in her own subjugation.

After L eroy 's  accident. Norma takes a job that changes her. She now takes cereal, 

but leaves the bowl in a mess as she goes out even before Leroy w akes up. I’ven though 

they occupy the sam e space, physically and mentally they seem to live separate lives. 

Tt Leroy knows he is going to lose her. N egative feminist attitudes tow ards domesticity
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propel N orm a in directions she had never even considered before. The situation is further 

aggravated when one day her m other discovers her sm oking a cigarette. I or N orm a this is 

an intrusion on her privacy. It is a destruction o f  her own private world w here  she has the 

freedom to indulge in the fantasy o f  being in control. We can feel a tension between 

N orm a and her m other as a reaction to N o rm a’s new found identity.

Thus we see the m eanings o f  signs and sym bols change in accordance with 

context and temporality. Smoking, for instance, is generally considered a m an 's  thing, 

l or Norma, sm oking  is a positive expression o f  her freedom which a llow s her to act like 

a would. While she sm okes she creates her own special fiction o f  being in control and 

being part o f  a m a n 's  world. But on the other hand, her m other sees N o rm a 's  sm oking as 

a negative expression o f  au tonom y where she intentionally resists conform ing  to 

traditional behavior. T hus, her actions sym bolize the changes that have overtaken her 

and gradually transform  her.

Similarly. L eroy 's  notion o f  building a log cabin which traditionally  symbolizes 

life and hope, becom es a romantic fantasy as he realizes that “Subdiv is ions arc spreading 

across Kentucky like an oilslick" (Mason 273). The em ptiness o f  his proposal is further 

emphasized when Leroy and N orm a pass the log cabin at Shiloh w here  tourists are busy 

looking for bullets in it. The cabin thus becom es a m onum ent o f  death. It sym bolizes the 

past; a relic for those caught up in historical times. These are indications o f  changes in a 

society that is m aneuvering social relationships towards superficiality.

Again. M abe l 's  advice to Leroy to go to Shiloh "as a second hones m oon” in order 

to improve his relationship with his wife turns sour when they get there. At the Civil War 

Battlefield in Shiloh. Tennessee. N orm a suddenly breaks out o f  all her inhibition and 

tells Leroy that she is going to leave him. As the Civil War is quite s ignificant for the 

feminist m ovem ent, so N o rm a’s actions are significant in construc ting  her identity. What 

is clear is that m eanings arc not permanently attached to either objects  or actions. T hus 

N o rm a 's  actions transform her identity and geetures at how far she is willing to go to be 

free.

The formation o f  N o rm a 's  identity is further influenced by technology and 

postmodern cultural icons. It seems that at crucial m om ents  o f  their relationship 

something mechanical intrudes and stops them from bonding, f or exam ple . N orm a and
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Leroy were at a drive-in movie when their baby died in the backseat o f  their car without 

them noticing. The death o f  the child at the age o f  only four m onths  and three days is a 

^  tragic event that none o f  the parents has been able to overcome.

Now since the child is out o f  the equation and N o rm a ’s husband is no longer in a 

dominant position she seems to be free o f  all self-sacrificing tendencies. She has become 

more and more absorbed in her ow'n hobbies and concerns. Even the tunes she plays on 

her electric organ have changed. In lieu o f  tunes from The Sixties Songbook she plays 

music that sounds like that o f  a hard rock band. I hen she switches to a Latin rhythm 

version o f  “ Sunshine Superm an" and " W h o ’ll Be The Next in Line ?" I lie Latin tunes 

have a sort o f  carefree exuberance and quite clear sexual implications. Perhaps if  the 

child had survived a different sense o f  se lf  would have em erged  from the situation.

O ther such instances o f  technology or cultural icons com ing  in the way o f  sincere 

r  conversation can be found, for example, at the m om ent when l .e ro \  feels the need to get

reacquainted with Norma. Then "the oven timer goes o f f  (277). l ie  feels aw kw ard in 

even thinking o f  bringing up the topic o f  their lost child because he had either read 

som ewhere or heard on the talk-show Donahue that "for most people losing a child 

destroys the m arriage” (272). When N orm a eventually reveals how she feels about the 

marriage. Leroy cannot m ake a connection because, for som e reason, "he is w ondering 

about white slabs in a graveyard" ( 280). which to him seem like a subdivision site etc.

It is only when they sit together "by the kitchen window watch ing  the birds at the 

feeder” (277) or. when they laugh together in Shiloh as N orm a talks about Mabel saying, 

"Well, w e 'v e  seen it. I hope sh e 's  satisfied” (279). that a m om entary  connection is 

created. Otherwise, they are two people m oving in different directions. Both characters 

are trying to deal with changes in their identities that find expression in actions and words 

that reveal their frustration and confusion which is accom panied by a helpless search for 

a sense o f  direction.

When they reach the Civil Warfield they find that it is not at all what Leroy had 

expected it to be. The richness o f  history that Mabel claims to be linked to this battlefield 

is now accessed through its commodification. History is com m odified  when tourists look 

for bullets in an old log cabin, a movie is shown every h a lf  hour. Leroy and N orm a see 

j - m onuments and historical plaques everywhere. They buy a Confederate  llag for Mabel
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and they eventually  find a picnic spot near the cemetery. And. indeed, they literally 

consume history as they consum e their food there. Thus it is through objects, details and 

narrated stories that the past becomes significant in the present.

Narrated details, therefore, write and rewrite historical identity both at the 

national and personal level. In the same manner. N orm a rewrites the past o f  their 

relationship and changes their identity as a happily married couple when she tells Leroy 

that she is dissatisfied with her situation. He then realizes that, " the real inner workings o f  

a marriage, like most o f  history, have escaped h im ” (281). I lis happy m em ories and her 

sad ones seem to be two perspectives o f  the single narrative o f  marriage.

But it seems those "inner workings o f  a m arriage" have escaped N orm a too. 

When N orm a tells l.eroy o f  the dangerous position their marriage is in. he wonders out 

loud. "W hat did I do w rong?”(280). To which, she answers "N othing". Again he asks. "Is 

this one o f  those w om en lib things?” She replies. "D o n 't  be funny"(280). W hat is 

noticeable here is that though both realize there is som eth ing  w rong with their 

relationship, neither know s exactly what has happened or what to do about it.

As a result. N orm a is confused. She performs a modern, more gender neutral 

subject position in her identity construct but she still feels empty. The pressure o f  

breaking norm s is as strong as the pressure to conform: and she feels caught in the middle 

o f  her needs and limited by what she needs from others. She needs Leroy to give her 

space to be her own person. Yet she needs him to console and hold her when she breaks 

down in tears after her m other catches her smoking. T hough as she exercises and raises 

weights N orm a seems strong and powerful, she sim ultaneously  looks "small and 

helpless" as she "sits holding her knees together" (277) on a kitchen chair, after her 

mother indirectly blam es her for her ch ild 's  death. Transition and perform ance are not as 

easy as it seems. She is confused about her identity; not only about w ho she is. but also 

about who she wants to be.

The realization that any marital bond involves self-sacrifice on the part o f  both 

parties involved and does not call for com prom ise only on the part o f  w om en is an 

important e lem ent in postmodern narratives. Such realization, as depicted in M ason 's  

story, indicates the acceptance o f  the social constructedness o f  gender identities. Men. 

too in postmodern narratives, are required to adjust to the complicated  situations that
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arise within the family. Leroy’s acceptance o f  the fact that, "it w as clum sy o f  him to think 

that N orm a would want a log house” and his resolution to. "think o f  som eth ing  else" is a 

positive step tow ards making allowances for N o rm a 's  new found sense o f  se lf  within the 

intensities o f  the family.

As N orm a takes on a more masculine role within the family. Leroy adopts a more 

feminine role. A fter his accident. Leroy’s masculinity is constantly under question. 

Against the myth that men do not worry themselves about details, he becomes much 

more sensitive, l ie  now m akes things from craft kits and is much more appreciative o f  

details. He listens to his wife patiently as she talks about types o f  cream s though the only 

petroleum products he understands the need for (axle grease, diesel fuel) are linked to his 

truck, l ie  tries to reinforce his image o f  masculinity through the sym bolic  notion o f  

building a log cabin but is undermined every time he m entions his plans to N orm a and 

even when he m entions it to her mother.

It is L eroy’s acceptance and willingness to adapt, however, that underscores the 

hope em bedded in Bobbie Ann M ason’s narrative. His willingness to change is the kind 

o f  optimism revealed in postmodern feminisms which find space enough to let differing 

mindsets occupy the same space without overpowering each other. And it is in Leroy’s 

acceptance o f  N o rm a ’s transformation and his resolve to change h im se lf  to adjust to that 

change, that perform ing bodies find the space to assum e alternate positionalities.

In regard to narrative technique. Mason em phasizes the instability o f  identity roles 

by weakening the authority o f  the male point o f  view. The story is narrated, though in the 

third person, from Leroy’s point ol' view'. It begins with the phrase -"Leroy M offitt 's  

wife", in describ ing Norma. This indicates a strong voice o f  authority and possessiveness. 

But, as the narrative progresses there is a weakening in that voice. The description falters 

as N orm a drives the car to Shiloh, "and Leroy, sitting beside her. feels like som e boring 

hitchhiker she has picked up. He tries some conversation, but she answers him in 

monosyllables’’ (279). Leroy is no longer in control o f  the situation. In addition, he 

constantly doubts his capability o f  understanding the situation.

The changing aspects o f  Leroy’s identity finds a way into the text through 

sentences and phrases that attempt lo justify his actions, such as. "This is a Slur Irek 

pillow cover" (274) and "All the big football players on TV do it" (ibid) when Mable
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sees his needlew ork and in descriptions such as those that show the ex-truck driver 

opening and pouring a bottle o f  beer into two glasses "dividing it ca refu lly” (277). His 

diminishing authority  is reflected metaphorically with the idea that "he tends to drive a 

car rather carelessly” (277) and also through his helplessness in identifying the reasons 

behind N o rm a 's  changing  identity, all he can say is "som eth ing  is happening". Many 

other examples could be cited which show the parallelism betw een l .e roy 's  hesitant 

masculinity and the narrative that describes it. Similarly, the narrative referring to 

N orm a 's  newly em erging  identity parallels the strength and m asculine traits she 

endeavors to attain and yet. it too falters when her femininity causes her to hesitate and 

break down into tears and relative uncertainty.

The them atic uncertainty and instability o f  identity and thus, power relations 

within the family are furthered by the combination o f  silence and speech w ithin thee 

narration. The fact that pow er relations fluctuate and l.eroy is no longer in control is 

indicated by N o rm a 's  silence on various occasions after being asked questions by Leroy 

or. at times when he expects her to respond to what lie has said and she does not. f o r  

example, when Leroy attempts talking about plans for their log cabin w hile  N orm a is 

busy exercising, he suggests jokingly . "You and me together could lift those logs. Its just 

like lifting weights" (275). She doesn 't  respond - she gives no answer, not even a smile. 

Again, on their w ay to Shiloh. N orm a is driving, and he attem pts to m ake conversation. 

But conversation is not possible because "she answ ers him in m onosyllab les"  (279). So 

we see the absence o f  speech indicates shift in power structures related to identity.

Temporal shifts within the narrative also indicate the effect o f  their changing 

identity on the narrative and on themselves, fo r  instance, we get to know that I eroy 

"likes to lie on the couch and smoke a jo in t and listen to N orm a Jean play ‘C an 't  l ake 

My Eyes O ff  You" and I'll Be B ack '"  (273). fhe  there is a time shift, introduced with 

the word "N ow ", which echoes the change in his situation where  N orm a prefers playing 

"W ho 'l l  Be the Next in Line?" (276). As if she is prepared to let go o f  her marital 

relationship and move in other directions. Leroy 's  authority has d im inished to the point 

where he speaks and N orm a hardly listens. This continues throughout the narrative w ith 

sccnes that contrast the before and after o f  their life together and their individual 

identities.
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A nother aspcct o f  the narrative implies a possible shift in identities is N orm a 's  

am biguous gesture o f  raising her arms as she turns tow ards Leroy while s tanding on the 

b lu f f  Leroy understands the gesture as an exercise for the chest muscles. I Icr intentions 

are unclear as to w he ther she is beckoning Leroy or not as she stands close to the b luff 

over the Tennessee river. It is. as i f  she feels that she is on dangerous ground. I icr attempt 

to soar may be successful or may end in tragedy. Leroy rushes tow ards her as best as he 

is able to do. It is difficult for him to catch up with her. W hether or not he can reach her 

and accom pany her through the transition o f  her se lf  is thereby questioned.

In the end. the reader is left with an image o f  N orm a standing with outspread arms 

on the edge o f  steep b lu ff  over the T ennessee river. T he narrative does not explain how 

N orm a wants to change her situation. T he reader is left to wonder: Y\ ill she ju m p ?  \ \  ill 

she tall back into her husband 's  arms w ho is now willing to support her transformed 

attitudes? Will she divorce him and go away on her own? T he narrative thus remains 

open-ended and suggests multiple possibilities at the end. However, w e do sense the 

conflict and helplessness that N orm a feels as she attempts to attain a more dom inant sell' 

identity as if  she herse lf  is uncertain as to which path she should take.

M aso n ’s story seem s to support Judith Butler’s theory that gender is performative 

and that the femim ine roles assigned to wom en in society force them to adhere to certain 

identity types. O nce those roles are restructured a w om an thinks and feels differently 

about her situation, though what is noticeable is the frustration, confusion and loss o f  

direction that accom panies  those changes.

A similarly opened-ended  short story namely. Grace P a ley 's  piece " I he Pale Pink 

Roast", is discussed in the next section. The discussion em phasizes  the importance o f  a 

clear understanding o f  w hat true freedom from patriarchal dom ination means, in terms o f  

resistance to the dom inating  power structures that influence identity construction.
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(ii) V ic t i m iz a t io n  o f  the  S e l f  in G r a c e  P a l e y ’s “ T h e  Pale  P in k  Roast"

Identity then, can be seen as largely dependent on the perform ance o f  gender 

defining roles. But. according to liberal feminists another path o f  em pow erm ent consists 

in using o n e ’s sexuality to attain power over the other. The next story to be considered is, 

Grace Paley’s “ The Pale Pink Roast” (1959). shows how em pow erm en t through 

sexuality actually consists in an identity construct which em bodies  a false prom ise o f  

freedom that cannot be fulfilled and. considering the com plicated em otions involved, can 

neither be justif ied  .

Paley was am ong the earliest American writers to explore the lives ol w om en. She 

began publishing in the late 1950s. just as the second wave ol the leminist m ovem ent 

began. Her works focus on the everyday lives o f  women. Regarding her writing. Paley 

com m ents in the following terms:

I was a w om an writing at the early m om ent when small drops o f  worried 

resentment and noble rage were secretly, slowly building in the second 

wave o f  the w o m en 's  movement. I d idn 't  know my sm all-drop presence or 

usefulness in this accumulation. (Geyh 94)

This statement indicates that her narratives are imbued with feminist ideas. She intended 

to raise the aw areness o f  w om en about the injustice and double standard prevailing in 

society which subjugated w om en physically, em otionally and psychologically .

Palcy 's  short story "The Pale Pink Roast", part o f  the short storv collection The 

Little Disturbances o f  Man. depicts the difference in situation o f  an ex-married couple. 

Peter and Anna, caused by social conditions and patriarchal pow er structures. T he story is 

effective in d iscussing feminist attitudes lo identity construction because in the story 

Paley (a) goes against traditional norms by em phasiz ing the female point o f  view; (b) 

shows sexual transgression o f  a w om an outside her marriage: (c) explores unconscious 

motivations for A n n a 's  actions; (d) uses a narrative which exposes the imbalance in 

dominant ideology: (e) investigates the shifting power re lationships between men 

and wom en, and o f  course; ( 0  narrates a story that resists closure.

In "Pale Pink Roast” , Paley focuses on the unhappiness o f  a divorced mother 

who feels the responsibility towards her child as a burden that restrains her and forces her
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to make decisions which she otherwise would not have taken. She ultimately gives her 

suppressed desire expression hut it is difficult for her to accept the position it puls her in. 

^  Contrastingly, w e are given the description o f  the father who in a carefree state o f  mind

easily shakes o f f  all his responsibilities and yet is quite com fortable with the decisions he 

takes.

Through her storytelling Paley goes against traditional norm s b \ em phasiz ing  the 

female point o f  view, gender-bending characters and also by leaving the narrative open- 

ended. Paley rewrites  maternal characters. Women, as they appear in her narratives, are 

no longer com placent about their situations for they have begun lo transgress imposed 

boundaries. A psychoanalytic approach to Palcv 's story shows how A n n a 's  sense o f  se lf 

and her decisions and thoughts are unconsciously motivated by the inequalities she 

notices in her condition and that o f  Peter. 

f  A n n a 's  behavior has a feminist twist to it. She cuckolds her new husband by

having an affair with her ex-husband. Peter leaves in the expected manner, laying all the 

blame on her for not telling him that she had a second husband. Why does A nna expose 

herself to such m eanness? Why does she feci the sexual attraction lo a person she knows 

to be an egocentric, selfish playboy? Their marriage was not one to be proud of. judging 

from Peter 's  flirtatious and carefree nature, and the fact that lie had unhesitatingly left his 

child with som eone else, even though he was meeting Judy (his daughter) after quite a 

long time.

If A nna w as bold enough to go through a divorcc why was it that she had

* subjected herse lf  to accusations by Peter, that she had seduced him. when he was the one

who kissed her first? Peter 's  accusation is quite offensive:

Y o u 're  great. Anna. Man. you 're  great. You wiggle you ass. You make a 

donkey  out o f  m e and him both. You co u ld 'v e  said no.( M ason 98)

Always, everything is a w o m an ’s fault. Even though he h im se lf  is a playboy and fools 

around he can afford to be judgmental because he has the full force o f  patriarchal 

structures to support him flic knowledge that Anna has remarried changes things for 

Peter w ho had only recently offered her a sporadic sexual relationship free o f  any 

com m itm ent, by saying, "You know, we could have had some pretty good times together 

*r every now and then if  you w eren ’t so resentful” (M ason 98). fhe  question again is Why

109
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does Anna expose herse lf  to such injustice? The answ er seems to lie in her desire to give 

herself the pow er to becom e more aggressive and som ehow challenge the situation she is 

^  in.

A nna feels the pressure o f  suppressing her needs and aspirations because o f  social 

circumstances. She is econom ically  dependent on her husband for her financial needs. 

This makes her feel helpless and powerless. T he fact that she permits the incident with 

Peter to happen show s that she is unhappy in a situation where she is forced to get 

remarried to provide for herse lf  and her child. What happens with Peter seem s to give her 

m omentary escape from the reality o f  her situation through the realization o f  a sexual 

fantasy. To cope with the injustices she feels are pulling her down she seems to have 

created an inner world o f  desire and fantasy. It is this inner world which has unconscious 

and uncontrollable control over her subjectivity. In the likeness o f  a liberal feminist, she 

K becomes sexually aggressive, both in language and in action, f o r  this one m om ent o f

gratification and wish-fulfillment. she rises above all restrictions and escapes the reality 

o f  her situation.

Escapism is generally associated with feelings o f  pow erlessness or pointlessness, 

a major issue in postm odern  thought. It manifests itself as a m eans o f  engrossing o n e ’s 

attention with alternate and fictitious realities, and. it also involves absolving o n ese lf  o f  

responsibility through the realization that one has no pow er to change the prevailing 

circumstances. But escapism  is not a solution to a situation o f  dom inance: rather, it is a 

perpetuation o f  the injustice by a denial o f  dominance. Such denial manifests itself in 

^  willing enactm ent o f  oppressive situations that increase o n e ’s restlessness and entails

masochistic self-sacrifice, resulting in further frustration. Rootlessness is enhanced 

through the realization o f  meaningless sexual exploits. Such a frail mode o f  

em pow erm ent cannot be a solution to the oppression o f  society.

Anna, therefore, cannot be happy even though she has attained her fictional 

em powerm ent. After all. she has used her body to exert pow er over Peter. It is not an 

object, but part o f  her identity. How she uses her body is part o f  the definition ol her 

identity. Anna. thus, feels the need to justify  her actions through her confession. "I really 

mean it. Peter. I did it for love". Anna cares as she says these words. T his proves that this 

it is not an act she is proud of. As a result, the only justification she can find is that she
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acted out o f  love for Peter. Her words uplift Peter’s ego and gives him the satisfaction o f  

being needed and loved. He is happy feeling he still has the upper hand even as she 

admits her emotional dependence.

A nna struggles with this contradiction within herself. She acts, as if. she were in 

control o f  the situation at hand and then, suddenly she breaks. When Peter takes o f f  his 

shirt she cannot but adm ire his physique. But then she thinks ol' what she had read 

somewhere, i.e. "cannibals , tasting man. saw him thereafter as the great pig. the pale pink 

roast’’ ( Paley 96). On the one hand, she attempts lo deny and suppress the desire she 

feels for Peter by equating him with a piece o f  meat. I.ike the fox in A eso p 's  fables who 

could not get the grapes and turned its desire into disgust by th inking the grapes were 

extremely sour. A nna attem pts to attach a repelling image to Peter. She objectifies him as 

a "pale pink roast’-. This attempt on her part signifies the high level o f  attraction that she 

feels towards him.

On the other hand, this cannibalistic image show s her wish to consum e him. In 

physical terms, this translates into the sexual aggressiveness she has displayed in 

language and action which is contradicted in her tears and subm issive plea that she did it 

for love o f  him. It appears, then, that Peter is not the subject o f  her desire. What seems lo 

have happened is that she has projected the desire for the unattainable image o f  Peter 

onto his physical bod) . In the process she has equated the image o f  cannibalism  with her 

carnal desire and the equivocal meaning presented by the m etaphor o f  the pale pink roast 

exposes the contradiction in her self.

Indeed Anna lets this sexual transgression happen because o f  love, but not 

because she loves Peter. She loves the carefree, healthy, image he projects. It is an image 

o f  total control; an image o f  power over his situation; an image o f  carefree indulgence. 

Apparently. A nna is so fascinated by this image o f  pow er and indulgence that she is 

willing to forget what she knows about him and his image. She forgets her past 

experience with Peter which must not have been perfect or it would not have ended up in 

divorce. Viewed in that light, it seems that her action is reflective o f  the masochistic 

sacrificing o f  her self.

Paley 's  story brings out the frustration o f  som eone bound in an unsatisfactory 

relationship. The story displays the psychological and em otional bondage o f  wom en
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within m arriages which they are forced into by circum stances. It seem s A nna admires 

Peter for the life spirit that marks all his actions. For one m om ent o f  satisfaction she 

forsakes her conscience. She does not want to think o f  the consequences  o f  her actions, 

feeling that she could get aw ay at being as unconcerned as Peter. I ler action is an attempt 

at the subversion o f  dom inance but she ultimately satisfies male concepts  o f  the female as 

being weak, emotional and out o f  control.

A n n a’s strong desire for em pow erm ent finds expression in her need to 

disem pow er Peter. She seduces him. seeking em pow erm ent through her sexuality. 

Expressing her sexuality  may be interpreted as a bold step to feel alive and take action 

against patriarchal forces. But paradoxically, this attem pt al em pow erm ent will 

perpetuate patriarchal dom ination. Peter leaves the flat happily, not bothered about their 

child, and not expressing any regret or showing any concern for her situation. Leaving the 

whole burden o f  guilt on Anna, he steps outside to be lost in a crowd, m aking sure to 

brush his hair before he does so. Just because one willingly takes part in a sexually 

motivated action, does that raise the act to one o f  em pow erm en t?  It seem s not. Or, we 

would not be seeing A n n a 's  tears and her attempt to justify her actions.

Grace Paley 's  narrative reveals that wom en endanger them selves  by giving in to 

their emotions. W omen have to be strong in order to free them selves  from manipulation 

by members o f  the opposite sex. There is also a pathetic side to this story as the reader 

feels that wom en have experienced subjugation for so long that even after being 

disappointed, as A nna has been, they are naive enough to think o f  life in romantic terms, 

continuously hoping for things that cannot be.

We get the feeling that Peter and A nna’s marriage has failed because there was a 

strong lack o f  reciprocal love between them. The physical attraction is there but the 

psychological bonding is absent. The bond that tics a couple together and that raises the 

marriage above m ere physical needs is jus t  not there. It as i f  w om en  such as Anna have 

adopted strong feminist ideals w ithout fully understanding what they are supposed to do 

in order to be free. Feminism is not always about cutting lose all bonds, as radical 

feminists tell us; Rather, it is also about encouraging a sym biotic  space within any 

relationship where disparities in identity can exist without chaos.
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On the whole, w e see reflected, in A nna 's  character portrayal a sense o f  se l f  that 

is confused, contradictory, self-victimizing, and self-destructive. A nna  suffers both 

emotionally and psychologically  because o f  the situation she is in. The torm ented se lf  has 

been created from the anguish and tears intensifying from her attem pt to break free from 

the helplessness and powerlessness o f  her situation by m eans o f  a sexual aggressiveness 

which she cannot com e to terms with.

Palev's critique o f  patriarchy, however, cuts both ways. It is against men. o f  

course, but it is also against w om en who participate in their own victimization. The 

narrative can be read as a critique o f  the double standard perpetuated by the dominant 

ideology. Patriarchy allows a sense o f  freedom as long as it does not conflict with the 

narcissism o f  dom ineering  male subjects and the positions they assume. The perverse and 

partial vision Peter upholds is characteristic o f  that dom inant group. I le colors Anna as 

resentful, vindictive, m ean and so on. The only time he sincerely says som ething good is 

after she has boosted his ego by saying she allowed such sexual transgression on her part, 

out o f  love for him. T hus the romantic illusion o f  perfect and constant love makes most 

women, like Anna, unable to see their own victimization as they search for perfection in 

identity structures, as em bodied  by the likes o f  Peter, that have not been fair to them.

This search for perfection, em pow erm ent and m eaning in identity structures is a 

com pelling struggle o f  the postmodern "1” . But it seems that in spite o f  the all-pervasive 

penetration o f  sexuality in contem porary  media and culture the prom ise o f  em pow erm ent 

falls far short o f  expectations. In em ploying sexuality as a m eans to attain an em pow ered 

identity, w om en only get frustrated and give in to further helplessness accom panied  by a 

loss o f  direction. Thus, the unlimited freedom o f  postm odern  conceptualization and 

identity construction does not always lead to euphoria and unlimited happiness since 

there are grave pitfalls that one must be wary of.

T he next narrative to be considered is written in a form known as the "short-short 

story", otherw ise termed as “ flash fiction" and “sudden fiction". T hough quite short (less 

than 1500 words) it. like a good commercial, quite effectively draw s out its point. In this 

case, the narrative show s that the attempt at unconstrained freedom within postmodern 

social narratives has rendered relationships stale and language inadequate. Nothing can 

satisfy the unquenchable thirst o f  unlimited desire. And. identity constructions arc 

shallow and unstable.

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



(iii) S imulacrum,  Mediated Selves and “ Living with Contradict ions”

In very few words and phrases, Lynne T il lm an 's  story "L iv ing  with 

Contradictions” (1982), reveals the instability and unreliability at the heart o f  all 

postmodern identity constructs, especially those in A m erican society . Hie aspiration ol 

attaining unwarranted freedom leads postmodern subjects to reject any idea that even 

suggests dom ination or conform ity  to tradition. The only suggestions for identity 

construction that are accepted on a personal plane are those that em anate  from media 

images o f  contem porary  culture, as reflected in magazines and com m ercials .

The story "L iv ing  with Contradictions", based on the experience o f  life in 

contemporary Am erica, can be discussed as it relates to postm odern sel l  construction, 

with reference to the following: (a) portrayal o f  the contradiction at the heart o f  

postmodern relationships; (b) use o f  aphoristic, com m ercia lized  language; (c) 

experiments in se lf  construction; (d) commodification o f  language and em otions; (e) 

depiction o f  the oppression o f  mediated images; (f) blurring o f  reality; (g) use o f  female 

point o f  view; and (h). use o f  the short-short story form.

T illm an 's  story portrays som e o f  the dem ands that social and sexual freedom 

place on contem porary  relationships. Ironically, the kind o f  intellectual and sexual 

freedom that is portrayed in contemporary lifestyles seems incom plete and lacking in 

depth even to the characters themselves. Deficient in em otion and instinctual drive, 

everything seems to be program m ed into a hyperreal mode o f  existence that complicates 

the sense o f  se lf  o f  the protagonist Julie and her partner Joe.

Julie and Joe have been living together for three years and yet have no proper way 

o f  addressing each other. The narrator scrutinizes a relationship where two people o f  the 

opposite sex live together yet com plicate matters by refusing to com m it them selves to 

each other. As Julie questions her situation she realizes the contradictions at the heart o f  

postmodern relationships which makes her sense o f  identity unstable and full o f  

contradiction.

This story reveals contem porary  American life as having lost all natural affiliation 

to the real. It begins with the following line, "He d idn 't  want to light in any w ar and she 

d idn 't  want to have a ch ild”( 121). Instantly, the reader is faced with the problematics o f
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the relationship. Neither o f  the parties concerned wants to conform  to a traditional 

relationship. As is well-know n, war and m anhood have alw ays been interconnected. 

Strong associations o f  man as warrior and guardian, as courageous and fearless, as bold 

and unwavering, have forever been a culturally accepted given.

On the other hand, m otherhood has always been associa ted with the gentle, 

caring, nurturing, self-sacrificing tendencies o f women. The fact that the 'h e '  o f  the story 

is unwilling to face w ar and the ‘she’ unwilling to have a child tells us that neither o f  

them is w illing to conform to traditional roles o f  b readw inner and protector, on the one 

hand, and hom em aker and caregiver, on the other. The dilem m a Julie and her partner face 

is due to their reluctance to adhere to traditional identity roles. In an attem pt to defy all 

traditional norms they live together, careful not to obstruct each o th e r 's  freedom, or to 

ask for explanations, wary o f  being considered imposing. She a ttem pts to show herse lf  as 

undisturbed by being in a relationship where there is no pressure o f  com m itm ent.

In a further attempt to retain neutrality within the relationship, neither Julie nor 

Joe want to identify them selves as lovers or as husband and wife. Such a s tance leads the 

reader into a whole new territory o f  interpretation; i.e. the role o f  language in normalizing 

or dem onizing a subject. The aw areness that meanings cannot be imposed on signs and 

that signs take on m eaning  according to the context and more com m only  that signs 

engage in creating m eanings and thus create social codes leads the narrator to warily use 

words so that they can sound neutral in referring to relationships. I he phrase she com es 

up with to define their re lationship is, "Partners in a pair-bonded situation" (121).

Hchoing K risteva’s suspicion o f  nomenclature that defines a subject through 

ideological power structures. Julie refuses to use the labels o f  ’husband". Mover" and 

‘wife". These words arc now considered part o f  a patriarchal sign system that has been 

unfair and oppressive tow ards women. So. none o f  the w ords "lovers'", "husband", 

"w ife” , none can be appropriately applied to the relationship because that would taint the 

situation with the interplay o f  power structures and preconceived notions. Thus, she 

demonstrates her knowledge o f  how dom inance is perpetuated through language.

Prevailing ideas are that lovers tend to dominate each o ther by restricting how  and 

what they do and say and husbands tend to dominate their w ives and restrict their 

freedom o f  m ovem ent outside the home. Thus, a whole range o f  negative associations
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com e to mind through the usage o f  labels derived from patriarchal pow er structures. 

These associa tions include words such as “ sacrifice"', “ subserv ience” , “ bondage” , 

"restrictions" etc. Since the word "partner" has no such connotation both players seem to 

be on a level playing field.

The point is that prevailing discourses find expression in language. Ju lie 's  

awareness o f  the pow er exerted through language reflects the need for change in 

language in order to resist dom inating power structures. A realization o f  such necessity is 

seen in the way the word housewife has been purged o f  subjugating associa tions by being 

replaced by the word homemaker. The replacem ent o f  one word by ano ther in an attempt 

to escape pre-conditioned responses and thoughts reminds one o f  Michel Foucault 's  

theory o f  "discursive formations” (Foucault 425). Julie a ttem pts to bypass the effects ol 

such formations relating to relationships between opposite sexes b\ refusing to use stock 

words and phrases that would com e to attribute more m eaning to a re lationship than there 

actually is within it. This intent reveals one aspect o f  Ju l ie 's  sense o f  se lf  i.e. her 

awareness o f  the influence o f  discourse on the creation o f  the self.

Since Julie understands som ething o f  the discursive practices involved in identity 

construction, she asks herself, "W hat would it be like not to have a contem porary  mind?" 

This is a significant question which refers to a more uncom plicated  time before the 

advent o f  postm odernism , where there was stability, morality and a fixed reality. But the 

contem porary mind is now concerned with contexts, relationality. perspectiv ism . gender, 

hyperrealism, simulation, etc. in ways which destabilize all previous concepts  that were 

once considered permanent.

I his question em phasizes the effect o f  postmodern d iscourses o f  fragmentation 

and mediated experience upon the construction o f  identity. Julie know s she lias a 

contemporary mind. This is a mind that is confused by capitalist propaganda, and does 

not know what to trust and what not to. With a mind and body exposed  constantly to

1 A discursive formation, according to Foucault in his book Archeology of' Knowledge, is a way o f  thinking 
during a particular period o f  time that gives rise to certain kinds o f  information. Discursive formations 
channel power through their normativity i.e., by defining normal and deviant patterns o f  behav ing, desiring, 
being. It is through discursive formations that power, in the form o f  discourse, produces identities by 
producing “knowing subjects’'.
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differing possibilities she can construct an identity which wants to resist entrapm ent into 

overw helm ing pow er structures that can affect her thoughts and feelings.

She ponders over the effect o f  being another person from ano ther time on her 

relationship. The postm odern world allows her to experim ent with her self. T his is also a 

realization o f  the fact that social change is a result of. and results in. an overall change in 

mindsets. This in turn, affects the way individuals perceive reality. And that affects the 

emotional tem peram ent o f  the individual, determ ining how s/he interacts in society.

T hus the fleeting nature o f  all postmodern experience m akes it difficult to placc 

faith in any type o f  relationship. Julie com m ents  on changes in the wav we interact as she 

contem plates life and relationships before the advent and upsurge o f  capitalism. She 

realizes that capitalism  affects contem porary  social relations. Yet. ironically, when she 

refers to feudal relationships before the advent o f  capitalism she says. "Feudal 

relationships. I w ant one o f  those” (121). as if  such a relationship w as som ething you 

could buy from the supermarket. Here Julie seems to be echoing  Douglas K ellner 's  

observation that lifestyles and identities are marketed through media images. C onsum er 

m arketing has. thus, destroyed the concept o f  authentic identities.

But that is not all. consum erism  has also made language a com m odity . As a 

commodity its presence in the m arketplace has changed its identity. Language has lost its 

innocence. It now  m anipulates and creates reality. And it has been corrupted by an all- 

pervasive com m ercial agenda. Language had. for a long time, been a m edium  for 

expressing o n e 's  perception o f  reality. In consum er culture, language is now used to 

create reality; nothing can be deemed original or real anym ore. Everything has to 

measure up to s tandards developed by the media. It presents im ages and language that 

permits and perpetuates the circulation and establishm ent o f  falsification in the form o f  

alternate truths and possible realities. Identification with such images and language 

involves creating a se lf  that is an imitation o f  a simulated reality. Being casual now 

involves a kind o f  intentional dressing down that must put on the appearance o f  being 

casual. Expressing love involves flowers, chocolates, and cards etc. And being the perfect 

person involves being vocal, confident, pleasant to look at. w ell-dressed, financially 

solvent and. o f  course, having a perfect body.
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C om m odifica tion  o f  language and the se lf has, therefore, resulted in a strong self- 

consciousness which inhabits the space o f  intimacy. As a result Julie tells us. ' Intimacy 

is something people used to talk about before commercials. "N ow  th ere ’s nothing to say" 

(121). Because every intimate utterance has already been said and every image o f  

intimacy already publicized, nothing can match up to the "spectac le” ' o f  it. Thus, 

intimac_\ is lost as com m ercia ls  intrude into the personal space o f  postm odern subjects 

and spectacle takes preference over the real. Am ongst all the turmoil o f  media images o f  

love and passion, re lationships dissolve into confused nothingness.

In consum er society, natural needs and cravings are replaced by intense desire. 

Compared to images o f  intense desire, natural and subtle feelings make people feel 

awkward because o f  the lack o f  intensity and exuberance. Intimacy is lost because open 

sexuality has attained normalcy. In the hectic schedule o f  con tem porary  life Julie feels 

►- that com m ercials  have contam inated the space people once had for them selves by

inflating their expectations to cause and effect. Ju lie 's  "There is nothing to say”( 121) 

immediately after the m ention o f  commercials, suggests that there is no language usage 

that could avoid referring to the media. This implies that the m edia is gradually  pervading 

the personal realm and claim ing everyone 's  personal space.

I he illusory world o f  com m ercials and the depiction o f  false perfection therein, 

has destroyed any and all acceptance o f  the natural state o f  things. On screen images 

surpass anything that can be expected in life. I his results in self-consciousness and 

dissatisfaction with o n e ’s circumstances, which, in turn, creates a void within the subject. 

Once the void is created a distrust grows which destabilizes faith in o n e ’s se lf  and 

relationships. To fill this void, language and action are modified to create situations that 

simulate that which is seen on the screen. This ultimately creates a new identity, in 

accordance with what the subject is exposed to through the media.

The media is not used to com m unicate  and establish truth: rather, it is now openl) 

used to make one believe in lies. Advertising uses language as a m edium  to create reality 

and most postm odern subjects cannot tell the difference between reality and fiction. 

Julie’s mention o f  ivory soap is significant in this regard. Proctor and G am ble  write the

"Spectacle" has a special meaning in postmodern theory. A term coined by the French critic Guy Debord 
T  in The Society o f the Spectacle it is used to refer to the experience o f  life through mediated images which

modify behaviour and construct new realities.
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history o f  ivory soap, on their website, claiming it to be a connection to the past in the 

following way :

During the past 125 years. Ivory has transcended its place in history as 

more than a soap. Ivory is a connection to the simple, pure times o f  

yesteryear. It represents everyday m om ents that becom e special memories. 

And ju s t  as American families have grown so has Ivory, bringing with it

the promise o f  purity and mildness for our children and our ch ildren 's

children. [© 2009 Procter & Gamble)

The presentation o f  Ivory as having become more than a soap as it represents "everyday 

moments that have become special" brings to mind l.inda l lu tc h eo n 's  claim in The 

Politics o f  Postmodernism, that in postmodern times know ledge o f  the past is more about 

representation than o f  "objective recording" :

K now ing the past becomes an object o f  representing, that is, o f  

constructing and interpreting, not o f  objective record ing .(81)

In the case o f  ivory soap the claim has been made public and it boldly stares one in the

face as a historical fact. N o one challenges or feels the need to challenge whether or not

the claim is true; no one feels the need to wonder whether or not the soap has fulfilled its 

promise o f  “purity and m ildness."  The image o f  its fulfilling its c laim s is all that there is. 

Innumerable com m ercia ls  dating from the beginnings o f  ivory soap show smiling 

American families all o f  w hom  seem to be using it.

The presence o f  such mediated experience is overwhelm ing. As Julie stresses, “ Its 

impossible not to be affected" (Tillman 121). It seems that mediated images play the role 

o f  a surrogate m other for Julie in her formation as a postm odern  subject. The media, as 

surrogate mother, constantly  provides images o f  consum ption, ex travagance and 

extremity for her. Julie, as subject, in accordance with the num erous possibilities 

provided by these images, considers remaking her identity to match the image that 

attracts her vision. However, what she considers to be real is actually imaginary and, 

therefore, constantly unattainable. The thirst for identity, therefore, is never quenched 

since desire remains unfulfilled. The mediated image can offer acccss to the imaginary 

but can never present reality to her without tainting it with versions o f  the real.
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Thus Julie finds herse lf  in a critical situation. On the one hand, she tries to resist a 

traditional lifestyle, hut on the other, she sees through the euphoric  lifestyles and 

relationships offered through images o f  capitalist consum er culture. T he mediated images 

o f  life as it is supposed to be affect her. She wants to be progressive but som ehow  finds 

all to be illusory. She feels the emptiness in contem porary  rela tionships and the lack o f  

commitment. These are unstable, self-consuming contemporary re lationships com e and 

go like new fashions. Unlike in the past, when marriages and love were lifelong 

com m itm ents, in contem porary  society, the dissolution o f  m arriages and love 

relationships have been normalized to the extent that people think - when one goes, 

another will com e along like a new fashion.

Julie notices such "Consum erism  in love" (122) as all her friends constantly talk 

about newfound relationships and lovers. Relationships are treated as material objects, lo 

r  he temporarily used and then thrown away without any misgiving. She states that love

relationships arc as tem porary  as a film, "that lasts an hour and a hall', feature-length, and 

then you 're  hungry again"(122). This implies that the concept o f  romantic love, as 

portrayed in the movies, is largely responsible for the constant and repetitive search for a 

soulmate. There is a sort o f  desperation in the narrative tone which reflects the hopeless 

search for m eaning and constancy in love. This suggests that inconstancy and non

com m itm ent relationships can only lead to se lf-objectification . '

The postm odern situation fills the subject with insecurities, doubts and 

dissatisfaction at every m om ent and in every emotion. This is consum erism  at work. It is 

the all-consum ing hunger o f  a capitalist society which can never be content with what it 

has. Consum er culture constantly creates and recreates a void within the postmodern 

subject. This void initializes an accumulation o f  varied com m ercia l products which 

become the basis o f  a new expression o f  the self. Everyone reaches to fulfill a dream or a 

fantasy, but it is a dream that every other person participates in. in com m ercials ,  there is 

always a blurring o f  boundaries between the real and the m anufactured. But as we arc

' From this point o f  view, it appears that contemporary western w om en are only disadvantaged to the extent 
that they allow themselves to be turned into objects. The greater freedom that women, for example, enjoy 
in American life allows them to establish themselves to be more than jus t  sex objects. Ironically, though, 
they use this freedom to be sexually aggressive which, in turn, takes them back to attaining the position that 

T  they wanted to escape in the first place.
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told, no am ount o f  voyeuristic  intensity can match up to "being hcld”( 121). This implies 

that advertisem ents have affected change within the subtle m om en ts  o f  intimate 

relationships. Instead o f  relationships being enriched with love and subtlety, intimate 

m oments consist o f  the lure o f  sexuality and desire.

Like the m arketing strategy that consists in repeating an idea or a statement until 

it becomes the truth, through repetition Julie tries to establish the truth that they are not a 

couple. That truth is. “T he great adventure, the pioneering thing is to live together and not 

be a couple" (Tillman 122). The postmodern subject is never appeased  as postmodern 

conditions and m edia images tell it to aspire to be anything and have everything.

The problem with media images is that postmodern subjects  becom e accustom ed 

to accepting all the images they are bombarded with as true. They unquestioningly  accept 

excesses in the portrayal o f  emotions, actions, and the unique wordplay  as true and proper 

reality. But, like a child who thinks s/he is in control and know s everything around 

him/her. the postm odern se l f  is just,  “an infant out o f  reason, speaking reasonably about 

the unreasonable" (Tillman 123). For. there is no truth to turn to which is above question. 

There is no image to turn to that is not somehow manufactured. There is no idea that has 

not been deconstructed. And there is no emotion left pure enough to resist the 

commercial agenda.

The ramification o f  a self, which is constantly recreated anew in accordance with 

its aspirations toward images o f  consumption is a constant restlessness for euphoric 

experience. But it is difficult to keep up the constant euphoria  dem anded  in such a 

situation. It is the paradox o f  postmodern subjectivity that it offers an individual full 

control o f  w ho and what s/he wants to become, yet appears to be most limited as it 

succumbs to images supplied by the media which manipulates those postm odern  subjects 

towards consum erist ends. As a result, all subject positions entail the construction o f  

identities which end up thinking o f  the same euphoric lifestyle, devoid o f  both 

com m itm ents and a stable sense o f  self.

Lynne T il lm an 's  use o f  form and language m atches the restlessness o f  the 

postmodern attitude o f  consum erism . The form o f  this piece o f  “ sudden fiction"/ “short- 

short story is appropriate  for the short attention span o f  readers w ho  live fast lives and 

need change every o ther moment. T he aphoristic language o f  the short sections com e out
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like the m essages o f  com m ercials .  And like the message o f  com m ercia ls  that are repeated 

till they become true, in the story we are repeatedly reminded that Julie and Joe are not 

lovers. But like those m essages that hide the truth, for all the repetition. "Julie couldn 't  

abandon her desire for love" (Tillman 123).

So. what we see is that postmodern identities constructed out o f  the myth o f  

consumerist freedom severely lack contentment, which is the prerequisite o f  true 

happiness. This lack o f  contentm ent leads them to self-centeredly question how much 

benefit they have gained out o f  any and all relationships. I his not only destroys 

relationships it also destroys any prospect o f  stability for that identity. Thus, the 

postmodern ” 1'' becom es irrational, doubtful, discontented and restless in its search for a 

mediated image o f  perfection that can never be attained. This story reveals the 

disorienting effect o f  the spectacle o f  media images on the Am erican postm odern ” 1“ that 

manifests itself in the instability central to all postmodern identity constructs.

As Tillman show s suspicion o f  nomenclature as being a social mechanism 

through which dom inance is perpetuated, so Ursula Le Guin sees nom encla ture  as part o f  

a patriarchal sign system that has been unfair and oppressive tow ards w om en. The next 

section will feature a discussion o f  Ursula L.e G u in 's  short story "She  U nnam es Them " 

which focuses on how language has been traditionally used to construct preconceived 

notions o f  identity. The story proposes total subversion o f  authority  by taking back all 

names though at the end o f  the story it does seem that such a desperate  action results in 

complete uncertainty o f  identity and again positions the subject at a loss in the quest for 

happiness.
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(iv) L a n g u a g e ,  Ide nt i ty  a n d  U rsu la  Le  G u i n ’s “ Sh e  U n n a m e s  T h e m ”

'  In this day and age o f  postmodernist theories, we realize how  nam es and referents

carry with them vast expanses o f  preset attitudes, ideas and ex tensive positive and 

negative connotations. In Beyond God the Father: Toward a Philosophy o f  Women \s 

Liberation Mary Daly chalks this path for w o m en 's  em ancipation  which consists in 

breaking down oppressive power structures that are at play within language itself. She 

complains that w om en have been deprived o f  the power o f  nam ing : ". . .W om en have 

had the pow er o f  nam ing stolen from us.” Referring to the G enesis  story o f  A d a m ’s 

naming the anim als and the w om an, she em phasizes the pow erlessness o f  a situation 

which is partial because there is no dialogue between the sexes. She, thus, proposes that 

vast changes must be m ade to the semantic field as "universal im posing o f  nam es by men 

v  has been false because partia l” (8).

Ursula Le G u in ’s She Unnames Them is a narrative exposition o f  the same idea. 

Embedded within the plot o f  Ursula Le G u in 's  “ She U nnam es T h em ” (1988) is a 

subversive version o f  the story o f  Adam and Eve, in which. Eve calmly takes action 

against the oppression o f  the symbolic system which excludes her opinion and takes her 

presence for granted. Postmodern feminist authors, such as Le G uin . concerned with 

interactions between language and gender vent their frustration at a language which 

dism em bers their intentions, dislocates their sense o f  se lf  and e ludes their grasp. The 

story “ She U nnam es T h em ” is significant in the discussion o f  postm odern identity 

formation because in this story Le Guin. (a) rewrites history from a feminist perspective, 

(b) highlights the oppression em bedded in linguistic signiHers, (c) com m ents  on gender 

disparity within the marital relationship, (d) constructs a narrative o f  identity which sets 

apace the breakdown o f  linear temporality, (e) breaks the frames o f  normalization. (I') 

instills an awareness o f  suppression, and yet (g) leads identity to a path o f  uncertainty.

L eG uin’s story is a narrative which shows through E v e ’s characterization a 

subversive story o f  a long silenced w o m en ’s point o f  view. O nly  recently Eve. as a 

symbolic representative o f  female subservience, has gained the pow er to rewrite the

Genesis story. Having been subservient for so long to a male order, she now attempts lo

•  break the bond o f  compliance. She begins, significantly, by taking back all the names
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that Adam, as a sym bolic  representative o f  male dom inance, had assigned to living 

breathing animals.

A ssigning a name, to any object or species, indicates the com bined  presence o f  

authority and power. This pow er manifests itself in the entitlem ent o f  som eone to assign 

a name by which to refer to a certain subject, object, creature or human. In Le G u m 's  

"She Unnames T hem " Lve has taken over A d am 's  prerogative to nam e the creatures 

around him. By unnam ing  all the creatures that Adam has so far named she intends to 

free them from the dom ination o f  preconceptions.

N am es categorize and specify subjects. The nam e as label then identifies certain 

formulated characteristics that we expect to find within those subjects. Any alterity is 

subject to question. We grow accustom ed to use and reuse nam es without questioning the 

reason for their com ing  into being. As a result, over time these nam es are normalized, by 

acceptance o f  all their positive and negative implications without questioning.

E ve’s process o f  unnam ing all living things around her. shows an attempt to free 

those living things o f  preconceived notions o f  what they are. I ve. therefore, subverts the 

authority exerted through the nam ing process by unnam ing the non-hum an world and 

even eventually  unnam ing herself. Thus Kve attempts to aw aken  a deadened 

consciousness, which permits an indifference that allows conditions to stay as they arc. 

This indifference leads to nam es being "accepted and ignored ' at the sam e time. This 

attempt at freeing o n e 's  se lf  from language parallels Julia K ris teva 's  take on the 

exploration o f  feminists in contem porary art who attempt "to break the code, to shatter 

language, to find a specific discourse closer to the body and em otions, to the 

unnamable repressed by the social contract" (24-25).

The im portance o f  aw akening  a deadened consciousness as the prim ary stage ol 

initiating change is em phasized in Le G u in ’s story by Kve’s observation that most o f  the 

animals she has unnam ed accept their new condition o f  nam elessness with perfect 

indifference. T he significance o f  the change in situation goes unnoticed to the animals 

who have accepted their condition as a pregiven. Prevalence o f  such a deadened 

consciousness nullifies the expected cataclysmic effect o f  the unnaming.

* Kristeva believes that through this subversive attempt at breaking the bonds o f  language she is not 
seeking to establish a “w o m an ’s language” ; rather, she is attempting to arouse a deadened consciousness.
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But the change is significant even though most anim als do not realize it. I've, 

therefore, feels the fear o f  going against and destroying everything that she took to be 

^  natural for so long because . .all the Linnaean qualifiers that had trailed along behind

them for two hundred years like tin cans tied to a tail" (525). The reference underscores 

the naming process. As is obvious, when tin cans are tied to the tail o f  an animal the 

sound made by them  banging on the road precedes the physical presence o f  the animal. 

This image signifies the connotation and denotation carried by the nam e itself which, 

however, resides apart from the actual animal. In most cases nom encla ture is an 

imperfect process o f  identification in which the animal itself has no say. Its identity, 

therefore, has been defined by the name given to it by others.

Considering that postmodern theorists sec identity as a cultural and linguistic 

construct, losing o n e 's  nam e is. thus, equivalent to the losing o f  o n e 's  identity, five's 

unnam ing o f  creatures som ehow equates them all and places them at the same level of 

existence. There is no high or low, no pride or prejudice, no expectation nor 

disappointment, and no stereotyped identities affecting relationships. The linguistic 

absence o f  symbolic identifiers suddenly does aw ay with all sources o f  distinction and 

contradiction.

Such imposition o f  identity indicates a certain powcrlessness. But this 

powerlessness is veiled to those in privileged positions within the signifying system, fo 

them, there is nothing w rong with the system; all are equal, all are free. Similarly, those 

who are deprived and oppressed by the system and yet are in denial about their condition 

'  o f  servitude are also unwilling to part with a system that has served them well for so long.

1 or example, as we arc told. "It was with the dogs, and with som e parrots, 

lovebirds, ravens and m ynahs that the trouble arose." It is interesting to note that all the 

birds and. o f  course, the dogs mentioned as denying to part with their name arc 

domesticated. I labituatcd to regarding Man as their master, habituated to complete 

servitude and living under the protection o f  their masters, they have a false sense o f  

equality and freedom.

What is implied here is that domestication has deadened the consciousness. T hese 

animals have no separate identity apart from their connection to their masters. T hough 

they are told o f  their situation and given an option to change it. they are unwilling to do
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so because they were “verbally talented” (525) i.e. they have had som e say in their affairs 

and they are w illing to stay as they are. They lack aw areness o f  the injustice em bedded 

in their situation. It is such deadened consciousness that Le Guin. through I’ve, wishes to 

awaken.

Eventually. Eve convinces all animals and birds to give back their names. She 

then turns to unnam ing  herse lf  and giving back the all the unwanted names Adam had 

given her. And he had told her to put her anxiety-ridden load o f  nam es dow'n without 

even asking why she w ould  want to do so. It is at that m om ent that all the uncertainty, 

fear, doubts, about her new identity com es to surface.

Eve hesitates. Her hesitation reveals the unwillingness with which she now 

proceeds tow ards an uncertain future. She responds to A d a m 's  inquiry about dinner with 

the answer. “ I 'm  not sure” , indicating that she is uncertain o f  all that she was previously 

sure of. The line also reasserts the hesitancy on her part which would not be brought into 

consideration if the answ er was a clear “ I d o n ’t know ” . Som eone else has m ade her 

aware o f  the need to change her circumstances. And it is "W ith them " that she now 

leaves.

" I 'm  going now. With the "  I hesitated, and finally said. "W ith them, 

you know ."  and went on out. (526)

Words such as 'f ina lly ' and 'hesita ted ' and her uneasiness clearly convey the message 

that she w ould have easily accepted an alternate solution to the problem if  only Adam 

would cooperate  and show som e initiative.

A d a m 's  indifference makes Eve sad. She sees no regret or anxiety in him. She 

wants to talk things through but he does not seem to be paying much attention. I le is too 

busy fitting parts and assem bling  and reassembling them. His actions are sym bolic o f  the 

man-made social system which he so adamantly builds and keeps together. Creating a 

whole assemblage, he overlooks the minute parts for what they are. parts o f  a whole. His 

indifference and lack o f  attention seem to reflect his policy o f  resistance to change. It is 

his way o f  saying that things are perfect as they arc.

As it is. the image o f ' f i t t in g  parts ' sounds inorganic, lifeless and unalterable, as 

opposed to the image which the single word 'ga rden ' brings to mind. He is so busy that 

he fails to see and understand the person w'ho prepares dinner. I le is totally unaware that
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his wife could want anything m ore out o f  the relationship. T his reflects a mindset that is 

fixed centered on the notion that what works for him in the family and social arena must 

inevitably work for the "other".

Kve. in this case, being the "other", finds herself  frustrated at his inability to 

apprehend her stigma. This is a kind o f  betrayal to her as she is now forced to consider 

her position in the family and in society as a whole. Feeling disappointed and rejected b\ 

all that she has tried to build within the nexus o f  the family, she chooses, in her own way. 

to rise against such dominance.

In an attem pt to reclaim the identity that has been denied her by the symbolic 

system at play. Kve exiles herself  from the present, hoping to appear in the past and 

possibly the future. She hopes to be reinserted into a history in which her presence has 

been overlooked and negatively portrayed. She has alienated herse lf  from the language 

that has worked for her for so long.

Kve realizes that all things will now appear to her in a different light. 

Accordingly, as m edium  o f  presentation her language must also change :

"M y w ords now must be as slow, as new. as single, as tentative as the

steps I took going down the path away from the house, between the dark- 

branched. tall dancers motionless against the w in ter shining."  (Guin 526)

Her words must be 's lo w ' because o f  her self-consciousness, 'n e w ' because o f  the

inherently new m eanings they envelop, ’single' for she now she puts /  instead o f  we at 

the forefront o f  her vocabulary, which is to be tentative, for she cannot anticipate what 

future awaits her in these changed circumstances. The sem i-consc ious state o f  

unawareness has now receded. She can no longer naively "chatter  aw ay" (526).

For Kve. the consequence o f  her new found aw areness  is the end o f  naivety; the 

end o f  being oblivious o f  the oppression that works through language. She can no longer 

use words without thinking o f  their negative and burdening effect. O nce one breaks free 

from the illusion that veils the power structures at work in society there is no turning 

back. Once one is aw;are o f  the social and political ramifications o f  each and every word 

and deed, each step becom es treacherous, each word a possible llavv.

Since her rebellion, R ve 's  previous less aw are and m ore conform ing identity has 

now been replaced by one which secs through the false illumination that blinded her
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vision and prevented her from seeing the darkness and shadow  that lurked behind her 

happiness. She is now  denied the blinding light o f  false happiness.

The step she undertakes to re-examine the relationship with her husband echoes 

Kristeva 's observation that w hether they understand the source o f  their dissatisfaction or 

not. wom en in Europe are faced with the question o f  where language as representative o f  

the symbolic order has placed them. They want to expose tradition for what it is and then 

transform it so as to include them selves within it . "no longer w ishing to be excluded 

or no longer content with the function which has always been dem anded"  o f  them 

(Kristeva 24). She seem s to suggest that going against the established order is like 

sacrificing all that one has perceived to be real. This epistem ological uncertainty is a 

difficulty which l.e G u in ’s live encounters towards the end o f  her story: "In fact. I had 

only just then realized how  hard it would have been to explain myself. I could not chatter 

away as I used to. taking it all for granted" (526). As a result o f  this realization or newly 

found perception o f  the order o f  things, language is now burdened with the consciousness 

o f  being denied a voice.

Now that she is now  less stable, more full o f  doubt, and m ore suspecting o f  the 

world around her. she will see things in a different light. But it is clear from her hesitation 

that she certainly has not given up on the relationship. Only, forced by circum stance to 

vent her frustration she still hesitates before leaving behind an identity which has "really 

been useful." Even till the last moment she shows concern for that which she leaves 

behind. Undoubtedly, she is prepared to listen if Adam is w illing to talk.

W hat is clear from the discussion above then is that radically going against 

signifying systems that are considered to exempt and isolate w om en, and stop them from 

having a voice in society m ay be necessary, but only to a certain extent. Total eradication 

and rewriting o f  positionalities would only cause disorientation, sadness, confusion for 

female identity and would not change the mindset o f  the dom inating  group. Such an 

identity for w om en would not achieve a balance in power structures; rather, it would 

further isolate them.

The effects o f  isolation and conflict can have d isturbing effects on identity 

formation. Furthermore, the dependence on mediated images as role models also 

psychologically and emotionally  pushes a subject towards schizophrenia  the definitive
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psychological norm o f  postm odernism . The next text to be analyzed is the novel The 

BluesI Eye by Toni Morrison. In this novel Morrison portrays the devasta ting  story o f  the 

identity formation o f  a girl child w ho being isolated both in and outside the family looks 

for models o f  identification in a fantasy world influenced by unattainable images o f  

beauty and love.

(v) False  Mirrors :  D e p e n d e n c e  on the W o r ld  for  Ident i f icat ion  in T o n i  M o r r i s o n ’s

The Bluest Eye.

In an interview in 1978. Toni Morrison describes The Bluest Eye (1979) as a 

novel "about o n e 's  dependency  on the world for identification, se l f  value and feeling o f  

worth". In her novel. Morrison has emphasized certain social and psychological aspects 

o f  identity formation through which the story o f  Pecola m oves tow ards tragic proportions 

as she finds herse lf  helplessly lacking encouraging m odels o f  identity for identification. 

By centering on the identity crisis o f  Pecola. M orrison 's  novel can be the basis o f  an 

interesting study o f  postmodern self-construction. The aspects o f  identity formation 

emphasized in the story are unsuitable for Pecola as m odels o f  identity because being 

derived from the media and cultural prejudice, they underm ine her cpistemological 

presence.

The reason why I have selected Pecola as the character most ana logous to a 

postmodern se lf  is because Pecola is an incomplete project in identity formation. In many 

ways her existence anticipates the identity o f  a postmodern ” 1" that is on a constant 

search for m eaning and recognition within an uncertain ontological space. Both Pecola 

and a postmodern se lf  look for places o f  identification outside the family; both arc 

obsessed with beauty and false images; both are highly susceptible to outs ide  influence: 

both display schizophrenic identities: both are trapped in their immaturity: both are 

unaware o f  the m anipulation at work behind the fulfillment o f  their needs: and. o f  course, 

with no stable com m unity  to sustain a positive sense o f  se lf  both Pecola and the 

postmodern "I” are unsure about their identity.

M orrison 's  The Bluest Eye can be discussed in relation to identity construction in 

the following ways: (a) the need o f  a stable identity model from within the family; (b) the
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negative impact o f  non-com m unity; (c) the negative impact o f  an obsession with iconic 

beauty; (d) the effects o f  an unstable sense o f  morality; (e) the effect o f  having non

nurturing parents; (f) the disorientation o f  a se lf  consum ed by false images; and o f  

course, (g) the negative effect o f  dependence on an unstable society for a feeling o f  

worth.

M orrison 's  The Blues! Eye (1969). is the story o f  Pecola. a black girl 

growing up in the 1930s. Her experience is both pathetic and eye-opening. In The 

Bluest Eye Toni M orrison clearly depicts the devastating effects o f  the o f  lack o f  a proper 

role model from within the family for identification and o f  internalization o f  oppression 

and rejection. M orrison shows how prevailing ideas and images o f  beauty  as perpetuated 

through mediated images and social consciousness is enough to destixn o n e 's  se lf  worth. 

The idea that beauty lies only in white skin, blue eves and blonde hair, is an allront to the 

perception o f  the beauty o f  African-A mericans. I lie racial im plications o f  the 

appreciation o f  such beauty that negates the beauty o f  the other is quite clear.

In a 1993 "A fterw ord” to the novel, Morrison explains her stand in favor o f  a 

concept o f  racial beauty that is not meant to justify  her retaliation but to show  the 

devastating effect o f  not being able to love o n e ’s being.

"The assertion o f  racial beauty was not a reaction to the self-mocking, 

hum orous critique o f  cultural / racial foibles com m on in all groups, but 

against the dam aging  internalization o f  assum ptions o f  immutable 

inferiority originating in an outside gaze." (M orrison." 'A fterw ord ''168) 

M orrison 's  insight into the dam age done by the gaze o f  others upon the developm ent o f  

o n e 's  own se lf  worth is what got her into writing about Pecola. The novel depicts the 

effect o f  taking things to heart before one learns how to protect o n ese lf  from negative 

comments. It is only with a strong and stable sense o f  se lf  that one can shield onese lf  

from adverse verbal and physical attacks. Ironically, the only tim e Pccola has a sense o f  

se lf  strong enough to retaliate is when she has already lost her mind and is hallucinating 

while looking into the mirror. Morrison observes about Pecola in her Afterward, "she is 

not seen by herse lf  until she hallucinates a s e l f ’ (171).

Interestingly, the sense o f  " im m utable inferiority originating in an outside gaze" 

that Morrison tells us of, has become an aspect integrated with the postm odern sense o f
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the self. T he postm odern  self, like Pecola. consistently faces a sense o f  inferiority as it 

faces the "outs ide  gaze '' o f  society which is conditioned by m edia  images. But what 

makes matters w orse for Pecola is that she ju d g es  herself  against the perception o f  a 

mediated gaze em anating  not only from the outside but also from within her family. Her 

family does not provide the sense o f  security that it should and she has now here to turn to 

for a role model except the images o f  beauty provided by the silver screen.

Pecola 's  m other Pauline fails her. She cannot provide her daughter with the strong 

sense o f  security and love necessary for the strong construction o f  the self, because 

Pauline is too engrossed with herself  and the images o f  beauty that she has derived from 

the silver screen. Pauline is blind to the needs o f  her daughter. Such needs, once fulfilled, 

could have helped Pecola through any situation. Pauline 's  know ledge o f  the world is 

limited to her experience o f  the world perceived through the images o f  the silver screen. 

T hese arc images that provoke ideas about romantic love and physical beauty that destroy 

both her and her daughter.

A long with the idea o f  romantic love, she was introduced to another- 

physical beauty. Probably the most destructive ideas in the history o f  

human thought. Both originated in envy, thrived in insecurity, and ended 

in disillusion. In equating physical beauty with virtue, she stripped her 

mind, bound it. and collected self-contem pt by the heap" (M orrison 95) 

Movies create an illusion o f  reality which cannot be met by reality. T he void created by 

the images depicted on the m ovie screen is sustained by envy and insecurity and results 

in disillusion with the se lf  and with the condition it is in. It is through com parison  and 

disillusionment that one is overcom e with self-contempt.

Educated by a movie screen. Pauline has no sense o f  se l f  other that that which she 

has seen portrayed. She is obsessed with " the most destructive ideas in the history o f  

human thought"  (M orrison 95). She weighs all beauty with that o f  the cinema. Naturally, 

nothing can match those standards. The cinem atic  experience changes Pauline. This 

resulted in her judgem ent o f  beauty based on cinematic standards:

She w as never able after her education in the m ovies to look at a face and 

not assign it some scale o f  absolute beauty, and the scalc was one that she 

absorbed in full from the silver screen. (M orrison 95)
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As a result, Pauline does not care much about Pecola since she is neither cute nor pretty. 

She does not love Cholly more because he is not romantic enough. She dem ands  more o f  

herself and others than logically possible and. thereby, destroys every ounce o f  self-worth 

anyone can ever wish to have in her presence. U nknowingly, she assists in her own 

daughter’s ruin since Pecola has never felt love as a presence in her life.

Pecola is a lw ays being made fun o f  for the color o f  her skin. She is saddened by 

her experience. But she is not strong enough or confident enough lo light back. Claudia, 

on the other hand, takes pride in adopting a different perspective that has com e from a 

different upbringing.

" We were lesser. Nicer, brighter but still lesser. Dolls w e could destroy, 

but we could not destroy the honey voices o f  parents and aunts, the 

obedience in the eyes o f  our peers, the slipper) light in the eyes o f  our 

teachers when they encountered the M aureen Peals o f  the world. What 

w as the secret ? What did we lack? Why w as it important ? And so what?

(M orrison 57)

The "so w ha t?” is an expression o f  C laud ia 's  strong resistance to the pre judice she sees in 

the eyes o f  her peers and teachers in favor o f  Maureen Peel, a real life em bodim ent o f  the 

pretty Shirley Tem ple. It w as the extra-attention that M aureen got in the form o f  

"obedience" from her peers and favors from her teachers that troubled Claudia. Claudia 

wanted to know w hy such things happened and w hy though C laudia and her sister (even 

Pecola), were nicer than Maureen they were always considered lesser because they were 

less beautiful. It w as this rage that Claudia took out on the blue-eyed, b londe haired, fair

skinned dolls that her parents expected her to be proud o f  possessing. T he doll had none 

o f  the attributes she had. Accepting it as beautiful would mean that she was not so. At 

least no one m ade her feel that she was attractive. She d ism em bered  the dolls to see 

where its beauty lay.

Claudia is confident o f  her se lf  because she knows that the origin o f  her fears is 

not in som ething real. She sees it as the fault o f  all around her that they see w hite skin, 

big blue eyes and curly golden hair as beautiful. It is this com parison to that ideal o f  

beauty that acts against the self-esteem o f  a child. Prejudice is "the Thing" to fear :
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“ The Thing to fear w as the Thing that m ade her beautiful, and not us .”

(M orrison 58)

^  She know s prejudice is real but she resists it as best she can. She does not internalize that

fear for, as Lorde w arns us, it is not to be internalized. Unfortunately, Pecola does 

internalize the idea that she is not as beautiful as Shirley Tem ple (image-2). She does  not 

realize that her looks are not her fault. She feels guilty for not 

having Shirley’s beautiful eyes and skin. P eco la’s insecurities 

fill her with a self-loathing that she can never m end until she 

imagines herself  as having blue eyes. By then it is too late to 

save herself. She is already psychologically  ill. Entirely 

influenced by external images and negative experiences, her 

identity formation is in jeopardy. 

y Pecola is so asham ed o f  her appearance that she thinks

that this is the reason behind her not being loved. Like her 

mother, she is obsessed  with what a beautiful w om an should be 

like i.e. as pretty as Shirley Tem ple and as glam orous as im age 2 :  Sh irley  T em ple  

H ollywood stars. H er hope is that -

If  she looked different, beautiful, m aybe Cholly w ould  be different, and 

Mrs. Breedlove too. M aybe they ’d say, “W hy, look at pretty-eyed Pecola. 

W e m ustn ’t do bad things in front o f  those pretty eyes.” (M orrison 34) 

The deprivation o f  her soul leads to her low  self-esteem and degraded  se lf  image. As a

*  result “ she w ould never know  her beauty. She w ould  see only w hat there was to see: the

eyes o f  other people”(M orrison 35). Judging herse lf  through other p eo p le ’s eyes, she only 

sees the flaws within h e r s e l f .

The only eyes she can find that do not judge  her for the w ay she is are those o f  the 

prostitutes she goes to talk to, from time to  time. Deprived o f  motherly  love, Pecola lacks 

true nurturing from within her family; thus, the only people she finds she can go to are 

the prostitutes that live near her.

Claudia, though, clearly feels the love at home. Although it is not the perfect 

image o f  the loving family that the reader is confronted  with at the beginning o f  the story, 

r in the extract from a picture depicting the standard Am erican family consisting o f  fair-
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skinned parents with a hom e and garden where children are happily playing with their 

pet dog. while their parents watch smilingly. Her family could never m anage to measure 

up to that image. Yet she knew  there was love within hers. Even though her mother 

would get angry at her for getting ill. she knew -

Love, thick and dark as Alaga syrup, cased up into that cracked window. I 

could smell it- taste it- sweet, musty, with an edge o f  wintergreen in its 

base- everyw here in that house. . . W hen I think o f  autum n. I think o f  

som ebody  with hands does not want me to die. (M orrison 7)

This sincere love is the source o f  the strength behind her energy to resist. She feels with 

all her senses the presence o f  a love that sustains her. in spite o f  the fact that she is not as 

beautiful as M aureen and in spite o f  the fact that she spoils the bedsheets w ith \o m it  and 

is a difficult child when she is ill.

This is a feeling Pecola does not have. This is why Pecola is so insecure. And this 

is why she internalizes all the prejudice and injustice that infects her. Unlike Claudia. 

Pecola has not been brought up in an atmosphere o f  healthy love. If she would have been 

prepared that way then she would have been able to say like Claudia.

G uileless and without vanity, we were still in love w ith ourselves then. Wc 

felt com fortable in our skins, enjoyed the news that our senses released to 

us, admired our dirt, cultivated our scars, and could not com prehend our 

unworthiness. (M orrison 57)

Claudia and her sister can fight back because they are "com fortab le"  in their skins. They 

rejoice at their connection to the world. They are not asham ed o f  the scars that tarnish 

their faces because they are p ro o f  o f  their experience o f  life and ev idence that they were 

alive and feeling things for real. A positive attitude about o n e 's  se l f  can indeed m ake all 

the difference.

But M orrison shows another side to the optimism em bodied  in her depiction o f  

Claudia. It is a mirror image o f  that which precedes yet echoes the disastrous fate o f  

Pecola. In the sam e way that Pecola is deluded thinking she is happy to have blue eyes. 

Marie, one o f  the prostitutes that appear in M orrison 's  novel, happily accepts her position 

in the world with the w ords “Girl, when I found out I could sell it that som ebody would 

pay cold cash for it, you could have knocked me over with a feather" (M orrison 42). A
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false sense o f  pow er is at work here. In both cases it seem s that each in their own way 

have defied and defeated  the system o f  oppression. Unfortunately, neither o f  them realize 

that they are still bound within it. Possibly the thought that they had taken things quite 

successfully into their ow n hands is what leaves them smiling.

Pecola 's  story. Morrison tells the reader in the Afterward, is not a representative 

one; rather, it is quite unique. It is through this story that M orrison explores "the social 

and domestic aggression that could cause a child to literally fall apart"  (168). Pecola 

ultimately goes insane because o f  extreme self-loathing that cam e o f  pressures she faced 

both inside and outside the family. She could only accept herse lf  after she had those 

imaginary blue eyes. It seem s that the postmodern sell' llnds itself necessary to be in a 

fluid state to be constantly  ready to change in accordance with the images the media 

projects. This change becom es necessary for the postm odern se lf  because it internalizes 

the sense o f  physical, psychological and emotional inadequacy created by those images.

One could liken the postmodern subject to a child such as Pecola w ho looks 

outside herself  for a sense o f  self. Pecola, finding none but those that confront her racial 

looks, fixates her identity on an image o f  beauty that cannot be fulfilled and w ill naturally 

leave her with a sense o f  lack. She imagines that she has blue eyes. T he only  way Pecola 

could cope with the extrem e injustice she faced i.e. not being loved by her mother, being 

abused by her peers, being ignored by society as a whole, and ultimately being raped by 

her own father, w as by creating a new self that was beautiful and had blue eyes. She 

refused to confront her feelings regarding Cholly (her father) and what he did. She 

created an illusory world and an illusory identity for herself, resisting the pressures o f  a 

reality that caused her to go insane.

Similarly, in a postm odern world subjects are defiled by the love shown by a 

consumer culture which projects images o f  care, concern, love, for o n e 's  person, health 

and body but in reality is just concerned about material gain. The postm odern  subject is 

obsessed with self-construction because it is made to always feel less than perfect in 

lifestyle, fashion, skin tone and texture, in body structure. The postm odern  subject fills 

the gap o f  feeling inadequate by constructing selves in accordance with the lack that it 

feels at any given time. Underlying that lack is a strong sense o f  loathing for a body not
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proportionate enough, for a skin tone not fair enough, for hair not shiny enough, for a 

breath not fresh enough, for a se lf  not confident enough the list could go on for ever.

Postmodern subjects escape that feel o f  lack by buying products  that offer a route 

out o f  the feeling o f  not being enough and also by perform ance o f  identities and lifestyles 

which tem porarily  provide a sense o f  adequacy. As these products are used, and as these 

images loom large, a new  se lf  is created to match the product or the image that is seen as 

the ideal. Like Peco la 's  getting blue eyes the illusion o f  novelty is acquired through the 

detachm ent o f  the previous se lf  and everything associated with it. One lives in a 

continuous present, constantly  finding onese lf  in and out o f  love with the selves that arc 

created.

The discussion o f  the narratives above clearly shows how postm odernism  and 

feminism can work com binedly  to free the subject from overarch ing  pow er structures 

active both prom inently  and discreetly in society. What must be kept in v iew  are realities. 

The first step against the dissolution o f  oppression is identifying it in all its guises.

The main questions that arise from an analysis o f  postm odern w o m e n ’s texts, are

as follows: Why do feminists see themselves to be independent and free only when they 

relinquish their duties as m other and wife? Are these roles so incom patib le  in their minds 

with their aspirations and fulfillment? Why sacrifice all the beauty and happiness o f  a 

w holesom e family relationship in order to prove that it is possible to live without the 

opposite sex? Why is it that the so-called freedom leads back to paths o f  uncontrolled 

and unwarranted sexuality? Why is it that all roads o f  em ancipation  lead back to the 

oppression and com m odification  o f  the human form that w om en have been trying to 

escape from the very beginning?

The contradiction in postmodern identity is the com ing  to terms with the necessity 

o f  a fully functioning and healthy social life as opposed to a self-centered one obsessed 

with consumption. Julia Kristeva offers a way out in her advocacy o f  inclusion o f  the 

roles o f  mother and wife in the psyche o f  the postmodern female which will also permit 

the presence o f  the opposite sex. The postmodern world o f  life and literature allows for a 

greater variety o f  female roles. The possibility for assimilation o f  opposites  that lies in 

postmodern concepts o f  identity construction should be utilized to overcom e oppression 

in its naked form (pun intended). Multi-tasking has becom e the norm. W om en should
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use this concept to break free o f  the m anipulative stance in sexuality  and indeed do their 

best at constructing an identity that envelops an array o f  possibilities which are conducive 

to a climate o f  mutual understanding.

f inding a congenial a tm osphere o f  self-expression in postm odern ism , feminist 

narratives have begun to voice the concerns o f  wom en in groups and as individuals. 

Stories o f  w om en and their pains and suffering are now part o f  global literatures. Instead 

o f  martyrs and wars, gods and superheroes, literature is being acquainted  with previously 

silenced domestic affairs which expose social injustice occurring  at a personal level. 

Now. nearly everyone is nonjudgmental but unfortunately, to an extent, unaw are o f  the 

political and cultural significance that underlies nearly all narration. Postm odernism, 

therefore, can be a great ally to the feminist understanding and construction o f  the self.

However, em bedded within these narratives o f  identity formation is the 

underlying fear that postm odernism  may not be able to deliver all that it promises. As 

seen in the discussion o f  feminist narratives above, the freedom prom ised by feminism is 

undercut by actions o f  self-abasement, self-victimization, self-denial and self-detachm ent 

which result in a highly destabilized and dissatisfied identity which is unsure o f  its time 

and place in society.

But these selves are not confined to feminist explorations o f  identity construction. 

Nearly all identities offered by American culture ultimately lead the postm odern  subject 

to relentlessly and addictively pursue goals which offer only tem porary  satiation. 

Therefore, what postm odernism  promises as unconditional freedom, turns out to be as 

uncertain as the a tm osphere from which it arises.

This com pulsion for freedom and significance that works as the drive behind 

postmodern identity construction can thus, in its repetitive, restless, relentless, irrational 

form, be seen as kind o f  addiction that has overrun con tem porary  A m erican culture. 

Paradoxically postm odern  freedom entails repetition, self-consciousness, dependence and 

dissatisfaction. In the next chapter, the addictive stances o f  postm odern  identity 

formation is discussed with reference to contem porary  A m erican  films as a source o f  

visual narratives which dissem inate and reflect "addict identities '0  o f  postmodern 

American culture.

"Addict identities” is a term which refers to identities that demonstrate compulsive behaviour, th e  use o f  
the term will be clarified in the following chapter.
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Chapter Four

C o n te m p o r a r y  A m er ica n  Film and Narrat ives  o f  Addict ion.

So far in this d issertation , d iscussion  o f  A m er ican  identity  co n s truc tion  has been 

based on w rit ten  tex ts  concerned  directly  or indirectly  with, the portrayal o f  A m erican  

identity both at individual and national levels in C h ap te r  O ne; ch an g es  b rough t  about in 

the identity o f  the literary au tho r  in C hap ter  T w o; and. the varied  aspects  o f  non- 

traditional and  perp lexed  fem ale  identities as portrayed in po s tm o d ern  fem inist narratives 

in C hap ter Three. In this chapter, in lieu o f  w ritten  narratives, the d iscuss ion  centers  on 

postm odern  identity  construc tion  as portrayed in visual narratives. In this case, 

con tem porary  A m er ican  film s have been discussed  as narra tives  o f  addiction  that reflect 

on how  the construc ted  identity  o f  the pos tm odern  subject,  su b su m ed  in addictive 

behavior, never m atch es  up to the p rom ise  o f  un lim ited  happ iness  and  total control o f  

o n e ’s life.

In co n tem p o rary  culture , w hen  d iscip lines m erge  and theories  overlap , films can 

effectively  be re ferred  to as visual texts w hich  act as access  po in ts  to unders tand ing  social 

and philosophical crosscurren ts .  S ince it has been estab lished  that  the im portance  o f  

m edia  images, in both d issem inating  and reflecting  ideas re la ted  to identity  form ation , is 

overw helm ing , at this point o f  the dissertation it is per tinen t to go further into the 

d iscussion o f  the con trad ic t ion  that lies at the heart o f  po s tm o d ern  identities  by analyz ing  

con tem porary  A m er ican  films. The d iscussion in this chapter,  in particular, centers  on 

addict identities as created  in con tem porary  A m erican  films.

W hen  looking  at the cu lture  o f  con tem porary  A m er ic a  and at such identities that 

are born o f  that culture , one aspect com es to the forefront i.e. the co m p u ls iv e  behav ior 

pattern o f  pos tm odern  identities. It is com m on  k n o w led g e  that in the postm odern  

w orldview , the re la tion be tw een  signifiers and  sign ifieds is constan tly  shifting. As 

cultural norm s change  so does language. That being said, it m ay  be m en tioned  that, one 

word w hich  had ex trem ely  negative  im plications in the past is n o w  tak ing  on a m ore 

com m only  accep tab le  m eaning . That w ord  is “ addic tion" . This  w o rd  having  been 

som ew hat purged  o f  the ex trem e negativity  associa ted  with  it. is n o w  used to refer to the 

com pulsive  identities co m m o n ly  seen to evolve  from po s tm o d ern  lifestyles. Those 

identities o f  behavioral ,  psychologica l and em otional obsession  arc n o w  referred to as
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"addict iden ti ties” . Such identities  show  -  lack a o f  intellectual aw areness ,  an absence of 

rational reflection, ethical relativity, an obsessive  drive  tow ards  self-satisfaction, and 

narcissim.

Prev iously  the w ord  “ add ic tion"  w as used to re fer  ex c lus ive ly  to a physical and 

psychological d ep en d en ce  on a consc iousness  a ltering  substances  such as alcohol,  heroin 

or o ther drugs. But in co n tem porary  culture, add ic tion  has co m e  to a ssu m e a varie ty  o f  

m eanings ac ross  d iscip lines. As "add ic t ion” is n o w  m ore  c o m m o n ly  in terchangeab le  with 

the w ord  " d ep en d e n ce” , any type o f  behavior that is co m p u ls iv e ly  repea ted  can also be 

referred to as an addiction . Thus, any dependency  that has issues o f  se lf-control and that 

can be identified as som eth ing  that has negative  effec ts  on o n e 's  identity  or affects 

interaction with o n e 's  im m edia te  surroundings, even i f  it does  no t include direct abuse  o f  

pharm acological  substances ,  can be regarded as an addiction . A ddic tion ,  therefore , is no 

longer a strictly  m edica l  term ; rather, in s ign ify ing  co m p u ls iv e  cultural behavior, it has 

becom e a c o m m o n  cultural signifier. A ddiction  in th is  sense  can be used  to refer to 

obsessive beh av io r  connected  to com puters ,  the internet. T V . work , m obile  technology, 

shopping, and even food.

David  Forbes beg ins  his analysis o f  A m er ican  cultura l  add ic t ion  in the first 

chapter o f  his book  False Fixes: the Cultural Politics o f  Drugs, Alcohol and Addictive 

Relations (1994) w ith  the adm ission . “To say A m er ica  is an add ic tive  society is to risk 

saying no th ing  by say ing  too m uch f. . .] w e  live in a c o m m o d ity  socie ty  w h o se  citizens 

crave techno-f ix ing  for every th ing  and w h o  overdose  on  cars  and  d es ig n e r  sneakers ’" (3). 

By using w o rd s  such  as “c rav e” and “overdose” . Forbes p laces  co m p u ls iv e  behav ior  and 

drug addic tion  on the sam e plane o f  reference. So. w ha t he is ac tually  say ing  is that 

A m erican  Society  breeds  add ic tions  in m any  fo rm s and a h ighly  active co n su m er  culture 

contributes to the problem .

In co n tem p o ra ry  thought,  addictive behav ior is seen as a response  to external 

social influences. F u rtherm ore ,  in current usage it does  not a lw ays  im ply  an extrem e 

debilita ting loss o f  control. Rather, addiction to certain  activ it ies  is seen by m any  as pure 

en thusiasm , as in the case o f  com pute r  gam es that are p layed  for hours  on end or in the 

use o f  m obile  techno logy  continually  th roughout the day. But in reality, this is a denial o f  

the true state o f  things. W hat has happened  is that A m er ic a  has b eco m e  obsessed  with 

consum ption  o f  m ateria l goods and  also, for that m atter,  abs trac t  ideas and alternate 

signifying sys tem s represen ted  by brand nam es. T he  reason  for th is  is that  addic tions  o f
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all sorts seem  to p rov ide  ind iv iduals  with com fort  and  security  in a world  that is 

increasingly  seen  as be in g  out o f  control.

W hat adds  to this sense o f  being out o f  control is the co m p le te  b reakdow n  o f  

traditional ins titu tions  that had once provided  support aga inst  change. For exam ple ,  with
A .

the b reakdow n  o f  ex ten d ed  and  even unitary fam ilies ,  ch i ld ren  and  adu lts  lack stable 

support from  w ith in  ca ring  relations; as religion takes  a backsea t  to w orld ly  affairs, 

frustration is intensified. Winning, then, becom es m ore  im portan t than partic ipating; city 

jobs require  a re location  aw ay  from  fam iliar en v ironm en ts ;  in m an y  cases  both parents 

have started w o rk in g  ou ts ide  the hom e and are too busy for their children. As a 

consequence  the child  m ay gradually  be em otionally  and  p sy ch o lo g ica lly  d is tanced from 

them; the p ressure  to re ta in  a decent lifestyle increases  as the bar is raised as to w hat is 

decent', the m ed ia  d o m in a tes  all perceptions; thus percep tions  are d is torted , m anipu la ted  

and seen as uns teady  etc. All o f  these changes add to the instab ili ty  o f  values  and affect 

social, em otional,  and psycho log ica l  well-being.

A s R obert  G ranfie ld  observes  in "A ddic tion  and  M odern ity :  A C o m m en t  on a 

Global Theory o f  A d d ic t io n ” , “ A ddiction  and d ep en d en cy  b eco m e  w ays  o f  cop ing  with 

the personal f ragm en ta t ion  experienced  in social life” . Social life is fragm en ted  due to 

dislocation through  m igra tion ,  perceived  loss o f  status, affin ity  to w ard s  goods  as sym bols  

o f  identity, uncerta in ty  o f  social m obility , uncerta in ty  o f  re la tionsh ips ,  b reakdow n  o f  

family support  system s, etc. In o ther  words, the m ain  em otion  b eh in d  add ic tion  is a strong 

feeling o f  loss w h ich  leads to the kind o f  ontological and ep is tem olog ica l  instability  that 

frustrates and  d is loca tes  an individual. Thus, " the  d is loca tion  ex p er ien ced  in m odern  

*- society con tr ibu tes  to addic tion  because  for m any, add ic tion  b ec o m e s  a po ten t source o f

m eaning in advanced  soc ie ty” (32). Since the advanced  socie ty  is usually , like Am erica, a 

consum eris t one. sources  o f  m ean ing  perfectly lit the cap ita lis t  agenda.

It is co m m o n  kno w led g e  now adays  that peop le  in m odern  societies  create  their 

identities th rough  the produc ts  they consum e. Im ages o f  co n su m p tio n  in varied forms 

subsum e A m er ica  on  a daily  basis. Such im ages d o m ina te  both public  and  private life, 

offering the co n tem p o rary  subject the freedom  o f  lifestyle op tions  w hich  are, 

paradoxically  se lf-delineating . In other words, the identities o ffered  arc o f  individuals 

trapped in se lf-consc ious  obsession  with pure satisfaction. Indeed, the excesses 

f. encouraged by  a co n su m er  cu lture  verge on the irrational. T he  c o n su m e r  is no longer

concerned  with  the sincerity  o f  the portrayal o f  the m edia , and  is open  to d iverse 

possibilities o f  expe rience  and  subjectivities. W hatever  the senses  experience  through
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m edia  b eco m es  m ore  real than real. T herefore , the m edia  b ec o m e s  a m a jo r  ga tew ay  to 

perception o f  the w orld  and  thereby  it (the m edia) b ec o m e s  a m ean s  o f  conferring  

m eaning.

A n yhow , it w as this kind o f  subm ers ion  in c o n su m p tio n  that gave rise to the 

concept o f  an addict  as a par ticu lar type o f  identity. G erda  Rcith  po in ts  out the attributed 

characteris tics  o f  such  an identity in "C o n su m p tio n  and its D isconten ts :  A ddiction. 

Identity and  the P ro b lem s o f  F reedom ". A ccord ing  to Rcith. "T h e  figure o f  ' th e  add ic t '  

w as charac terized  as a dev ian t identity: one that w as lacking in will pow er, and w hose  

consum ption  w as charac te rized  by frenzied craving, repetition  and  loss o f  con tro l"  (289). 

A ddiction , thus, s ignifies  a lack o f  will pow er that results  in “ be ing  o v e rw h e lm ed  and 

even destroyed  by im m o d era te  im pulses” (ibid) that p ro b lem a tize  re la tions  in the new 

co n su m er  econom y.

A ddictive  behavior ,  therefore , entails  putting o n e 's  ' f re e d o m  to c h o o se ' at stake 

by giving in to new fo rm s o f  enslavem ent.  Such propensity  to w ard s  se lf-destruc tion  and 

se lf-enslavem ent is w h y  R. Porter in “A ddicted  to M odern ity :  N e rv o u sn ess  in the Early 

C o n su m er  S ocie ty” , qu ite  clearly  refers to. " the acquis it ive  soc ie ty"  as an "addic tive  

society" (180). T he  four types o f  addiction that this chap te r  h igh ligh ts  through a 

d iscussion o f  the film s, A Scanner Darkly, Confessions o f  a Shopaholic, Memento and 

Avatar are, respectively , addic tion  to drugs, shopping , p ow er,  and  techno logy . O ur 

d iscussion  on  postm odern  identity, will now  m ove on to the w orld  o f  con tem porary  

A m erican  film. T h is  is because  as a form  o f  m ass  visual en ter ta inm en t,  f ilm s reflect social 

attitudes in a specif ic and vivid m anner. Like novels, plays, and  pa in t ings  fictional films 

y  often reveal aspects  o f  identity  construc tion  through  ch a rac te r  se lec tion  and portrayal.

story, editing techn iques,  language, im agery, and  an array  o f  technical apparatus . In this 

w ay films are both, con tex tua lly  and technically , in fluenced  by society  and in turn 

influence society. T he  genera tion  that is fed and brought up on d iverse ly  ava ilab le  m edia  

images, adopts  them  as life-style choices  w hich  contribu te  to se lf-narra tion  and identity 

formation. But, before go ing  into a d iscussion  o f  the f i lm s m en tioned , it is better to 

further clarify  the add ic tive  stance o f  the areas under d iscuss ion  w h ich  create addict 

identities. So before ana lysis  o f  each o f  the film s there is a b r ie f  d iscuss ion  on the nature 

o f  the addictions h ighligh ted .
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(i) D rug A d d ic tio n  and A Scanner Darkly (2006)

From  the t im e the w o rd  “add ic t ion” being  used in m edica l  term ino logy , it has 

m ainly been  assoc ia ted  with  drugs and  alcohol. A ddic tion  dra ins the w o rld  o f  m ean ing  as 

it destab ilizes  reality  and a stable sense o f  self. A cco rd in g  to D av id  Forbes  in his book 

False Fixes, a com peti t ive  society like A m er ica  denies  the basic d ign ity  o f  each person, 

therefore. "A m er ica n s  take d rugs to m edica te  them se lves  for feelings o f  insecurity, 

sorrow, pain, anger,  boredom , or ju s t  to becom e num b. But in o ther cases  they do so to 

relax, escape, play, be sociable , be pow erful (. . .]." (Forbes 11).

For w h a te v e r  reason  som eone  takes drugs, it tu rns  out that d rug - induced  solutions 

are only  short lived for that person. O nce hab ituated  to  tak ing  drugs, an addict needs 

repetitive and increasingly  h igher  doses o f  d rugs to attain the initial effect. I bis enslaves 

the user to a po in t that no cost is too high or her for his addic tion . Loss o f  trust, 

fr iendship, fam ily , and love, are but a few  o f  the losses w h ich  u l t im ate ly  result in a loss 

o f  both identity  and  certa in ty  abou t o n e 's  life.

T he false lure o f  d rugs  and the illusory sense o f  p o w er  over  o n e 's  life leads 

ultim ately to d is i l lu s ionm en t and addiction bleaks p rospects  for a m ean ingfu l existence 

for the addict. Life and  re la tionsh ips  com e to m atte r  less and less as add ic tion  to the drug 

becom es s tronger than  all o ther needs until it even tua lly  b locks ou t all life. Deprived  o f  

m eaning, life b eco m es  an erratic and uncertain  to rtu rous  jo u rn e y  to w ard  insignificance. 

At t im es the addic t  can so m eh o w  see the d am ag ed  cond ition  o f  his life, but it is 

som etim es  too late for h im /he r  to turn back or do any th ing  to lix the situation.

To d iscuss  the addic tive  condition  o f  pos tm odern  identity  construc tion  w hich  

negates the ex is tence  o f  a s table s e l f  that one can turn to, 1 have se lec ted  Philip  K .D ick 's  

rotoseopic film A Scanner Darkly in which the pro tagon is t  Bob, an u n d erco v er  police 

officer, is physica lly  and psycho log ica lly  addicted  to a d rug  n am ed  “ S ubstance  D ” . His 

addiction not only  refers  to substance abuse, it sym bolica lly  paralle ls  the postm odern  

sub jec t 's  addic tive  behav io r  derived  from a culture that creates  a s im ilar  fragm ented , 

insecure, d isorien ted , and superficial identity that is obsessed  with change.
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A D iscussion  o f  A Scanner Darkly (2006)

This section focuses  on ho w  addictive behav io r  con fuses  the senses and logic to 

the ex tent that it d isrupts  and d isin tegrates o n e 's  se lf-narra tive , thereby  destroy ing  all 

possibilities o f  ac tua lly  en joy ing  freedom  through  se lf-construction . If  a single w ord  

could be used to encapsu la te  the postm odern  frenzy  for d e tach m en t and  flux, it w ould  be 

"addiction". The psycho log ica l crav ing  is artific ia lly  created  but once initiated, it 

becom es inescapable . A dd ic tion  destroys the po s tm o d ern  su b jec t 's  ability to affect a 

balance be tw een  ch an g e  and constancy. C hange  and stability  are constan tly  m alad justed  

and posited against each other. As a result, personal identity  d is in tegra tes  and  collapses 

and is never al peace  w ith  c ircum stances.

T he film A Scanner Darkly depicts a cu lture  o f  add ic t ion  to w hich ,  accord ing  to 

the m ain  p ro tagonis t  Bob Arcter, not even ch ild ren  are ' ' too  little to be addic ted"  

(0 :16 :18-0 :16 :20) T he  add ic tion  to substance D p rom ises  the constan t euphoric  state 

sought after in p o s tm o d ern  life. The p os tm odern  m an /w o m an  is addicted  to identity 

change, instability, euphoria .  But living in a constan t rush  has its dow nside .  T he loss o f  a 

stable identity resu lts  in disorientation , depression , em p tin ess  and loneliness.

At the very  beg inn ing  o f  the film, its p rotagonist.  Bob Arcter. is referred to as a 

' 'constan tly  sh ifting  vague  blur"  (0:5:24-0:5:27). T he ques tion  m ark  su rround ing  A rc te r ’s 

identity, therefore , beg ins  from  the very  start. T h is  is in tensified  by his own utterance. 

" T h e re 's  a lot about Bob A rc ter  you d o n ' t  know ."  liven w hen  he is not w earing  the 

scram ble suit and his face is c learly  visible the question  lurks at the back o f  the v iew e r 's  

mind, “W h o  is Bob A rc te r?” It seems that he is one o f  the good  guys, an undercover 

po licem an, but then  he is asked  to pu t h im se l f  under surveillance. This  further intensifies 

the m ystery  su rround ing  his identity. A rc ter  is ass igned  the duty  o f  w atch ing  and 

rev iew ing  his ow n  ac tions from  24 hour surve illance tapes. T he  use o f  external 

observation to identify  the se lf  signals the pos tm odern  shift from introspection to 

projection as the criterion for ju dgem en t.  This  shift in observa tion  techn ique  reveals the 

postm odern  em phas is  on  exteriority  or the idea that o n e 's  s e l f  is to be judged  by 

observation o f  beh av io r  and speech and not introspection.

Since /  have transcripted  the quotations directly from the fi lms there are no page references to mention. 
So, I have m entioned the t im efram e within brackets w herever  applicable.
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D ue to his addic tion . A rc ter no w  lives in a hyperreal rea lm  o f  hallucinatory  

im ages w here  he is constan tly  shifting betw een the real w orld  and  the im aginary  one. His 

sense o f  time, space and  s e l f  is blurred to the ex trem e. L iv ing  in a constan tly  aroused 

state. A rc ter  b ec o m e s  m ore  and m ore dependent on  substance  I) to sustain his feelings o f  

w ell-being. He does  not even  realize the seriousness  o f  his cond ition  until it is too  late. 

Likewise, the add ic tive  stance o f  pos tm odern  technologica l  society goes untraced until it 

destroys all sensibility . W ithou t  it. life becom es totally  passive.

M on ika  F ludern ick  in “ Identity /A lterity” , po in ts  out that " identi ty  is an 

accum ula tion  o f  perfo rm ative  stances and m em ories  o f  past ex p e rien ces  which creates a 

continuity  o f  se lf-unders tand ing  betw een roles and be tw een  contexts '" ( 261). I he sell- 

narrative is based, therefore , on perform ative  acts. R em em b ran ce  o f  those  acts in 

particular con tex ts  create  a sense o f  identity. T aken  to an ex trem e this indicates the 

consequences  o f  a loss or confus ion  o f  m em ory  that results  in a nega tion  o f  any  sense o f  

se lf  o r  s table identity. As seen in A Scanner Darkly A rc te r ’s co n fus ion  abou t the reality o f  

his m em o ries  lead him  to doub t all that is around  h im  to the ex ten t that he even fails to 

recognize  him self.

A rc te r ’s su rve il lance record ings interfere with the percep tion  o f  his ow n 

identity. 1 lis d ru g - in d u ced  paranoia and cognitive deter iora tion  co m p ro m ises  his sense o f  

se lf  hopelessly . C onsp iracy ,  addiction, paranoia, surve illance, and  de lus ion  com bine 

to result in A rc te r ’s b reakdow n  and alienation from  any se lf- im age  o r  re liable thought. 

Arcter even tua lly  th inks, and speaks o f  h im se lf  in the third  person. H e does not recognize 

h im se lf  as he w atches  the v ideo  footage o f  his actions. In cons tan tly  d en y in g  h im se lf  a 

*- reality and p re tend ing  to  be w hat he is not he even tua l ly  ends up hav ing  a doubtful

presence. N ot k n o w in g  w he the r  he is Bob. Bruce or Fred reflects a sense  o f  help lessness 

about his identity.

This  is a w orld  w here  even friends cannot be trusted  and  m em o ries  tend to blur. 

Arcter says he has tw o ch ildren but then he is told they are only  figm ents  o f  his own 

imagination. U nab le  to d iscern  what is true and w hat is not, he is g radually  pushed 

tow ards insanity. H is  cond ition  deteriorates as the substance  he co n su m es  eventually  

consum es him and  his percep tion  o f  the world. The fact that he d iscovers  new things 

about h im se l f  w hen  he w atches  the tapes  m akes his s ituation all the m ore  disorienting, 

*  especially  because  he finds  that he cannot even trust him self. W hen  he sees h im s e l f  with a

prostitute, an event he canno t rem em b er a few hours later, he realizes that he cannot even 

be sure about his ow n actions.
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The a tm o sp h ere  o f  instability  surrounds him  due to a constan t doub t noticeable in 

every interaction  w ith  o thers  and even in the ex changes  that take p lace within the 

apparent privacy  o f  the hom e. T he sense o f  uncertain ty  and doub t  is further augm en ted  by 

devices o f  m an ipu la t ion  i.e. untrue fragm ented narratives, sugges t ions  o f  suspicion and 

doubt (regard ing  A rc te r 's  involvem ent in drug trafficking, D o n n a 's  re la tionship  with 

Arcter. w he the r  or  not A rc ter  had a family, w he ther his fr iends are truly friends, w hether 

or not Barris w as  truly insane, etc), m edia  influences on beh av io r  and dec is ion  m aking 

(A rc te r 's  su rve il lance  tapes, radio narrative w hich  pushes  Free to nearly com m iting  

suicide, etc.) and  top ics o f  d iscussion  which constan tly  cen tre  around  susp ic ions o f  

identity.

T he focus on the them e o f  identity is in tensified  by the d iscuss ion  o f  A rc te r 's  

friends. T he d iscuss ion  centers  on  a man who cla im s to be a w orld  fam ous imposter. The 

main interest is h o w  he proud ly  claim s to have evaded  de tec t ion  and m anaged  to pass 

h im se lf  o f f  at one t im e or another, “as a surgeon at Jo h n  H opkins ,  as theoretical 

subm olecu lar  h igh  velocity  particle researcher on a federal g ran t at H arvard , as a Finnish 

novelist w ho  w o n  the N obel prize for literature, as a d eposed  A rg en t in ean  President w ho 

m arried a go-go  d ancer  from  C h icago” (0 :52:29-0 :52:47).  T he fact that this person got the 

inspiration to act as a  w orld  class im poster from  w a tch ing  a  film s tarring  Leonardo Di 

Caprio (M ost  p robab ly  Catch Me i f  You Can) w h ich  he had seen w hile  he w as staying at 

D isneyland  seem s to suggest  that society has b eco m e one big s im ula tion  and life is no 

more than  m ed ia ted  experience . N o w  people  create  life s i tuations from  w hat they see and 

hear on m ed ia  screens. T h is  em phasizes  the B audrillian  observa tion  that people  today are 

obsessed with s im ula tion  and fan tasy  as it com es to them  through  the m edia. This  causes 

identity construc tion  to be tw ice  rem oved  from the truth.

A rc ter  im plies that  all addiction  is self- induced  because  w e do not realize the 

am ount o f  se lf-d is in tegra tion  and m anipula tion  that is invo lved  in ou r  dealings with 

hum an and n o n -h u m an  technologies .  This  is c lear from  his co m m en t  on substance D. 

where he dec lares  “ I f  there  w ere  no dem and  in ou r  society , there  w ould  be no m arket for 

those legions to exp lo i t"  (0 :07:02-0 :07:07).  This also im plies that  w hen  w e are addicted 

to som eth ing  w e ac tua lly  g ive up on our ow n consc ious  ag en cy  i.e. the ability to 

determ ine w ha t  is ac tually  go ing  on in our lives. As a result, instead o f  being  in control o f  

our happiness  w e actually  lose control over it.

In I low We Became Post human: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and 

Informatics, N .K . H ay les  identifies consc ious agency  as the essence  o f  hum an
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identity. A cco rd in g  to I Iayles. “ Sacrifice this [conscious agency] ,  and  w e hu m an s  are 

hopelessly  co m p ro m ised ,  [and | con tam inated  w ith  m ech an ic  a l ienness  in the very  heart 

o f  ou r  hu m an ity ” . Like Arcter. individuals  living in socie ties  that p rom ote  unnatural 

addictive behav io r  lose their grip on reality and the w orld  w h ich  only  nurtures
j*.

fragm entation  and  d issatisfaction. U nder the guise o f  w e ll-d o in g  n ew er  technological 

advancem en ts  b lur the boundaries  o f  the hum an  and the n o n h u m an ,  the real and the 

sim ulated, thereby  re leas ing  energ ies  w h ich  w here  h itherto  con tro l led  by societal codes. 

Such fragm enta tion  leads to addictions to states that des troy  all sense  o f  the se l f  and 

stability and even tua l ly  absorb  and consum e the co n su m er  into rea lm s from  w hich  there 

is no escape. In a po s tm o d ern  society a subject like A rc ter  a s su m es  that he is free and in 

control o f  his w orld. U nfortunate ly , ju s t  as A rc ter  does  not see that he is being 

m anipulated  into b eco m in g  a m ind less  wreck, so p os tm odern  sub jec ts  fail to see how  they 

and their cho ices  are  m anipula ted .

A rc ter  is an u n d ercover  police officer fighting aga ins t  the pervas ive  spread o f  

substance D in society . He induces his ow n drug  addic tion  in an a ttem pt to infiltrate 

enem y grounds. U nfor tunate ly ,  w ha t he thought he w as  fe ign ing  and under control is not. 

He is gradually  g r ipped  by an addiction  that totally  n u m b s  and  d iso rien ts  him  and 

destroys his sense  o f  self. All becom es a blur. R ight and w rong , true  and fa lse m erge and 

overlap so that he is unab le  to distinguish  his ow n identity. An assu m ed  identity, for him, 

becom es m ore  real than a real one.

A s in A rc te r ’s life, in to d ay ’s society tech n o lo g y  has infiltrated even  the most 

personal o f  spaces. N early  all good intentions fail because  one  is devo id  o f  the sensibility 

*- needed to see them  through. Intim ate re la tionships  are des troyed  as fe igned  re la tionships

com e to the forefront. In "The M atrix: Or, The T w o  Sides o f  Pervers ion"  Slavoj Xizek 

writes o f  such destruc tion  o f  in tim acy and true fr iendsh ip  in the fo llow ing  w ay. "In late

capitalist co n su m er is t  socie ty  'real social life' i tse lf  so m eh o w  acqu ires  the features o f  a

staged fake, w ith  o u r  ne ighbors  behav ing  in ’real1 life as s tage ac tors  and  extras. The 

ultimate truth o f  the cap ita lis t  utilitarian desp iritualized  un iverse  is the dem ateria liza tion  

o f ' r e a l  life' itself, its reversal  into a spectral show" (243). Z izek  po in ts  out the bleak side 

o f  postm odern  living w here  every  action and reaction  in every  re la tionsh ip  seem s like 

staged reality. N o th in g  co m es  naturally  anym ore . All ac tions  are s im ula ted  accord ing  to

r  necessity resu lt ing  in ex trem e confusion  about w ha t is real and  w h a t  is not.

S imilarly , A rc te r ’s w orld  a llow s us to see the d o w n s id e  o f  a techno logy-obsessed  

culture w hen  even  physical  p resence cannot ensure m ental and em otional presence. Role-
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playing b eco m es  eas ie r  and easier. T echn iques  o f  decep tion  b eco m e  m uch  m ore 

advanced. This  is life on the fast track. No limits, no b indings, no sacrifices, no

perm anen t co n n ec tio n s  one is fast paced into a free floating ex is tence  that u lt im ate ly

m akes one insignificant.

U ltim ate ly , the euphoria  o f  leading a carefree life with no b ind ings d issipates. 

O nce  A rc ter  w as  fed up w ith  the relentless stability o f  life w h ere  "n o th in g  w ould  ever 

change". T he  ep ip h an y  that he has after hurting  his finger on the cab ine t d oor  is that he 

hates every th ing  abou t his life.

I realized 1 d id n 't  hate the cab ine t door. I ha ted  m y life, m y  house, m y 

family, m y  backyard , m y  po w er  m ow er. N o th in g  w ould  eve r  change. 

N o th ing  new  could  ever be expected. It had to end. A nd  it did. N ow . in 

the dark  w orld  w here  1 dw ell,  ugly  th ings, su rpris ing  th ings, som etim es

little w o n d e ro u s  th ings spill out in m e constan tly . I can count on

noth ing . (0 :34 :03-0 :34 :54)

I le w as bored  w ith  ev e ry th in g  that constitu ted  norm al life and  w ith  his fam ily  and friends. 

He yearned  for so m eth in g  w on d ro u s  and surprising  so m eth in g  he could  not anticipate. 

The dark w orld  o f  add ic t ion  gradually  isolates and aliena tes  him  from all that ever 

m attered to h im  -  his ded ica tion  to the w orkforce , his in ten tions to free society  o f  drugs, 

his values and  his interests. A nd there co m es  a tim e w hen he can “ coun t on no th ing ."  But. 

eventua lly  he rea lizes  that  hav ing  no sureity  in life is not at all as w onderfu l as he once 

thought it to be.

O bliv ious  o f  the stability o f  his p rev ious life and identity A rc ter  sees every th ing  

around h im  to be inconsequentia l.  He has lost touch  with reality  and  has a tta ined a kind 

o f  freedom  that is not fulfilling. A fter losing every th ing  that identified him. A rc ter  looks 

at his devasta ted  backyard  and sees it to be a w aste  o f  space and con tinues  - ”A family 

and children cou ld  live here"  (1:14:31). T he lawn has b eco m e  a w eed p a tch .  the cat box 

never gets em ptied . A rc ter  feels a void because  he has lost contac t  with hum an ity  and 

true care.

A rc ter  never  unders tands  the m anipu la tion  at work beh ind  the deh u m an iza t io n  

process. He has b ec o m e  a scapegoat. U n k n o w in g ly  he has been m ad e  an addict so that he 

can som eday  expose  the hypocrisy  o f  New Path Recovery Centre. U ltim ate ly  he does  

d iscover that N ew  Path, the very o rganization  m ean t  to cure and rid society  o f  addic tion  

to substance D, has  covert  operations th rough  w hich  il is ac tua lly  p roduc ing  and 

distributing it in society. U nfortunate ly , he is not fit enough  to put that in fo rm ation  to use.
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W ith m ost o f  his b ra in  cells  dam aged  due to his addic tion  to substance  D. he has lost all 

realization o f  right and wrong, good and bad. friend and  foe. hum an  and insect. He 

gradually  lapses into a vegeta tive  state w here  im ages, sounds, and language  pass him by 

without ac tually  a rous ing  any  sensation  in him. W ithou t a sense  o f  purpose  in his life 

A rc te r 's  life b eco m es  m eaningless .  The fact that he p icks up a f low er and  h ides it as a 

present to later be g iven to his friends g ives rise to hope  that he m ay  even tua lly  overcom e 

the passive state he has fallen into.

W hen A rc ter  is told o f  the institu te 's  decision to send  him  to work in the fields he 

wants to w ork  with som eth ing  living. He expresses  a desire  to w ork with anim als. The 

fact that A rc ter  w an ts  to be w ith  som eth ing  living seem s to d isp lay  a spark  o f  hum anity  

within him. He reveals  a trait that he had apparently  lost long  ago  w hen  he spoke o f  his 

life w ith hatred. T he h ope  is that his addict identity  is no t so m eth in g  perm anen t and 

irreversible.

In A Scanner Darkly the first technical aspect that adds  to the d eh u m an iza t io n  o f  

the p os tm odern  subject is the ro toscopic effect applied  to the visuals. R otoscopy  is used 

to create an im ated  ch arac te rs  by tracing an action film with  real ac tors  fram e by frame. 

R otoscoping  can be used to create actual cartoons or to create  ca r toon-l ike  f ilm s in which 

the actors are re cogn izab le  and the venues seem real, but the entire  m o tio n  picture has a 

cartoon-like quality . The effect o f  ro toscopy is that  it em p h as izes  the superficiality  o f  the 

perform ance that sh rouds  the w orld  in unreal fantasy.

In this film, this techn ique  captures the pessim istic  m o o d  o f  self-disintegration. 

The p os tm odern  subject is addicted  to change and  feels  su ffoca ted  at any hint o f  

restriction. T he constan t and varied perfo rm ances  o f  identity  des troy  any  possib ility  o f  

stability. L ife-narra tive  is void o f  depth as it forfeits the real to grab on to the hyperreal 

and uncertain. T he m ore  language is used to m an ipu la te  and  hide, the m ore  it loses its 

validity. This  b reak d o w n  in narrative signals the uncerta in ty  o f  o n e 's  identity  w here  it is 

difficult to discern  w ho  to  trust and where even o n e 's  ow n senses  canno t be trusted.

This d iso rien ta tion  and dehum anization  is fur thered by the b lu rring  o f  boundaries  

between techno logy  and h u m an  entities. Techno logy , th rough  the creation  o f  “ Substance 

D". the creation  o f  a “ S cram ble  Suit” and then through  co n fu s in g  v ideo footage, assists 

in totally  des troy ing  his critical ability and thereby, his sense o f  self. In the case o f  

postm odern ism , its addictive  position in favor o f  a free sub jectiv ity  w hich  escapes any 

and all control sys tem s seem s to hit a blank spot w hen co n fron ted  by the em ptiness  and 

indifference that  ensues  from  de tachm ent from  a sense  o f  self.
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A rc te r ’s d is in tegra tion  o f  

identity  is physically  

reconstruc ted  in the  film 

th rough  a  dev ice  re ferred  to  

as the “ scram ble  suit” . The 

dev ice  scram bles  all physical 

da ta  that  w o u ld  he lp  identify 

the w eare r  o f  the  suit. As the 

rapidly  chang ing  im age  o f  

f rag m en ted  faces and  voices 

are p ro jec ted  onto  this 

shroudlike  co s tu m e  it is im possib le  to identify w h o  is speak ing  from  within. T h is  is the 

u ltim ate m anifesta tion  o f  a loss o f  identity: the a ssu m in g  o f  identi ty  tha t  is untraceable , 

unstable, and  non-definable. T he  positivism  o f  diversity , ch an g e  an d  m ultip licity  seem s

to d isso lve into em ptiness  and  nothingness as any  co n cep t  o f  identity  b eco m es

m eaningless.

A rc te r  has  to  re fer  to h im s e l f  in the th ird  person  in o rd e r  to  re ta in  his anonym ity  

w hile  w earing  the sc ram ble  suit. This  p e rfo rm ance  o f  unaffec tedness  w h e n  re ferr ing  to 

h im se l f  leads to  a d e tach m en t bo th  em otional an d  psycho log ica l  w h e n  he refers  to  the 

im ages o f  h im s e l f  depicted  on the screen. Forced to h ide  his true  identity  b ecause  o f  his 

role as undercover  police  off icer  he  refuses to ack n o w led g e  the im ag e  o f  Bob A rc te r  that 

he sees on the  screen, as his own. A s his addic tion  deepens, and  this pe rfo rm ance  o f  

denial strongly  lays its im pressions on his m ind, he ac tua lly  fails  to  recogn ize  h im s e l f  as 

A rc ter  and  beg ins  doub ting  the screen  A rc te r ’s m oves. U nfortunate ly , this s ituation  is 

then aggravated  w hen  he is specif ically  given orders  to t igh ten  su rve il lance  on Bob A rc ter 

as the p rim e suspect in traffick ing  illegal drugs. Fie reports  on  A rc te r ’s ac tiv ities  with 

suspicion and  doubt. A nd  often  he is unable to assoc ia te  h im s e l f  w ith  w ha t  happens on 

the screen. This  m udd le  o f  a lternate  ex is tences  and  identities  is s im ilar  to  w hat 

pos tm odern  subjects  feel as they constan tly  play out d iffe ren t social roles. S om etim es ,  as 

in A rc te r’s case, it is difficult to  d iscover and  unders tand  the  person  b eh in d  the persona. 

T he  constan t question  is - H o w  m uch  is real ? H o w  m u ch  fe igned?

The scramble suit
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A n o th e r  w ay  o f  dep ic t ing  A rc te r ’s 

m ental turm oil  over  his identity is th rough  

his hallucinative  states. T hese  hallucinations 

occur  b ecau se  his add ic tion  to substance  D
4-

pits bo th  sides o f  his b ra in  in a con tes t  w ith  

each  other. A s a result, im age an d  m ean in g  

present them selves  d ifferently  to  him. T here  

is a b lurring  o f  boundar ies  b e tw een  the real 

and the imaginary. He is co n fused  and  

d iso rien ted  as his hallucinations becom e m ore  an d  m ore  m en ac in g  for him. W hen  he goes 

fo r his m edica l  check-ups  he sees the set o f  doctors he has ta lked  to  change, the  m o m en t 

he turns around. He sees his friends turn into g igantic  insects  an d  th en  revert to their 

h um an  form  right in front o f  his eyes. H e sees the  prosti tu te  tu rn  into D o n n a  and  back  - a 

hallucination  (?) that a lso  appears  on the surve illance tapes. His hallucinations are so real 

that  he becom es fur ther disoriented.

For the  m ost  part, A Scanner Darkly engages in the  d isruption  o f  any  possib ility  

o f  a  coheren t narra tive  o f  the  s e l f  an d  identity  by sc ram bling  the  re la tionsh ip  and 

perception  o f  real and  unreal, true  and  false. Such m u d d l in g  o f  opposi tes  is done  by 

instilling doub t in all re la tionships, w he ther  hum an-hum an , or h u m an -m ach in e ,  revealing  

a  direly pessim istic  ou tlook  in w h ich  only glim pses  o f  h ope  can be  found. T here  is a 

f licker o f  such hope  w hen  A rcter,  w hile  w ork ing  in the field, vague ly  recogn izes  the 

sm all b lue  f low ers  from  w hich  substance  D  is derived. T hese  are  the  f low ers  he m anages  

f to  re fer  to  as “ dea th  rising from  the  earth  from  the  g ro u n d  itself, in one b lue  fie ld”

(1 :3 5 :0 1 -1 :35 :15). T he  im plica tion  is that perhaps in the th an k sg iv in g  tha t  will fo llow , he 

will be  able  to pass on  this in fo rm ation  to his friends.

In m ost po s tm o d ern  A m erican  subjects, s im ilar  selves are construc ted  because  o f  

the m anipu la t ion  o f  a cap ita lis t  society driven by consum ption .  A dd ic t ion  is actually  

encouraged  th rough  qu ick  fixes for  a lm ost everything. T he  average  A m e r ic a n ’s attention 

span has decreased  and  life is lived through im ages  o f  excess  and  hyperdriven  

overach ievers  w ho  forsake every  hum an  re la tionship  to  reach  the ir  goals. A n d  on the way 

happ iness  is so m eh o w  lost. S hopp ing  is one o f  the quick fixes o ffered  by  a  consum eris t  

r  society  in w hich  identities are up for sale. T he  next section is a d iscuss ion  on co n su m er

c u l tu re ’s role in pos tm odern  identity  fo rm ation  w here  it creates shopp ing  add ic ts  w h o  buy 

their  w ay into a w orld  o f  d issa tisfaction  and  temporality .

Arcter hallicinates that his friend is a giant cockroach.
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( i i)  S h o p p in g  A d d ic t io n  a n d  Confessions o f a Shopaholic ( 2 0 0 9 )

In his book  False Fixes (1994), D av id  Forbes w rites  o f  co n su m er  cu l tu re ’s 

add ic tive  s tance as fo llow s, “ T he  co n su m er  cu lture  i tse lf  has drug-like  qualities. T he  act 

o f  consum ption  with its drug-like  quality  o f  desire , to lerance, an d  ren ew ed  dem and , n o w  

exists  for its ow n  sake de tached  from p roduc tion  and  m ateria l necess i ty” (F o rbes  13). 

This  “drug-like  quality” tha t  he m en tions  is b rough t into e f fec t  th ro u g h  co n su m er  im ages 

that  offer status, m ean ing ,  value, lifestyles and  even subjectiv it ies  th rough  pu rchase  o f

co n su m er  goods. A nd, as he in form s us, the cyclic  ac t  o f  co n su m p tio n  is no  longer

a t tached  to m aterial needs. This im plies that  consum ption ,  as a  m ed iu m  o f  cap ita lis t  

expression , has  c reated  a totally  d iffe ren t s ignify ing system  for i t s e l f  in its rela tion  to 

consum ers . It has b eco m e  a  source  for identity  construction .

Seen  in psychoanaly tic  te rm s  with  reference to L a c a n ’s theories ,  co n su m p tio n  is 

cap ita l ism ’s p rom ise  (to a  subject) to w ard  the  fu lf i l lm ent o f  lack. D iag ram atica l ly  th is  can  

be  expressed  as follows:

T h a t  is to  say, in  p o s tm o d ern  

theory  the  sub jec t  m ay  be 

co n s id e red  as const i tu ted  in lack as 

a resu lt  o f  the des tab il iz ing  factors  

o f  co n su m er is t  culture. T he 

d issa tisfaction  resu lt ing  from  that 

lack p rope ls  the  sub jec t  tow ards  

com m odif ica tion .  C o m m o d if ica t io n  

is seen  as a channel to  fu lfillm ent 

an d  jou issance .  Then  again  consum eris t  cu lture  destabilizes the  identity  o f  the  sub jec t  and  

the  cycle con tinuously  goes on.

C apita list  societies thus encourage  a  co n su m er  cu lture  bu il t  on the  p rem ise  o f  the 

ec o n o m y ’s n eed  for ceaseless  consum ption . L ifestyles are  b o u g h t  on cred it  an d  se lves are 

literally inven ted  in o rder  to  rep roduce  the ex is ting  social and  eco n o m ic  order. In late 

cap ita lis t  societies  the self, thus, b eco m es  bo th  subject  and  object o f  co n su m er ism  w hich  

enables  perpetuation  o f  a co n su m er  society th rough  conform ity , co n su m er ism , and  se lf

absorption. Identities are m ad e  and  rem ade b ased  on the im ages they  acq u ire  th rough  the 

media.

Postmodern Identity Construction

lack ^ ^ ^ ^ j ssatjsfactj0n 

f  *
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Ben A g g e r  posits  a s im ilar  v iew  in his book. The Virtual Self: A Contemporary 

Sociology. H e w rites,  “ F o r  postm odern is ts ,  identity is not g rounded  in history  and politics 

but is a pastiche, a m osaic ,  m ad e  up o f  ephem eral f rag m en ts  that fill the person with

content, m ean ing ,  v a lu es” (A gger  110). T he "ephem eral f rag m en ts” that A g g e r  m entions
a. . . . .  , . . . . .

as being  the source  o f  identities do not com e trom  history  or poli tics  but. in the

thoroughly  capita lis t  society  o f  A m erica , com e from co n su m er  images.

A g g e r  fu r ther points ou t an interesting link betw een  se lf-hood  issues and the 

com m ercia l  agenda. In his view, cap ita lism  has a good reason to m ak e  se lf-hood  an issue, 

because. “ people  m ust be encouraged  to consum e far beyond their  daily  bread: they must 

also be dis tracted  from  the big p ic tu re” . Capitalist  p ropaganda  th rough  advertis ing  images 

m ake it increasingly  d ifficu lt  for people to stand outs ide  o f  their ev e ry d ay  lives and gain a 

critical perspec tive  on w ha t  is happen ing  to them. Postm odern  selves, thereby , lose the 

intellectual aler tness  and the t im e and space needed  for rational re flection .

At this point, addiction  steps in and paradoxically  co n su m es  consum ers .  A s a 

result, consum ers  yearn  for w hat they do not have. They  are ru led  not by ra tionality  but 

their dec is ions in pu rchas ing  objects  reveal em otional im pu ls iveness .  A dissatisfaction  

overcom es them  and w ith in  m o m en ts  o f  their purchase, o ther  th ings  ca tch  their eyes. A 

certain ch ild ishness  and w him sica l  behav ior  associa ted  with  that ch i ld ishness  can be seen. 

All dec is ions are m ade  by external influence (com m ercia ls )  yet add ic ted  selves th ink they 

m ake those  dec is ions them selves .

M ed ia  im ages em p h as ize  extravagance, luxurious lifestyles and  unlimited  

freedom. T hese  im ages change  the perception o f  people. In ‘T o w a r d s  A New' Polities  O f  

f C o n su m p tio n ’^ 1999) Juliet B. Schor clearly defines the in fluence  o f  te levised images

from their inception  into the daily  life o f  A m ericans. R eferring  to the advent o f  w om en  

entering the w orkforce , she w rites :

N e ig h b o rh o o d  contacts  corresponding ly  dec lined , and  the w orkp lace 

b ecam e a m ore  p rom inen t  point o f  reference. M oreover,  as people  spent 

less t im e with  neighbors  and friends, and m ore  t im e  on the family room 

couch , te lev is ion  becam e m ore im portan t as a sou rce  o f  co n su m er  cues and 

inform ation . B ecause  television show s are so heav ily  skew ed  to the 

“ lifestyles o f  the rich and upper m iddle  class ."  they inflate the v iew e r 's  

r  perceptions o f  w hat others  have, and by ex tens ion  w h a t  is w orth  aequiring-

w hat one m u st  have in order to avoid being left beh ind . (449)

152

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



W hat Schor em p h as izes  here is that the im ages  o f  affluent fam ilies  and  the com m odities  

they used, as transm it ted  through  the T V  screen, were regarded  as ind icators  o f  status. As 

a result, m idd le  incom e and even low incom e fam ilies  aspire  tow ards  these  im ages in 

order to pro jec t  sta tus and opt for an upw ard  m obility . This  is w h en  the co n su m er  was 

born w ho , at any  cost, w as w ill ing  to buy into lifestyles m uch  ab o v e  his /her income.

A  superio r lifestyle, now adays ,  is seen to be one w here  m oney , des igner  clothes 

and accesso ries  and the latest m odel gadgets  are accessible. A m p le  t im e is to be spent in 

the pursuit  o f  leisure and fun that has little o r no re lig ious undertone . Fam ily  concerns 

take a back seat w hile  friends and  fun take the forefront. Free o f  all guilt, responsibility , 

regret and sacrifice, and d ivulg ing  in total self-absorp tion , such lifestyles allure a 

generation  w h ich  has been hypnotized  into th inking it dese rves be tte r  than eve ryone  else.

The im ages  sold to the public th rough TV  com m ercia ls ,  m ag az in e  advertisem ents ,  

and billboards, have set s tandards for the se lf- im age to be p roduced /rep lica ted .  O ne is 

offered im ages o f  confidence, boldness, and especially  freedom  to be acqu ired  through 

the purchase o f  par ticu la r  p roducts .  Skin care produc ts  o ffer  to s lo w  d o w n  the aging 

process and give one  looks that spin heads as one boldly  w alks  by with  the kn o w in g  and 

fearless sm ile  o f  being w atched  with am azem ent.  B rand  n am es  s ign ify  and enhance  the 

purchase value  o f  p roduc ts  and  m obilize  the identity construc t o f  consum ers .

In "T h e  System  o f  O b jec ts” . Jean B audrillard  observes  that a brand  nam e plays 

the role o f  a s ign ifier w hich  the co n su m er  relates to a host o f  d iffused  m eanings. The 

consum er is in fluenced  by and responds to each brand nam e like " a  co n d it io n ed  reflex” 

(414). C apita lis t  reg im es  create false needs w ith in  peop le  to en tice  them  to endless 

shopping  for the acquis it ion  o f  status sym bols em b ed d ed  in brand  nam es. T he brand 

b ecom es a m ark  o f  identity.

B efore  the m edia, the s e l f  im age w as built on w hat ch ildren  experienced  from  the 

treatm ent they w ere  sub jected  to by their im m edia te  family. Im portance  w as a lw ays  given 

to m anners,  m ora ls  and behavior. T he upbringing  o f  the child  re flec ted  fam ily  status. The 

m edia  no w  prov ides  alternate ideals, values and  lifestyles that contrad ic t  the 

com m onsensica l va lue-sys tem s o f  form er times. But the p os tm odern  ab an d o n m en t  o f  

truth signals a reposit ion ing  o f  the concep t o f  the self. P o s tm o d ern  selves  are encouraged  

to v iew  them selves  as desiring  subjects  that canno t live w ithou t  p leasure , en tertainm ent,  

acquisition and euphoria .

But it is no t that ail postm odern  identites are forged on v o lup tuous  desire  and 

craving. M ichel Foucau lt  offers hope o f  rising above  the m anipu la t ion  o f  pow er with his
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argum ent,  “w h e re  there is pow er there is res is tance"  - (F oucau lt ,  1998: 95). A pplied  to 

the addictive stance o f  consum eris t  shopping, w e can  say that, pocke ts  o f  resistance 

expressed  th ro u g h  speech  and action that contrad ic t  the norm al flow o f  consum eris t  

behavior, can oppose  the addictivc s tance o f  co n su m er  society . O f  course ,  it is ex trem ely  

difficult for one  to see the flaw s o f  a system  w h en  subm erged  in it. S u b m erg ed  in such a 

culture one can n o t  totally  avoid  its influence. But hopefu lly , one  can it resist to varying 

extents.

For res is tance to take effect in a co n su m er  society , it is necessary  that the 

fo llow ing  happen  : (1) the first aspect o f  res is tance from  the ind iv idual o r the group  is that 

s/he or they  realize that dom ination  is at play from  an o v e ra rch in g  p o w e r  structure. (2) 

The second  aspect o f  res is tance is, o f  course, living w ithin  a m arke t  e c o n o m y  but being 

able to ac tive ly  resist the ex travagance  and w astage  it advocates .  W ha t this involves is not 

a total d isregard  o f  ava ilab le  options; rather, it en ta ils  m o dera te  use o f  ava ilab le  choices. 

It m eans being able  to stay sane w ithou t being o v e rw h e lm ed  by the force  o f  repetitive 

persuasion. (3) T h e  th ird  aspect is that it is necessary  to p erce ive  th ings  from  a position 

that a l low s critical eva lua tion  o f  the situation. T here  has  to be an ethical level o f  conduct 

to conform  to. T h is  th ird  aspect is crucial for the effec tiveness  o f  the o ther  tw o  aspects  

m entioned  above. U nfor tunate ly ,  this is an aspect w hich  the p o s tm o d ern  self, in g iving 

jou issance  p re ference  above  all. lacks. Therefore , there  is little res is tance  within 

con tem porary  society  because  m orality  is relational w ith in  a co n su m er is t  society  solely 

propelled  forw ard  by econom ic  interests.

T o  d iscuss  the addic tive  stance o f  the act o f  shopp ing  I have selec ted  the film 

Confessions o f  a Shopaholic (2009). K now ing  that in a p o s tm o d ern  capita lis t  society 

images s tream ing  th rough  the m ed ia  have a  strong des tab il iz ing  effec t  on identity, films 

like Confessions, w ork  to affect a subtle resistance from  w ith in  the system  o f  capitalism . 

Confessions o f  a Shopaholic is a rom antic  com edy  and for our pu rp o ses  a visual text 

through w hich  the doub le-faced  identity o f  consum er cu ltu re  is ex p o sed  so that w e can 

discern the m an ipu la t ive  and inferiorizing p o w er  that it exerts  on  po s tm o d ern  subjects. 

C onsum er cu lture  satura tes pos tm odern  subjects with co n su m er  im ages  that deprive  them  

o f  all sense o f  propriety .

In Confessions, the A m erican  pro tagonist R eb ec ca 's  add ic tion  to sho p p in g  and its 

connection to im age-bu ild ing  o f  the se lf  at the expense  o f  all ideals  o f  integrity, frugality , 

self-worth, sanity  and  tru thfu lness  is ultim ately cr itiqued by the res is tance  p rovided  in the 

form o f  ano ther  character.  B randon. Having been nurtured by a d o w n -to -ea r th  British
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father, he sees th rough  ca p ita l ism ’s fo ibles and show s R eb ecca  the add ic tive  and negative 

side o f  construc ting  her identity  th rough  co n su m er  goods. U sually  the add ic tive  stance o f  

consum er cu lture  is h idden  by im ages o f  freedom . B randon  ex p o se s  co n su m er  culture for 

what it is. i.e. a m ean s  to create insecure, m anipu la tive ,  se lf-consc ious,  and confused 

identities.

A D isc u ss io n  o f  Confessions o f  a Shopaholic (2 0 0 9 )

In a co m p le te ly  d iffe ren t m ood than the dark, unfam ilia r ,  no ir  film d iscussed  

above in regard  to d rug  addiction , the film Confessions o f  a Shopaholic (2009) shows 

consum erism  at w ork  in the identity  construc tion  o f  a y o u n g  w o m an  n am ed  Rebecca. It 

em phasizes  co m ica lly  the fam iliar  postm odern  trend  o f  sho p p in g  it) build  an identity 

aspiring to p o w er  and  affluence. It show s how  capita lis t  socie ty  c rea tes  a vo id  w ith in  the 

subject th rough  co n su m er  im ages that prom ise  fu lf i l lm ent th rough  the acqu is it ion  o f  

certain objects. T he  A m er ican  sub jec t’s a ttem pt to fill the vo id  w ith  ob jec ts  resu lts  in a 

sim ilar unend ing  search  for fu lfillment, w hich  is en co u rag ed  and sus ta ined  by a 

postm odern  co n su m er  cu ltu re  that leaves the subject  w an ting  a s table identity.

T he  film  Confessions o f  a Shopaholic portrays  the p ro tagon is t  R ebecca 

B lo o m w o o d ’s asp ira tion  tow ards  a lifestyle w h ich  defines  her s e l f  identity. R eb ecca ’s 

story beautifu lly  dep ic ts  the addictive state o f  the co nsum er ,  w here  co n su m ers  are 

addicted to b uy ing  s tu f f  they  are convinced  that they  need. H ow ever ,  in m ost  cases, their 

apparent need su rpasses  the capacity  o f  their pockets . T hese  c o n su m ers  obtain  objects  

through credit card  access  to virtual m oney  though  this will p lunge  them  into debts  that 

they can scarce ly  hope  o f  pay ing  back. This is w ha t the add ic t ion  to shopp ing  is all about.

The film begins  w ith  R ebecca talking about her ex p e r ien ce  o f  shopp ing  in 

childhood. It show s h o w  consum erism  creates w ith in  her re sen tm en t for the th ings she 

has and desire for that w h ich  she does  not. “ W hen  1 w as  a little girl there  w ere  real prices 

and m om  prices. Real prices got you shiny sparkly  th ings w h ich  lasted three w eeks  and 

M om  prices got you b ro w n  th ings that lasted fo rever” (0 :0 :35-0 :0 :44).  A s a result, each 

time R ebecca en ters  a shop  a psychologica l res tructuring  occu rs  to the effect that she is 

overw helm ed  with  a c rav ing  for objects  she never though t  to be necessary . As she puts it: 

"A  store can aw ak en  a lust for th ings you never kn ew  you  n ee d ed ” (0 :02:34-0 :02:38).  

This indicates the psycho log ica l  and  em otional m anipu la t ion  o f  a co n su m er  cu lture which
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creates need th ro u g h  advertis ing  and con tinuous b o m b ard m en t  o f  im ages  th rough  written, 

print and visual m ed ia  w hich  turn the consum er into an addict  identity.

Alette is one  such fashion m agazine  that objectif ies  the pos tm odern  subject. 

Rebecca is obsessed  w ith  being  part o f  that m agaz ine  bu t in a su rp ris ing  turn o f  events
L

she ends up at Successful Savings, a m agazine concen tra ting  on co n su m er  aw areness  and 

savings. She buys  a pair o f  spectacles (which she d o e sn ' t  need), d resses  soberly, and acts 

as i f  she is in total contro l o f  h e r  situation. T hus  it is w h en  she starts w ork ing  for this 

m agazine  that she a ssu m es  an identity lit for her role yet in total con trad ic tion  to her 

consum ing  habits.

1 ler co n su m in g  habits  are not at all what she show s them  to be. A g lim pse  o f  her 

life at h o m e and at malls  show s how  chaotic and out o f  control her s ituation  is. Her room 

is full o f  m ore  c lo thes  and accessories  than it has space for. She lives in a single room  at a 

f r iend 's  apartm ent.  She also has a debt co llec tor hound ing  her for co llec tion  o f  dues, 

though she frantically  evades  paym en t by com ing  up with  an end less  array  o f  ridiculous 

excuses. A nd at a d iscoun t sale she becom es a sc ream ing  lunatic. These are not the 

images she is w il l ing  to  sh o w  others or , for that matter, ex p o se  to  h e r s e l f

Part o f  her job at Successful Savings, a sav ings m agaz ine ,  requires  her to expose 

the fraud behind  co rpora te  im ages o f  honesty. Ironically, though , she adop ts  fraudulent 

behavior to play the part. She dupes others  into believ ing  that she is a frugal person. Yet. 

she is constan tly  s trugg ling  with her addiction to shopping. But the d iff icu lty  she faces is 

what all consum ers  face since consum erism  attacks from  all angles;  and. in so do ing  it 

denies her access  to the big picture. The reality is that all the tan ta liz ing  im ages that 

r p rom ote  p roduc ts  des igned  to boost self- im age ac tually  create  and  explo it  the insecurities

o f  the consum er.

For co n su m er ism  to co m e into effect, the sell' im age  is b roken  by the im ages o f  

perfection supplied  by the media. Postm odern  subjects  feel psycho log ica lly  and 

em otionally  insecure  w h en  com paring  their physical properties  to these  im possib le-to- 

attain images. It is out o f  th is  insecurity  and feeling  o f  d issa tis fac tion  that consum erism  

creates dep en d en cy  on products .  This dependency  m anifests  i tse l f  in the form  o f  addictive 

shopping.

R ebecca is caugh t up in the constantly  chang ing  w orld  o f  im ages  o f  extrem e 

r  perfection. A dvert is ing  and w o m e n ’s m agazines  posit ion  w o m en ,  in particular, as both

the subject and the object o f  consum erism . C o n su m erism  p rom ises  w o m en  self

transform ation and appears  to validate w o m e n ’s choices. T h o u g h  po s tm o d ern ism  negates
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the influence o f  m etana rra t ives  and  the pow er s tructures they  en c o m p a ss ,  it seem s that 

com m ercia l ism  is c rea ting  a b lind ing  veil o f  illusion w hich  m erg es  all identities  into one 

that o f  the consum er .  A s a co n su m er  R ebecca  seem s to be p ro m o tin g  shopp ing  w hen 

she says, “ It m ak es  you feel so confident and alive and happy, w a rm "  (0 :57:36-0 :57 :39).

But as B audril lard  points  out in “T he System  o f  O b jec ts" ,  there  is no end state o f  

happiness in the freedom  that consum erism  prom ises. T he  freedom  o f  choice  that is 

o verem phasized  in co n su m er ism  is only  the result o f  the reso lu t ion  o f  the tension that 

consum er cu lture i tse lf  creates. T he tension  referred to here is the anx ie ty  caused  hv a 

sense o f  lack in w h e n  the co n su m er  is faced with an idealized  im age w hich  is then 

connected  to a certain  product. This  tension  is artific ially and spec if ica lly  produced  by 

m arketing  strategies.

The tension  is o v e rco m e  by purchase  o f  an object. T he  s e l f  c reated  thus in a 

purely relational and s ituational contex t has this false b e l ie f  that o n e 's  freedom  lies in 

o n e 's  ow n hands. U nfortunate ly ,  this is not really the case. R eb ecca  realizes  that in her 

h ighly valued shops, she is not valued: rather it is her s tatus as co n su m er  that is valued. 

She is ex trem ely  d is illus ioned  w he she d iscovers that all the w a rm th  she feels in stores is 

only connected  to her co n su m er  status, and entire ly  superficial.  H er euphoric 

exc lam ations ab o u t  w h a t  a shop  m eans  to her is d rastica lly  u n d e rcu t  a few  scenes later 

when after o p en in g  her bills, she sadly retorts, “ T hey  said I w as  a v a lued  cus tom er,  now 

they send m e h a te -m ail” (0 :15:23- 0:15:28). She realizes that she is on ly  valued  for her 

ability to spend. H er value  d im in ishes  the m o m en t she is no  longer a cu s to m er  with 

m oney to spend.

R ebecca  has  c reated  for h e rse lf  an im age o f  sty lish  a f l lu e n ce  by living m uch 

beyond her m eans. In her spend ing  spree she buys m ore  th ings  than she needs. M ost 

th ings go to w aste  in the c loset and she can hardly  re m e m b er  w ha t  she has stocked. For 

exam ple , w hen  she needs a dress for an evening  out, we d isco v e r  that she d o e s n ' t  even 

know  what clo thes  she has. This indicates the total su b m iss io n  to a cu lture  o f  

extravagance and w aste  w h ich  constructs  an identity  w hich  is totally  unaw are  o f  the 

m anipulated  and m an ipu la t ive  stance it is in.

In po s tm o d ern  life everyone  is told there is no need  to ch o o se  or sac rifice o n e 's  

wants. M edia  m essages  such as. “ Life is for living” p ro m o te  the view that anyone  can 

have or be any th ing  ( p rov ided  s/he has the m oney  to support  her). T he  situational self, 

having no stable set o f  values  or choices itself, g ives in to the p ressu res  put upon it by 

s tandards de te rm ined  by advertis ing  and m edia  culture. Identi t ies  re fuse to be bound
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within tradition or history; as a result, all narratives re fer d irec tly  to oneself .  Self-interest 

becomes, in itself, addictive.

At the very  root o f  co n su m er  identity, therefore , is a sense  o f  d issatisfaction 

connected  to o n e 's  c ircum stances .  A feeling  o f  lack leads to a sort o f  unstoppable 

w andering  and sea rch ing  for som eth ing  that will till the void. Km pty selves continue to 

m ove from  one c o m m o d ity  to ano ther  looking for the one th ing that will ultimately 

satisfy. But the sa tisfac tion  p rom ised  by the accum ula t ion  o f  p roduc ts  proves to be 

illusory. C ap ita lism  ensures  that ob jects  quickly  fall out o f  fa sh ion  and are replaced by 

better m odels  and upgrades. It thus appears that this feeling  o f  lack is c reated  constantly  

and endlessly . T h e  w heel o f  co n su m er ism  w ould  s low  d o w n  i f  peo p le  w ere  to be content 

with them selves  and their com m odities .  It is a society w h ere  all p eop le  a ttem pt to surpass 

their ow n status in society, not th rough  acquisition  o f  k n o w led g e  but th rough  acquisition 

o f  goods w hich  help th em  create an identity that confers  a false sense  o f  prestige on 

them selves  and others.

A ddict  identities  lack solidity. T heir  charac ters  are co n s id e red  unstab le  and the 

e lem ents  o f  trust and integrity are found to be lacking in them . R ebecca  canno t control 

her im puls ive  behav io r ,  though  such behav ior th rea tens  to des troy  all s ignificant 

rela tionships in h er  life. It is on ly  w hen  R ebecca  is con fron ted  by B randon, w hose 

character is sym bo lic  o f  a res is tance to consum erism , that she adm its  to being obsessed 

with shopping. W hen he asks her why she shops she answ ers .  " C a u se  w hen  I shop the 

w orld  gets better. T he  w o rld  is better. A n d  then its not anym ore .  T hen  1 need  to do it 

aga in"  (1 :16 :40-1 :16 :50).  She is confronted  n o w  with  a se lf- im age  that is deceitful, 

m anipulative, irresponsib le ,  and false.

Yet this is the very  im age that appeals to A lette  h e rse l f  w h o  offers  R ebecca  her 

very ow n co lum n  in the Alette m agaz ine  w hich  w o u ld  be titled “ A ffo rdab le  Fash ion ."  But 

then R ebecca is s truck by A le t te ’s com placency  at w rit ing  false ar tic les  abou t fashions 

which are not at all affordable .  Alette  tells R ebecca not to w orry  abou t w hat she writes 

because the actual cost  o f  the objects  w ould  be in small print. H um orous ly ,  she excla im s. 

“ A nd after all w ha t are credit cards fo r” ( 1 :26:04-l :26:06). But by this t im e R ebecca  has 

already seen through  the m asquerade  o f  honesty  that cap ita lism  claim s. She n o w  realizes 

how  m anipu la tive  and  deceitful co n su m er  culture ac tually  is. She dec ides  to break out o f  

the bondage o f  add ic tive  shopp ing  and debt that her habits  have put her into.

The res is tance  Foucau lt  m entions in his later w rit ings  seem s  to be at w ork  in 

Confessions o f  a Shopaholic in the dem eanor o f  B randon. T he  act o f  res is tance reveals
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aw aren ess  o f  the  explo ita tive  cond ition  in the curren t situation. It a lso  im plies that 

B ra n d o n ’s ethical s tand  co m es  from  a  s table  set o f  values. T h is  res is tance is possib le  

because ,  as B randon  points ou t in an  exchange  with R ebecca ,  he w as b rough t  up in 

E ng land  by his hard  w orking , dow n -to -ear th  fa ther w h o  w as  there  to  sh o w  him  the 

frivolity  and  fa lsehood  b eh in d  the  pursuit o f  a rich lifestyle such  as that  o f  his m other,  

w h o  is a ren o w n ed  N e w  Y ork socialite.

Indeed, in this case, as F oucau lt  had  observed  so percep tive ly  e lsew here ,  

res is tance does  not co m e  or orig inate  from outside; rather, it is born  w ith in  the pow er 

s tructures and  is m ost effective w hen  it expresses  i tse lf  from  such  a  position. T hough 

B randon  has  a very fam ous and  rich m o th er  he shows no  sign o f  it in his person  or in his 

actions. H e w orks hard  and  tries to  m ak e  a living for h im s e l f  ins tead  o f  be in g  influenced  

by  the financial ex travagance  o f  his m other. B ran d o n ’s m o th e r  w an ted  n o th ing  to  do  with 

h im  as a child. She only w ants  h im  af te r  he is o ld  enough to  take  o v er  the fam ily  business. 

T h is  has a sym bolic  re sonance  in regard  to  co rpora te  affairs. It exposes  the fact that actual 

love, care  and  feeling  is absen t in the corpora te  world. All inves tm en ts  o f  t im e  an d  m o n ey  

should  yie ld  results. T he  transfo rm ation  in R eb ecca  tow ards  the en d  o f  the film  is affec ted  

th rough  B ran d o n ’s unaffec ted  lifestyle.

B ra n d o n ’s res is tance to  the allure  o f  po w er  and  the c lea r-s igh tedness  o f  w ha t 

ac tually  goes on  in the co rpora te  w o rld  exposes  the addictive  an d  se lf-destructive  s tance 

o f  R e b e c c a ’s situation. T h e  first t im e  B ran d o n  exposes  a m a jo r  co rpo ra te  fraud  is w hen  

he m akes  R eb ecca  ask  the speaker  at a  shareho lders  m eeting , w h y  the  co rpo ra te  m an ag ers  

to o k  ou t 23 m illion  dollars  in bonus  in sp ite  o f  the fact that the shareho lders  w ere  fac ing

an 8%  loss. It is th is  res is tance that 

leads R eb ecca  to u lt im ate ly  regret  her 

obsessive  sho p p in g  tendencies.

A n o th e r  agen t o f  her 

transfo rm ation  an d  aw areness  is her 

fa ther w h o  offers  to  he lp  her ou t o f  

her deb t by  se ll ing  his new ly  

acqu ired  R V , so m eth in g  he  bought 

not on cred it  bu t out o f  his life 

savings. He supports  h e r  and  w hen  she refuses  to let h im  sell the  R V  saying, “ It 

com ple te ly  defines  you, co m p le te ly ” , her fa ther answ ers ,  “N o th in g  def ines  m e  excep t  you  

and  your m o th er” (1 :22:25-1:22:27).
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The narrative starts like a fairy tale with Rebecca as a  child longing to grow  up 

and possess the beautiful dresses, shoes, and ornaments grown-up girls have and ends up 

as a romantic comedy with her coming to her senses because o f  love.

Rebecca sees herself reflected in the mirrors on display in a shop window. Though 

her image is fragmented she is delighted to see herself reflected as she waves around her 

“Gucci” handbag. This sequence is significant because it signifies her self as an image 

becoming an object for manipulation. As a postmodern consumer, she has put herself on 

display just like the things she shops for when she sees them on display. She is now so 

defined by the objects she buys that her self-narrative is constructed around the things she

owns. Mirrors and images appear on the scene whenever her identity is concerned.

In the film, the manikins speak to Rebecca. Symbolically this signifies consumer 

culture 's persistence in motivating and thereby creating the addict identity o f  a 

shopaholic. No matter how little its 

utilitarian value be, each product is 

depicted and seen in an exaggerated 

light. Thus the green scarf becomes a 

definition o f  Rebecca. The image 

overrides any sense o f  core self.

Therefore, confidence comes not from 

strength within her sense o f  self; but 

rather, from the “green scarf '.  The 

manikin tries to convince her to buy a 

green scarf after she reminds herself that she has just received a credit card bill o f  nine 

hundred dollars.

Manikin : “The point about this scarf is that it would become part o f  a definition 

o f  you, o f  your psyche. M m do you see what I mean? [. . ]Make your 

eyes look bigger. ”

Rebecca : “It would make my haircut look more expensive.”

Manikin : "You would walk into that Alette interview confident, more poised. 

The girl in the green s c a r f ’. (0:5:20-0:5:57)

She is made to feel that the scarf was made only for her. Again, her choice o f  an object 

and with it a self image are weighed out in front o f  a mirror. She is encouraged by 

consumer culture to buy the scarf on credit even though she doesn’t have the solvency to 

buy it.
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T h e  dep th  and  d is tance o f  an ex trem e long shot show s R e b e c c a ’s vu lnerab ili ty  to 

the add ic t ion  that enve lops her existence. A s she w alks  aw ay  from  the  A le tte  bu ild ing , 

she crosses  tw o  overs ized  b i l lboards  w h ich  loom  over  her, sy m b o liz in g  the  ins ign if icance  

o f  h er  p rob lem s in a  capita lis t  culture w h ich  is 

con tinually  d em ean in g  her self-worth. For, though 

capita lism  show s that it cares about her, it 

actually  does  not.

R eal care involves seeing, hearing, 

know ing , and  feeling  but c ap ita lism ’s 

ob jectif ica tion  o f  subjects  c reates  false values and  

dis torted  visions. C o n su m e r  cu ltu re  entices the 

eyes o f  the co n su m er  an d  m an ipu la tes  the 

co n su m er  -  yet is i tse lf  b lind  to all excep t profit. This  is s ign ified  s tra teg ically  in the film 

through  scenes w hich  h ighligh t the aspec t o f  the  b lindness  o f  m an ip u la t iv e  forces. For 

exam ple ,  the  m an ik in  has no eyes. T h ough  it desc ribes  the s c a r f  and  p laces  R eb ec ca  in 

front o f  the  m irro r  it has no visual m ean s  to  substan tia te  w h e th e r  w h a t  it tells R ebecca  is 

ac tually  appropria te  for her. T h e  prin ted  ad ve rt isem en t o f  the super  sale li terally  b low s 

into h er  and  settles on her chest, after b lind ly  ta rge ting  h er  an d  s tr ik ing  at h e r  heart.

T h ough  all advertisem ents  target subjects  ind iscrim inate ly , ind iv idual co n su m ers  

feel as i f  the ads are  directly  ta lk ing  to them . E ach  and  every  ad  seem s to m ak e  th em  feel 

as i f  it w ere  specia lly  m ad e  for them. It is, as if, they  cou ld  access  the  d ream  w o rld  as 

frequently  as they  w an ted  to. Ironically  R e b e c c a ’s il lusion b reaks  w h en  she is con fron ted  

by the  deb t-co llec to r on a  live talk  show. She is show n the  falsity o f  the  im ag e  o f  h e rse lf  

fo rm ed  by a  cu ltu re  w h ich  only  cares  for h er  spend ing  capacity  an d  n o th ing  else.

By strategically  show ing  the interplay  o f  rom an tic  interest an d  conflic t  be tw een  

R ebecca  and  B randon, the effect o f  society and  cu ltu re  on identity  cons truc tion  is 

highlighted. T he  contrast be tw een  the selves o f  a  sh o pp ing -obsessed  A m er ic an  ( R ebecca) 

with a  m odern is t  yet sober British s e l f  ( B randon  ) is m ean t  to  be  instructive. R ebecca 

and  B ran d o n ’s atti tudes tow ards  shopp ing  are respectively , “ Y ou  have  to  savor  sh o p p in g ” 

(0 :46 :15-0 :46 :17) and  “ Y ou have to  s trike with precision and  get o u t” (0 :46:17-0 :46:19).  

R ebecca  is am azed  and  co n fused  by B ran d o n ’s k n ow ledge  o f  fash ion  and  yet his 

re luc tance to  m ak e  use o f  it. B randon explains to h er  his re luc tance  to  be  o v e rw h e lm ed  by 

the im ages o f  co n su m er  culture thus: “  I d o n ’t w an t  to  be def ined  by c lo thes ,  o r  labels, or 

fam ily” (0 :47:08-0:47:12).  His m o th e r  m ay be a ren o w n ed  N e w  Y ork  socia li te  b u t  he  can
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resist the tem pta t ion  o f  being  absorbed  into the fashion industry  and this reveals  a great 

deal about his identity.

This  film  depic ts  the m an n er  in w hich  choices  are in fluenced  by co n su m er  logic 

w hich  baffles co m m o n -sen se .  A s a result, addict identities  ava ilab le  in a postm odern  

consum er cu lture  are seen to be m anipulative, se lf-cen tered , naive, ch ild ish , insecure, and 

unstable. 1'he next film show s the dark side o f  obsess ing  abou t hav ing  full control over 

o n e ’s life and  c ircu m stan ces  w hich  results in construc tion  o f  an identity  w h ich  is restless, 

reckless and  w ithou t  constraint.

(iii) P o w e r  A d d ic t io n  a n d  Memento (2 0 0 0 )

Both o f  the add ic tions m en tioned  above give a false sense  o f  pow er. And. it is 

well know n that the lust for a sense o f  pow er grips m any  o f  us. But. the p o w e r  I refer to 

here, re levant to the d iscuss ion  o f  addiction in this chapter, is not to be co n fused  with  the 

pow erplay  one  o bserves  in national politics; ra ther the po w er  h igh ligh ted  here has to do 

with control o v e r  o n e ’s life and circum stances .

W ith the rise o f  ind iv idualism  in m odern  t im es peop le  have been re luctant to 

surrender th em se lv es  to pow er structures that lie bey o n d  their  co m p reh en s io n .  Instead, 

they have h u n g ered  for control and  power, at least, over  the ir  selves. W ith  the inception 

o f  pos tm odern ism , w h en  w hen  social cohesion  started c ru m b lin g  due to the co llapse  o f  

o v erw helm ing  po w er  s tructures i.e. the m etannarra t ives  that con tro l led  traditional 

society, ind iv iduals  apparen tly  found w hat they had been ask ing  for. the chance  to control 

their lives.

U nfortunate ly ,  pos tm odern  subjects  underes t im a ted  the task in front o f  them. 

C onstructing  selves from  fragm ented  narratives is not as easy  as co n fo rm in g  to a p re

existing  tradition. W ithou t history as a foundation o f  the past and w ithou t truth as a 

building b lock fo r the future, p os tm odern  selves becam e d iso rien ted  and unsure  o f  their 

place in space and time. T hus  began the search to m ake sense  o f  all expe riences  and 

encounters  by cons truc ting  identities from  fragm ents  o f  an unstab le  society. This  is 

m ainly  a ttem pted  th rough  m edia ted  im ages and fluid in form ation. This  is supposed  to 

give the po s tm o d ern  se lf  a sense o f  m ean ing  and power.

I low ever.  once an identity  is shaped in pos tm odern  society , one canno t hold  on to 

it because o f  the unstab le  re la tionship  betw een signifiers  and their  s ignifieds. As m ean ing  

shifts and identity  construc tion  becom es m ean ing less ,  it b eco m es  necessary  to begin the
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construc tion  o f  m ean ing  and  identity  once again. T h ro u g h  this end less  cycle  o f  

reconstruction  the po s tm o d ern  s e l f  finds a sense o f  power. It is th is p o w er  that s/he is 

addicted to.

Pow er, therefore , is susta ined  through  the creation o f  m ean ing fu l  narra tives  o f  the 

s e l f  A strong narra tive  o f  the s e l f  renders all p rev ious and present ac tions  ju s tif iab le ,  and 

enhances  the positiv ity  o f  a construc ted  identity, at least in the eyes  o f  the s e l f  concerned . 

M uch o f  w h o  w e are depends  on w hat w e rem em b er  o f  the past and h o w  w e interpret our 

actions on the basis  o f  that past. Thus the accum ula tion  o f  w ha t w e k n o w  o f  ourse lves  and 

ou r  ac tions construc ts  ou r  sense o f  the self. U nfortunate ly , p o s tm o d e rn ism  em p h as izes  the 

construc tedness  o f  the past and lays it con tinuously  open  to question . Thus the 

postm odern  subject  is forced  to con tinuously  recreate the past to m ake  it am en ab le  to its 

present subjectiv ity ,  th rough  both w ritten  and oral narratives.

In add ition  to w rit ten  texts, im ages play a s ign ifican t role in construc ting  the 

reality w h ich  represen ts  the past. In his final book Camera Lucida (1982). R o land  B arthes 

refers to the indexical charac te r  o f  pho tog raphs  em p h as iz in g  that pho tog raphy , in contrast 

to language and  w riting , is not ju s t  a system  o f  conno ta t ions  and  arb itra ry  signs but a 

direct reference to real objects. For him. the essence, o r  " fo u n d in g  o rde r"  o f  p h o tog raphy  

"is neither Art n o r  C o m m u n ica t io n ,  it is R efe rence” (B ar thes  77). In this sense, 

pho tography  refers  to the material ex is tence o f  an object that is m ad e  the subject  o f  the 

gaze o f  the cam era  eye.

Pho tographs, thus, p lay  a s ign ificant role in rep resen ting  the events  o f  the past. 

With reference to pho tog raph ic  im ages the past is reconstruc ted  th rough  m em o ry  and 

narrative to g ive a  m ean ingfu l sense o f  the self. P ho tographs  are, in that sense, visual 

em bod im en ts  o f  the past. T hey  have often  been considered  d o cu m en ts  o f  the p resence o f  

a past reality. But F in d a  H utcheon in The Politics o f  Postmodernism  ques tions  the 

indexical cha rac te r  o f  pho tographs ,  som eth ing  that R o land  B arthes  once  s trongly  posited 

as a m ajor aspect in the im portance o f  pho tographs  as re ferences  to the past. It turns out 

that the indexical charac te r  o f  the pho tographic  im age has d isappeared .

P ho tograph ic  im ages  are no longer considered  objective. W e realize that 

now adays a photo  is ju s t  ano ther im age that show s us w ha t  som eone  w ants  us to see. 

Since p ho tog raphs  act as historical docum en ts  chron ic ling  the  ex is tence  o f  people, places 

and re lationships, any doub t  about their indexical nature  des tab il izes  the past. A nd 

considering  that their s ign ificance grow s out o f  the narra tion  construed  of, around and
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from these  im ages, w h ich  also act as tes tam ents  o f  truth, the  sam e doub t  destab il izes  both 

the present and the future.

In the case o f  personal identity, pho tographs  g ive passage to the past by their 

assoc ia tion  with  m em o ry .  O ne looks at a p icture and rem em b ers  the even ts  surrounding  

it. T he pho tog raph  is then  a visual representation o f  o n e 's  h istory  that  gains  s ignificance 

through rem em b ran ce ,  w h ich  in turn  evokes em otion  and there fo re  con tr ibu tes  to personal 

identity. T hereby , any  fa lsification o f  narration  o f  the past, be it in tentional o f  

unintentional, w ill affect the construc tion  o f  identity.

T he  add ic tion  to p o w er  is spurred  by the aw aren ess  that pho tos  can be used to 

construct past, p resen t and. therefore, the future. Such  add ic tion  leads to se lf-conscious 

m anipula tion  o f  these  images. Instead o f  using pho to g rap h y  to hold on to  the im ages o f  

the past, o f  the f leeting  m om en t,  they are now used to create  a reality  w hich  m ay even 

interfere and ch an g e  the concep tion  o f  w ha t actually  exists. Pic tures are s trategically  used 

at both the personal level as au tobiographical do cu m en ts  se lec tive ly  p laced  in a lbum s and 

published in social ne tw orks, and at the political level th rough  jo u rn a l ism  which 

influences public sen tim ent.

To  d em ons tra te  the connection  am ongst pho tog raphs ,  m em ory ,  narra tive  and 

identity and the effec t  o f  the addiction  to power. I have selec ted  C h r is to p h e r  N o la n 's  lilm 

Memento. This  film will be treated as a visual text and ana lyzed  to reveal the addictive 

stance tow ards  p o w e r  involved  in postm odern  identity construc tion .

A D is c u s s io n  o f  Memento (2 0 0 0 )

C hris topher  N o la n ’s Memento reveals addic tion  o f  a d iffe ren t kind than that 

spurred by consum erism . It is an intensified study o f  the addiction  for p ow er over  o n e 's  

c ircum stances th rough  estab lishm ent o f  a m eaningfu l self-narra tive . Memento 

s im ultaneously  exp lo res  howr the past plays a dec is ive  role in our very  sense  o f  selfhood 

and identity and h o w  any significant self-narra tive creates the reality  in fluencing  an 

identity. T he  analytic  approach  taken here treats Memento as a portrayal o f  the 

p ro tagon is t 's  addiction  to pow er as revealed in his a t tem pt to control his life by 

m anipulating  “ fac ts” and  res tructuring reality, w hen both his personal history and his 

identity is b rough t  into question.

M em ories  p lay  an im portan t part in the construc tion  o f  personal identity. T he self

narratives w oven  a round  m em ories  determ ine ho w  w e in terpret o u r  experiences . T hese
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personal narra tives  d e te rm in e  ho w  we see ourse lves  and  o thers  and  h o w  we see ourselves 

seen by others . Personal narratives are strewn around  m em o ries  o f  ob jec ts  and im ages 

w hich g ive rise to s ign ifican t anecdotes.

A stable se lf-narra tive , therefore , is usually  based  on m em o rie s  o f  past events, 

people, places and  objects .  In Memento , the m ain  character,  L eonard , has a d am ag ed  short 

term m em ory . l ie  lives solely  in the present for  he has no m em o rie s  rela ting  to the 

im m ediate  past. His m em o ry  span lasts for only  about 10-15 m in u tes  or s lightly  longer. 

A fterw ards, his m ind  is a b lank slate and he has to beg in  ev e ry th in g  over  again. In this 

way his life is like a n eve r-end ing  loop. T he only  m em o ries  he has are from  before his 

accident. He no longer  has the capacity  to form , ass im ila te  or retain  m em o ries  and/or 

merge new m em o rie s  w ith  his previous experiences.

L eo n a rd 's  cond ition  parallels the pos tm odern  cond ition  o f  unreliability  o f  past 

reconstructions th rough  language and m em ory . T he  doub t  su rro u n d in g  the re liability  o f  

even o n e 's  ow n  m em o ries  contribu tes  to the instability o f  the construc ted  self. Thus, 

personal narra tives  are considered  doubtful construc tions  o f  the past and o f  personal 

history. This  doub t  abou t the truth o f  historical narra tives  trans la tes  into a ques tion ing  o f  

the narratives that com prise  personal history, thereby  rendering  th em  unstable.

T he  p rob lem  for L eonard  is that he tells ev e ry o n e  o f  his psycho log ica l  condition 

and nearly eve ryone  takes  advan tage o f  it o r a ttem pts  to do so. A s  his past is continuously  

erased, his sense o f  s e l f  is d isplaced at every m om ent.  A s T ed d y  points  out: "Y ou  d o n ’t 

have a clue, do y ou?  You d o n ’t even know  w ho  you a re” (1 :05 :06-1 :05 :10).  Leonard 

states em phatica lly ,  “ I ’m  L eonard  Shelby, I 'm  from  San Fran . . But halfw ay through 

his u tterance T ed d y  s tops him  : “T h a t’s w ho  you were, Lenny. Y ou d o n ' t  k n o w  w ho you 

are. w ho  y o u 'v e  b ec o m e  since the incident" (1 :0 5 :19-1:0 5 :2 3 ). This  scene em phas izes  the 

instability o f  an identity  w h ich  is detached  from the past and  L eo n a rd ’s helpless condition 

as he constan tly  loses control over his c ircum stances. A life based  en tire ly  on the present 

has no m ean ing , w ithou t  coheren t connection  to historical data.

W ithin  this confusion  identity constan tly  created  from  shifting realities. 

L eonard /L enny  is faced  by the unreliability  o f  his m em ories .  He tries to overcom e this 

d isadvantage by tak ing  pic tures  o f  people and places that he th inks  he needs  to rem em ber. 

He writes w o rd s  on  the pictures and then derives sign ifican t m ean in g  from  them . He 

constitutes reality  by p iecing  together and inferring c ircu m stan ces  from the notes he 

scribbles on the photos  he uses as m arkers o f  his route to access ing  reality. In m ost cases
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the a ssum ptions  he m ak es  are derived  from unre liab le  sources. B ut L eo n a rd ’s facts are 

flawed because  they  lack reference to specific time, p lace and  espec ia l ly  context.

Visual im ag es  are regarded  as w indow s to  the truth as ind icated  by L en n y ’s need 

for the Polaroids. S ince, L eo n a rd ’s know ledge  o f  reality  is to ta lly  dep en d en t  on the 

Polaroid pho to g rap h s  that  he takes. These im ages o f  the past and. also, the " fac ts"  which 

he writes  on th em  that give his thoughts  a specific d irection. But L enny  seem s to overlook 

the necessity  o f  co n tex t  in his use o f  fragm ents  o f  d iscourse . I he partial truths he 

scribbles in the pho to  borders  to refer to an im age seem  to insuffic ien tly  portray  events  

and people  and thereby  construc t a doubtful reality b ecause  he has  no o ther  fram e o f  

reference to turn to. T h u s  as his notes are undefined  by con tex t  i.e. def ined  by what, 

when, why and  where, the who becom es insignificant.

T he w ay  he reads those  im ages influences his in terpre ta tion  o f  the truth, For 

exam ple . L en n y 's  need to look people straight in the eye in o rder  to assess the 

tru thfulness o f  their  story indicates his be l ie f  that his s ight does  not deceive him. But 

Lenny fails to realize that he is being used by N ata lie  even though  he looks at her directly 

as she speaks. T h o u g h  Teddy  w arns h im  o f  her in ten tions, he re fuses  to accep t the 

possibility o f  her being  m an ipu la t ive  because beneath  T e d d y ’s picture he has already 

written the w ords, “ D o n ' t  believe his lies’' (1 :43 :05-1 :43:09).  So he m is leads  h im se lf  as 

much as o thers m islead  him.

As p o s tm o d ern ism  teaches, i f  bo th  m em ory  and d o cu m en ta ry  ev idence  provide us 

only with inaccurate  and e lusive know ledge about the past, w e  can never fully k n o w  who 

we are. T herefore , L e o n a rd ’s reality and identity are in question  from  the very  beginning 

o f  the film. In the absence  o f  the proper con tex tua liza tion  o f  the in fo rm ation  he has. his 

version o f  reality  is doubtfu l and inconsistent and it destab il izes  his identity.

The insignif icance o f  L eo n a rd 's  identity is further co m p lica ted  by a language that 

distorts the truth. P os tm odern is ts  believe that language canno t  adequa te ly  relate truth 

because there is a d is junction  be tw een  our w ords and the realities  they intend to reflect. 

L enny’s self-narra tive  ques tions  our ability to ob jec tive ly  access  and record  reality. 

Ironically, in his a ttem pt to construc t a narrative o f  pow er, Lenny deconstruc ts  w ha tever 

narrative he has a lready constructed. T hrough language he (and o thers)  initiate and exert 

pow er in a w ay  that con tro ls  his actions and the w ay he thinks.

In Memento L e n n y ’s condition  is in m any  w ays  m etaphor ica l ly  akin to the 

condition  o f  p o s tm o d ern  identity. Postm odern  ex istence, w ith  its obsess ive  denial o f  any 

form o f  truth, m an ipu la t ion  o f  facts and rewriting o f  history, as well as insatiable desire
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for creation  o f  identity  is parallel to L eo n a rd 's  addiction to co ns tan tly  rew rite  a se lf

narrative leading  to a pow erfu l identity. T he m ajo r  d iffe rence  is that it is his condition  

that deprives  h im  o f  a s table sense o f  the past. 1 le is thus forced  to recreate  the past at 

every m om en t,  w h e reas  p os tm odern  identities vo luntarily  g ive up co n n ec t io n s  to the past 

and in tentionally  ques t ion  representa tion  at every m ove. D eprived  o f  n ew  m em ories  and 

having no abso lu te  or re liable  access to the past except for w h a t  he in fo rm s himself, 

Leonard has no conc re te  sense  o f  the self. So. his condition  puts  him  on a plane s im ilar to 

postm odern  identity  w h ich  is f ragm ented , created for the m o m en t,  in fluenced  by visual 

images, and o f  course, both influenced  and created in a cco rd an ce  w ith  the narratives 

s trew n for it by o thers  for their ow n interests.

C onsequen tly ,  though, Leonard  proudly  th inks  he is in control o f  his desperate 

s ituation, because  he has  a system. But he does not seem  to realize that he too is 

susceptib le  to the m ix ing  up o f  details  and t im e fram es  w h ich  co m p le te ly  changes the 

interpretation o f  his “ fac ts” . W hat Memento show s us is that " fac ts” can mislead 

especially  i f  they are based  on secondhand  inform ation. L eonard  changes  fact no .5 from 

’access to d ru g s ' to '  drugdealer" ju s t  at the point that he is go ing  to ta ttoo  it on to  his leg. 

proving that his “ fac ts” are subject to change and arc not as solid as he p resum es them  to 

be. Indeed, as w e  find ou t at the end  o f  Memento, L eonard  in ten tiona lly  w rites  dow n a 

false “ fact” w h ich  leads h im  to see Teddy  as the m urdere r  o f  h is  wife.

As a result. Leonard  becom es as easily m an ipu la ted  as his “ facts". The storyline 

evolves around his " fac ts” . "Facts,"  he says, "not m em ories .  That 's  h o w  you investigate" 

(0 :23:05-0:23:07).  He keeps track o f  his search w ith  scr ibb led  no tes  and c lues ta ttooed  on 

his body and con ta ined  in the m ass  o f  filed docum ents .  Leonard  bases  his investigation  in 

what he believes  are concre te  givens. But each time, the film reveals  the con tex t for his 

suppositions, L eonard is show n to be mistaken.

So. w hen  m ean ings  o f  im ages and words shift constan tly , it is d ifficult to reach a 

p roper verdic t about the state o f  things. As his unders tand ing  o f  his su rround ings  change 

interaction with o thers  is also altered. This affects  the w ay  he reacts  to people and 

situations. This  changes  the person he is and becom es. I le feels no rem orse  for the killing 

o f  m en unrela ted  to  his narrative o f  vengeance , for he has no m em o ry  o f  them  occurring; 

he know s no guilt for he does not rem em b er m an ipu la t ing  the facts w hich  leads to the 

killing o f  m en innocen t o f  the cr im e he accuses  them  of.

L eonard  was not a killer yet by repeatedly  killing  peop le  for o thers ,  the man he 

has becom e is one. A t the end  o f  the film we realize he has a lready  killed three people
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and  is c learly  in ten t on  killing  m ore  ju s t  to find  pu rpose  in his life. W ithou t  the ability  to  

create  n ew  m em ories ,  w ithou t  a consc ience  to safeguard  his ac tions, w ith o u t  so m eo n e  to 

ensure he is on  the right path, and  totally  gu ided  n o w  by  ex ternal stimuli,  he seem s to  be 

m oving  in a  circle. T here  is m o v em en t  bu t it leads now here . H is insatia te  th irst to put 

m ean ing  into his life pu ts  him  on  an unre len ting  ques t fo r  revenge  upon the one  w h o  has 

destroyed  his life. First his w i fe ’s killer and  then  T eddy  falls  into  that definition. B ut to 

jus tify  the ex trem ity  o f  his ac tions Lenny sets up  T ed d y  as his w i fe ’s killer. A ctua lly , his 

quest is not for truth; rather, it is for a s im ula tion  o f  truth w h ich  will g ive h im  som e sense 

o f  d irec tion  and  po w er  over  the  constra in ts  that  b in d  him  in his chao tic  condition.

H e infuses m ean in g  into his life th rough  an end less  search  for his w i fe ’s killer. 

T he only  th ing  that keeps  h im  going  is this im age  he  has  c rea ted  in his head  o f  h im  lying 

in bed  with his w ife  as she s trokes the tattoo w h ich  says “ I ’ve d one  it” (1 :45:20). He 

needs som eth ing  to  believe in, som eth ing  w hich  will sh o w  h im  that his life is important. 

For him  this im age  is the reality  he seeks to  attain. T ho u g h  his w ife  is no longer there  to 

support o r ap p lau d  his deeds  he sim ulates 

a m em ory  w h ere  they  are bo th  at peace for 

him  hav ing  co m p le ted  w ha t  he had  set out 

to  do -  take  revenge. T here  is no  end  to his 

search b ecau se  he does  no t w an t  it to  end.

Ironically , the film  suggests  that he is 

responsib le  for  his w ife ’s death. But the 

event o f  an insulin overdose  that, 

unknow ingly , he h im s e l f  adm inis te red  

m ay have lead  to his w i fe ’s death, is a 

suppressed m em ory . T herefore ,  as he can never  posit  h im s e l f  as the  killer, he can  never 

find him.

L e n n y ’s w orld  is a  w orld  o f  provisionality  and  indeterm inacy. L e n n y ’s identity, 

through his unw ill ingness  to provide closure to his personal narrative, parallels  the 

postm odern  n eed  for con tinuous regeneration  o f  the  self. He defies  all possib ility  o f  

closure and  fixity -  (a) to  his investigation by ripp ing  out pages  from  the police  report 

T eddy  gave h im  and  by des troy ing  the p ic ture  T eddy  took  o f  h im  af te r  killing  the second 

attacker; (b) to his m alaise, by  accep ting  the  fact that  his w ife  su rv ived  the a ttack  but not 

the pressure o f  dealing with  his condition; (c) to  his vendetta ,  by in ten tionally  c rea t ing  a

trail o f  “ facts” that leads to  his killing o f  Teddy  as the one  w h o  m u rd e red  his w ife; and,

i
Leonard’s image of final success.
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(d) to his unend ing  quest, by constan tly  recreating  the past and  crea t ing  a puzzle  that can 

never be solved as a m ean s  o f  cop ing  with the present and g iv ing  him  a sense  o f  m ean ing  

for the future. T he  constan t  renewal o f  his history  leads to the inconc lus iveness  o f  his se lf  

and situation. Each tim e he res tructures  the past he creates an e th ica lly  questionable  

version o f  h im self.

L en n y ’s cond ition ,  therefore , signals the ethical dan g e r  o f  living as an endlessly 

self-creating  and unsatisfied  being w ho, having  no m etana rra t ive  to d e te rm in e  his life, is 

engrossed  in creating  m ean ing  to a life he h im se lf  has destab ilized . Lenny first denies 

h im se lf  all possib il i ty  o f  c losure  and  then  looks despera te ly  for som e type  o f  finality to 

his search. T ed d y  exp la ins  L en n y ’s life to him -  w ha t he w as, w ha t  he has becom e, and 

w hy he does w ha t  he does. Lenny is ou traged  at be ing  in a s ituation  w hich  he cannot 

control.. I le s trongly  ven ts  his anger and rage at Teddy. I le regains control o f  the situation 

by m ak in g  T ed d y  the target o f  his next kill, thereby  u n d erm in in g  his ques t for the truth 

and con trad ic t ing  his idea o f  h im se l f  as a person  search ing  for the truth.

T eddy  tells L eonard  that a l though his w ife  su rv ived  the attack, she w as unable to 

com e to te rm s w ith  his condition . If  w e are to believe T eddy  then S a m m y ’s story (that 

Lenny tells everyone) ,  that he had the sam e condition and  he acc iden ta lly  killed his wife 

with an insulin overdose ,  is just a psychologica l d is tort ion  o f  the fact that Leonard  was 

the one w ho  acciden ta lly  did the same. The cons truc tedness  o f  J e n k in 's  story is c lear 

from T e d d y ’s co m m en t  that the story o f  S am m y Jenk ins  gets be tte r  every  tim e Lenny 

tells it. This  sugges ts  that in each  telling he e ither em b ell ish es  it with ex tra  detail or 

distorts it by leav ing  out details.

A part  from  his ow n unreliable m em ories .  T ed d y  is L e n n y ’s on ly  access point to 

the past. A cco rd in g  to Teddy. L e n n y 's  w ife  ac tually  su rv ived  the assault. A 

corresponding  scene show s his w ife ’s eye m o v em en ts  beneath  the plastic curtain . It is, as 

if. she w as rega in ing  consc iousness . Teddy tells Lenny that the story o f  Jenk ins  is a 

cond itioned  m em o ry  w hich  Lenny uses to protect h im se l f  from the truth that it w as his 

not J e n k in s ’w ife  that had diabetes. T he double m em o ry  o f  L en n y ’s w ife  sitting on the 

side o f  the bed as in one version o f  the m em ory  he p inches her thigh and in ano ther  he 

injects a dose  o f  insulin into her. leads one to w onder w hich  version is the true one.

T he events  in Memento, therefore, lead us to ques tion  L e o n a rd ’s vers ion  o f  his 

w ife ’s death. Possibly , the m em ory  he has is som eth ing  he has  cond it ioned  h im se l f  to use 

in order to cope with  his ow n guilt. It is a sort o f  defense  m echan ism  o f  the brain. It 

seem s that Lenny  uses the story o f  S am m y Jenkins to d issocia te  h im s e l f  both  em otionally
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and  psycho log ica lly  from the painful m em o ry  o f  his h av in g  k il led  his w ife  w ith  an insulin  

overdose. T ha t  is w hy  he feels the urge to  keep  on te ll ing  it to  everyone. T h a t  is w h y  he 

has to ta lk  o f  Sam m y. Yet he has to repeated ly  rem in d  h im s e l f  that  his w ife  is dead. H e  is 

unab le  to co m e  to te rm s with the fact that  she su rv ived  the  a t tack  and  d ied  afterwards. He 

know s, instinctually , that T eddy  is te l l ing  h im  the truth. N everthe less ,  he den ies  it and  

m akes  sure he never  has to  confront it again. As a result,  his identity  b ec o m e s  eve rm ore  

problem atic .

Lenny  has shut out all o ther aspects  

o f  social life excep t  those  w hich  pertain  to 

his quest. T h ere  are  no m eaningfu l 

re la tionships, no  love, no  care, no concern  

excep t m anipu la tion  o f  facts and  history in 

an  unend ing  urge for fu lfillm ent that  p ropels  

h im  forward. H is ex is tence  is that  o f  a 

pos tm odern  person  w ho  know s no 

satisfaction  and  has  no th ing  to  tie  h im  dow n.

H e is so m eo n e  w h o  advances  forw ard  recklessly  w ith  an  insatiab le  desire  for contro l and 

power. H e has b ec o m e  the perfec t  k illing m ach ine ,  so m eo n e  w ith  no  regrets  fo r the 

k illings he is involved  in since he rew rites  his s e l f  narra tive  to  ju s t ify  his actions.

T he  tru th  o f  L en n y ’s narra tions o f  the past is a lso  b ro u g h t  into  ques t ion  in the 

scene w here  S am m y  is show n sitting in the  hospital after u nknow ing ly  k il ling  h is  w ife 

with  an overdose  o f  insulin. For one b r ie f  m om en t,  as so m eo n e  passes  h im  by  w e  see 

Lenny sitting  in the cha ir  in exactly  the sam e posit ion  instead  o f  Sam m y. This 

im m edia te ly  supports  T e d d y ’s descrip tion  o f  events  b e fo re  and  af te r  L en n y ’s w i fe ’s 

death , th row ing  into doub t  all o f  L en n y ’s past, p resent and  future. T he  parallel posit ion ing  

and repetition  o f  the story o f  S am m y Jenk ins  w ho  is a ff l ic ted  w ith  s im ilar  short-term  

m em ory  loss p lays upon  the believability  o f  a  narra ted  accoun t  o f  the past. L eonard  

openly re jects  reliability in accoun ts  o f  m em o ry  in a d iscussion  w ith  T ed d y  a t the coffee 

shop. Ironically, though, it is his re liance on his rem e m b ered  past that is the  basis  and  

ju s tif ica tions  o f  his actions.

T he  constan t reference to "J.G." as his w i fe ’s k il le r  an d  identification o f  at least 

three "J.G ."s w ith in  the film that have ended  up dead  th rough  L en n y ’s hands  em phas izes  

the instability  o f  s ignifiers that are used  to represen t the truth. T eddy  te lls  L eo n a rd  he is 

the cop  w h o  he lped  investigate  the rape o f  his wife. S ince the  po lice d ro pped  the
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investigation, T ed d y  has been  finding cr im inals  w ith  the in itials "J.G." for Leonard to  kill. 

E nraged  at his m an ipu la t ion  at the hands o f  Teddy. L enny  w rites "D o  not believe his lies" 

beneath T e d d y ’s po laro id  picture. As a result, he p erm an en tly  sets o f f  in a false direction 

which, w ith the u lt im ate  death  o f  T eddy, he can never  escape.

T he film Memento  p roposes an ironic re in te rp re ta tion  o f  the p rivate-eye genre in 

which the conven tiona l  pattern o f  heroic se lf-de term ination  is ironically  p layed  out by 

Leonard Shelby. Instead o f  the usual sharp-w itted  detec tive  hero  w h o  is de term ined  to 

piece fragm ents o f  the tru th  together at any cost and u lt im ate ly  reso lves  the m ystery  at 

hand, we are p resen ted  with Shelby, a m an w ho despera te ly  tries to pick up the fragm ents  

o f  his life and identity  but finds that the control he th inks  he has o v er  his w orld  is illusory. 

The se lf-conscious visual style o f  Memento w h ich  rebounds  t im e  and  again  through the 

same strain o f  even ts  show s re liable narrative and stable personal identity  as inadequate 

and a destruc tive  myth.

All the typical e lem en ts  o f  classic film noir. such  as aliena tion , bleakness, 

d is illus ionm ent,  p ess im ism , evil, and particularly  parano ia , can be found  in 

Memento. T h is  m o o d  is m ain ta ined  th roughout the film by the l im ited  use o f  characters  

which em phas izes  his a liena tion  and limits o f  his in teraction  w ith  o ther people. Lack o f  

em otional var ie ty  em p h as izes  a deliberate  im poverishm en t in his m ental situation. Lack 

o f  d igressions in tensif ies  the concentra tion  o f  even ts  a round  his search  for his w ife 's  

murderer. His uncerta in ty  reflects  the paranoia that has  c o n su m ed  his life narrative. Also, 

the low -key  lighting used in the film adds to the shad iness  o f  his character.

The s tructure o f  Memento is determ ined ly  non-linear.  T he sam e sequences  are 

seen from differen t v iew po in ts  that a lternately c lar ify  and  con fuse  perceptions. 

F ragm ents  o f  scenes  w h ich  initially appear in co m prehens ib le  b eco m e  clearer  as the 

narrative gradually  lets ou t shards o f  inform ation. T he story  is told backw ards .  Scene by 

scene the aud ience  gels m ore  inform ation about the reasons for the m u rder  Lenny 

com m its  in the very  first sequence  o f  the film. S trateg ica lly  this p laces  the v iew er at par 

with L e n n y ’s s ituation  excep t fo r  the privileged access  he has to fragm en ts  o f  the past that 

Lenny has a lready  lost from his m em ory. The structure th e re fo re  defies conventional 

story-telling practices  in that it enters the realm o f  cogn itive  func tions  w here  fragm ents 

exist before a functional narrative consigns m ean in g  onto  those  fragm ents.

The o pen ing  scene o f  N o la n ’s Memento is the on ly  scene in the entire Him 

that literally runs backw ards .  It is also show n in s low -m otion .  Indeed, the film's open ing  

sequence estab lishes  the narrative pattern: a hand  ho lds  up a Po la ro id  pho tograph  o f  a
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m urder scene, w ith  b lood  splattered all over the place. T h e  pho to g rap h  s low ly  un- 

develops. fad ing  to  darkness . The v iew er is then confron ted  with  a g ruesom e m urder 

which incidentally  p lays in rew ind  -  the v ic t im 's  b lood  seeps up a wall back into his head 

w ound, bullet ca rtr idges  spin back into the g un’s ch a m b e r  and the v ic tim  rolls over  to the 

position he w as  in ju s t  before being shot. At this po int the film reverts  to forw ard  motion.

The narra tive  runs th rough  alternate  co lo r and black and  w h ite  sequences  which

pull the narra tive  in d iffe ren t d irections. T he co lo r sequences  run in reverse  o rder  and are

rew inds o f  the sam e even ts  w h ich  begin  each tim e a little fu r ther in the past. The black 

and w hite  sequence  o f  scenes, on the o ther hand, are m ore  or less successive ly  told in 

flashbacks and seem  to reflect L en n y ’s reconstruction  and in terpre ta tion  o f  his past 

(before the acciden t)  and the construc tion  o f  his present.

In addition , the black and  w hite  sequence seem s to em p h as ize  a third person 

poin t-of-v iew  w h ich  natu ra lly  brings into question  L en n y 's  in terpre ta tion  o f  the past. His 

doubt, fear and  uncerta in ty  are all crystallized in his w o rd s  and  ac tions  in these scenes, 

whereas in the co lo r scenes he portrays h im se lf  in a m an n e r  that  sugges ts  that he is in 

total control o f  his situation. T he colored scenes, therefore , e ffec tive ly  reflect the first 

person point o f  v iew  o f  th rough  L en n y ’s perfo rm ativ ity  in the w o rld  ou ts ide  his hotel 

room.

In a film  such as Memento , t im e loses its au thority .  T h e  past, p resent and future

are no longer in any sem blance  o f  succession; all are fused into one. T h rough the

dism antling  o f  the au thority  o f  time the v iew er experiences  the t raum a that Lenny 

experiences. T h is  serves  to fundam entally  disrupt the rou tine  and orderly  sense o f  

existence, th row ing  into radical doubt ou r  taken -fo r-g ran ted  a ssu m p tio n s  about time, 

identity, m eaning , and life itself. L eonard ’s desperate  a t tem pt to cons truc t  a meaningful 

narrative is essential for him  to restore a sense o f  o rder and  co nnec tion ,  and  to re-establish 

a sem blance o f  m ean in g  in his life. N arra tive  and identity  are a ligned  in this text. T hrough 

its use o f  unre liab le  and  biased narrators, the film calls into ques tion  the stability o f  the 

subject. Essentially , L enny  no longer has an identity because  he canno t rew ork fragments 

o f  his past into a m ean ingfu l narrative. T hroughout the film. Lenny  keeps  ask ing  himself. 

“ W here am  I?” . Techn ica lly ,  how ever,  his search for his w i fe ’s k il le r  is ac tually  a search 

for himself.

T he technical  aspects  o f  this film, m entioned  above , sh o w  the unreliability  o f  any 

self-narrative w hich  is bound  to distort the tru th  in one w ay or another. This  is 

undoubted ly  a clear, though  ra ther ex trem e exam ple  o f  personal narrative, and  for that
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matter identity. W h a t  Memento g ives us. m ore or less, is the story o f  a m an w ho  has lost 

his m orality  and  consc ience  because  he is addicted to po w er  and  control w hich  m anifests  

i tself  in a constan t  search for an ex trem e m o m en t  o f  fu lf i l lm ent that parallels  the 

postm odern  'T ' s  search  for “jo u is sa n ce”2. With an unstable  identity  that will a lw ays  leave 

him w anting  and  a life w hich  he lives m om ent by m o m en t  w ith  l im ited  connection  to the 

past, L eonard  is an ex trem e m odel o f  the p o s tm odern  “ I” w h o  lives only for the 

satisfaction o f  k n o w in g  he is in control.

L eo n a rd 's  b eco m in g  restless, uncertain, superfic ia lly  m o tiva ted  and his being on 

an unend ing  quest, is a result o f  his m edical cond ition  that has m ad e  him as re lentless in 

his pursuit as are o ther  addic t  identities o f  the po s tm o d ern  w orld . T h e  next section o f  this 

chapter, though, d iscusses  the film Avatar, a m ore  op tim istic  dep ic t ion  o f  the integration 

o f  techno logy  into h um an  life. The film reflects the idea that the add ic tion  to technology 

expressed th rough  the tak ing  on o f  A va ta r identities as ex ten s io n s  o f  o n e 's  physical 

bodies, m ay have posit ive  bearing  on social com m unica t ion  and  to lerance.

( iv) T e c h n o lo g y  A d d ic t io n  a n d  Avatar (2 0 0 9 )

In the p rev ious  section, w e saw  how  the add ic tion  to po w er  added  with  the 

uncertainty o f  s ignifieds  and signifiers and the p rocess  o f  l iv ing life in the m o m en t having 

little or no sense o f  past creates an indom itab le  urge for fu lfillm ent w ithin the subject. 

This results in ass ign ing  it an incom plete ,  restless, unstab le  identi ty  that severely  lacks a 

moral conscience. In th is  section, w e see identity construc tion  from  the w orld  o f  greed 

and m anipula tion , excep t  that this has a more posit ive  turn  by co n v er t in g  addiction to 

technology  from be in g  concerned  with  self-centered greed to co m m u n a l  well-being.

T ech n o lo g y  can be seen  as an extension o f  m a n 's  desire  to survey, record, 

control, and m anipulate .  In effect, technology  becom es a sys tem  o f  control over 

hum an life, deve loped  by hum ans ,  but also de-hum aniz ing .  David  Forbes cites the 

electronic m ed ia  as being  capable, like drugs, o f  “gene ra t ing  fantasy, sim ula tion , or 

denial o f  experience , in an instant” (13). C ontem porary  socie ty  is indeed addicted to 

technology  in the form  o f  com puters,  the internet, m obile  phones. TV  etc. T he fantasy o f

2 In postm odern  theoretics, “ Jou issance’' s ignifies extreme gratification that is expec ted  from an external 
event o r  possession o f  an object. It is the drive behind postm odern  identity constructs  that is never fully 
realized, therefore, jou issance  u ltimately leads to dissatisfaction and a never-end ing  search for fulfil lment.
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techno logy  lies in its capability  to ex tend  the senses and p rov ide  access  to experiences 

previously  unth inkable .

In p rov id ing  ex tens ions  to the senses, techno logy  literally frag m en ts  identity. An 

identity takes on an ethereal form  that partially exc ludes  the body by ex tend ing  the 

senses. For exam ple ,  a cam era  is an ex tension  o f  the eye; phones ,  vo ice  record ings and 

m icrophones  are ex tens ions  o f  the voice, rem ote  control dev ices  are  ex tens ions  o f  the 

hands etc. This  sense  o f  pow er, over  and beyond w ha t is physica lly  possib le ,  is w here  the 

addiction lies. P o s tm o d ern  subjects  have vast over loads  o f  in fo rm ation  yet lack the 

know ledge  that m ak es  such  in fo rm ation  m eaningful.

Ironically , no one  seem s to be aw are o f  their o w n  v ic t im iza t ion  at the hands o f  

corporate  m arke ting  and technology . W e seem  to be unaw are  that techno log ica l  gadgets  

not only m ake  add ic ts  ou t o f  everyone  but also nurture desire  and  create  unhealthy 

appetites o f  im m en se  p ropor tions  w hich  can never be appeased . A s m ob ile  phones and. 

through them , virtual p resences  intrude, m ain ta in ing  virtual re la tionsh ips  becom es more 

im portant than m ain ta in ing  real ones. A bsence  o f  physical p resence  has reduced 

re la tionships to w ords, em o tio n s  to em oticons, and gestures  to the press o f  a  key.

But M arshall M cL u h an , the legendary C anad ian  p o s tm o d ern  theorist ,  gave a more 

hopeful scenario  o f  the in tegra tion  o f  techno logy  in h u m an  life, l i e  saw techno logy  as a 

m eans o f  es tab lish ing  a g lobal hum anity . His theories  abou t  the im pac t  o f  the m edia  on 

m an have been vastly  influential s ince the publication  o f  his 'The Gutenberg Galaxy 

(1962) and Understanding Media (1964). A ccord ing  to M cL u h an .  " n o w  m an is beginning 

to w ear  his brain ou ts ide  his skull and his nerves ou ts ide  his skin: n ew  tech n o lo g y  breeds 

new  m an ” (264). M c lu h a n ’s w rit ings  provide a co m p reh en s iv e  f ram ew o rk  for the analysis 

o f  the effect o f  n ew  m ed ia  on the form ation  o f  identity.

In The Medium is the Message, M cL uhan  describes  the e lec tron ic  w orld  as. "the 

final phase o f  the ex tens ion  o f  m an - the technologica l s im u la tion  o f  consc iousness ,  when 

the creative p rocess  o f  kno w in g  will be collectively and corpora te ly  ex tended  to the 

w hole  o f  hum an  soc ie ty” (19). T he centrality o f  the body in our  perception and 

in terpretation o f  the en v iro n m en t is a m ajo r  concern  o f  M cL u h an  and his d iscussions o f  

technology as ex tens ions  o f  the s e l f  O f  course, his w ritings reveal an o p tim ism  about the 

possibility o f  tech n o lo g y  to build a better world  i f  only  h um ans  could  control the system 

instead o f  being  con tro lled  by it.

A ccord ing  to M cL uhan , by altering the env ironm en t,  the m ed ia  evokes  in us 

unique ratios o f  sense  perceptions. T he ex tension o f  any one sense  alters the w ay we think
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and act about the w ay  w e perceive the world. For M cL u h a n  "m e n  at once b eco m e 

fascinated  by any ex tens ion  o f  them se lves  in any m ateria l o th e r  than  th em se lv es .” 

M cL uhan  sees this as a w ay  to  freedom  and an escape into a realm  w hich  has vast 

potential for hum ans .  In the Gutenberg Galaxy M cL u h an  w rites ,  "w h e n  sense ratios 

change, m en  c h a n g e ” . M oreover,  he expresses  the view that " sen se  ra tios change  w hen 

any one sense o f  bodily  or m ental function  is ex terna lized  in techno log ica l  form." At 

t im es M cL u h an  v iew s  m ed ia  m ach ines  as vehic les  o f  flight into a ’cosm ic 

h arm ony ' th a t ' t r a n s c e n d s  space and time" (1995: 238). T h is  sense  o f  pow er, o v er  and 

beyond w ha t  is physica lly  possib le , is w h ere  addic tion  lies.

M cL uhan . though, offers  a w ay  out o f  the neg a tiv e  im pact o f  addic tion  by 

em phasiz ing  its co m m u n ity  bu ild ing  p o w e r  and its potential to do g o o d  on a m u ch  larger 

scale than physically  possib le .  Me sees techno logy  as hav ing  a re tr iba liz ing  effect. He 

sees it as he igh ten ing  senses  o f  percep tion  and creating  co m m u n ity  b ey o n d  the expanse  o f  

o n e ’s ow n locality.

M any po p u la r  H o llyw ood  film s v isually  em b o d y  M c L u h a n ’s concep ts  ol 

ex tensions o f  the s e l f  and  the addictive s tance that acco m p an ies  the use o f  technology . 

The Lawnmower Man (1992). The Matrix (1999). and Surrogates (2009) represent a few  

o f  these m ovies.  H ow ever, the recently  re leased  film Avatar takes  the concep t o f  virtual 

em b o d im en t fur ther than any prev ious trea tm en t o f  the concept.  T h e  film m o v es  beyond 

transference o f  cons iousness  to a com pute r  netw ork  in The I.awnmower M an ; digital 

representa tions o f  the s e l f  in a virtual un iverse  in The M atrix; and the con tro ll ing  o f  

robotic replicas in Surrogates, to neuro logically  inhabiting  and  "d r iv in g "  biological 

entities created  from  a co m bina tion  o f  h u m an  and alien D N A  in Avatar. In this Him 

Jam es C am eron  seem s to have captured  all the ph ilosoph ical ques t io n s  o f  identity 

form ation re la ted  to the use o f  technology. On the one side, w e have obsess ive  and 

negative use o f  techno logy  to  exert pow er and on the o ther side, the hope  for positive 

transform ation  th rough  techno logy  that reflects Mel u h a n ’s v iew  o f  the technological 

possibility  o f  the creation  o f  a new  type o f  hum an , en d o w ed  with both an ex tended  

consc iousness  and  a  th riv ing  conscience.

175

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



A  D is c u s s io n  o f  Avatar (2 0 0 9 )

The term  "av a ta r"  is a Sanskrit  w ord  that refers to the incarna tion  o f  a H indu  god. 

but in co m m o n  usage  today  it refers to ou r  use o f  virtual fo rm s o f  em b o d im en t .  “ A vatar"  

refers to a w e ll -k n o w n  concep t in cyberspace  in w h ich  a person  creates  a virtual 

em b o d im en t  o f  the se lf  that represents  them  in the digital realm .

Avatar uses digital techno logy  ex tensive ly  in c rea ting  a parallel reality which 

confuses the boundar ies  o f  real-unreal, possib le -im possib le ,  represen ta tion-c rea tion .  and 

h u m an -n o n h u m an  realm s. A pparently , Jam es  C am ero n  had to put his Avatar project on 

hold for 10 years  before techno logy  could provide  the adv an ced  stage o f  artistry needed 

to com ple te  his vision. The story line o f  C a m e ro n 's  Avatar seem s to be a digital 

realization o f  M c L u h a n 's  d ream  o f  universal h a rm ony  th rough  technological 

advancem en t and also an accep tance that techno logy  has been and will be used for 

exploitation  and w arfare. T he p ro tag o n is t 's  new ly  aroused  percep tion  that the value o f  

our life can be enh an ced  th rough  interaction  with a tribal race is portrayed  in graphically

enhanced  3D  techno logy .
T he  film be longs  to the science fiction genre. K n o w led g e  o f  this fact im m edia te ly

puts the v iew ers  in a position  from  w here  they can expect a b lu rr ing  o f  the boundaries  o f  

reality. At every  m o m en t  science and technology  cha llenge  our  sense  o f  w hat is 

techno log ica lly  possib le . M cL u h an  has a lready an tic ipated  ad v an cem en ts  in technology  

that allow for the “ ex tens ions  o f  the s e l f  on both psycho log ica l  and physical levels, 

know ing  that they  lead to question ing  the fo rm ation  o f  our identities  at every  level. 

Digital charac ters  and com puter-genera ted  en v iro n m en ts  help b lur the line between 

im agination and  reality.

T echno logy  has. therefore , accentuated  the possib il i ty  o f  the m in d -b o d y  split. By 

allow ing d isem b o d ied  ex istence, techno logy  perm its  new  possib ilities  o f  p lay ing  with 

identity and  d is locates  the subject both  spatially and tem pora lly  from the physical body. 

Em bodim ent am plif ies  ou r  senses. The increase in po w er  w h ich  a llow s one to rise above 

bodily l im ita tions  transfo rm s the senses. In acco rdance  w ith  M c lu h a n 's  hot and coot 

m edium  w e could  p lace Jake, the p ro tagon is t  o f  the film Avatar, as a “ co o l” m edium  w ho 

lacks full sensory  input (his legs have no sensation in the real w orld )  and therefore  he 

m ust ac tivate them  som ehow . As a result his partic ipa tion  level in the interaction with his 

extended se l f  increases. His consc iousness  fully locks on to  his ex tended  A vatar  body.

In this film the sw itch ing  o f  identity begins uniquely. W hen  T o m m y  a scientist 

trained for the ava ta r  project, d ies an unnatural death  his brother. Jake, an injured ex 
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m arine  is ap p ro ach ed  (by investors o f  the p ro jec t)  to  fill in his p lace  for the sole  reason 

that  he, be in g  a  tw in , has an  identical gen o m e  structure. T h is  fact a l low s h im  to  be 

accep ted  by the  genetically  eng inee red  b io logical ava ta r  body  m ean t  fo r  his brother. T he 

drive fo r som eth ing  n ew  and  for a fresh start a lw ays co m es  out o f  a feeling  o f  loss or 

d issa tisfaction  w ith  the s ituation  at hand. For the  p ro tagon is t ,  Jake ,  the  loss o f  his b ro ther  

and  an  o ffe r  to  do ju s t  that w as incentive enough  to  co n v in ce  h im  to jo in  an  exped it ion  to 

P andora  w h ich  he  initially had  no interest in.

T h is  film depicts  a  w orld  w here  techno logy  has in filtra ted  all spaces. This  is a 

quest in a d iffe ren t galaxy. E very th ing  in the h o m e b ase  is linked  to  techno logy , the 

in fo rm ation  system s, the gray ish  and  m etallic  lustre o f  robotic  figh ting  m ach in es  and  the 

arm y has b een  d eh u m an ized  th rough  th e ir  in teraction  with  technology. All they  can  relate 

to is gett ing  the m ission  at hand  acco m p lish ed  w ithou t  considera tion  fo r the  in terest o f  

o ther life forms. A s  an ex -m arine  Jake  is easily  caugh t up  in th e ir  agenda. His in terest 

also g row s b ecau se  he is p rom ised  a n ew  prosthetic  leg w h ich  p rom ises  life b ey o n d  his 

handicap.

T he  m echan ica l  identities o f  hum ans  as they in tegra te  m o re  an d  m o re  with  

techno logy  to  exp lo i t  the w orld  around  

th em  is d eep en ed  b y  the  s ing leness  o f  

the sound  effects. N o  natura l sounds 

are heard. All that  can  be detec ted  in 

the b ack g ro u n d  is the sound o f  metal.

T he  d eh u m an iz in g  effect o f  

techno logy  adop tion  is h ighligh ted  by 

the visual dep r iva t ion  o f  the base  as 

opposed  to  the  luscious colors  o f  the 

forest. T he  grayish co lo r  sch em e o f  the 

base  em phasizes  h u m an  dependence  on com pu te rs  an d  o ther m ach ines  as access  to 

experience  o f  the environm ent.  T he  dehum an iz ing  p rocess  has ga ined  no rm alcy  so tha t  no 

one notices  h o w  stale the env ironm en t o f  tech n o lo g y  has  ac tua lly  becom e. B ut m ost  o f  

the aspects  o f  dehum aniza tion  em erge  out o f  nega tion  o f  the  hum an ita r ian  p rospects  o f  

techno logy  and  in technologica l  ad vancem en ts  w h ich  en h an ce  the  capability  for 

destruction.

C onverse ly , w hen  Jake  runs in the co m p o u n d  in N a ’vi form  an d  experiences  life 

as a N a ’vi, it is then  that  the ex ilhara ting  b ackground  m usic  accen tua tes  his enthra llm ent.
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The m ore  he is taugh t the naturalistic w ays o f  the N a 'v i .  the m ore  he b ec o m e s  sensitive to 

the natural e lem en t  su rround ing  him on Pandora. His in teraction  with nature  changes  as 

he deve lops a s treng thened  aw areness  o f  the sounds  o f  nature. He not on ly  notices the 

strong breath o f  his horse and the strong Happing o f  w ings, he also  no tices  the near silent 

m ovem en t o f  the varied  insects o f  the forest.

The first t im e Jake sees an inactive N a ’vi spec im en  on the base the biological 

o rgan ism  w hich  is a  cross be tw een  hum an  and alien D N A  co nf ined  in g lass casing  he is 

am azed. A s M cL u h a n  prophesizes  about hum an  in vo lvem en t w ith  tech n o lo g y  in the 

term s that “ m en  at once b eco m e fascinated  by any ex tens ion  o f  th em se lv es  in any 

material o ther than th em se lv es” he too is is fascinated. This  initial am azem en t and 

fascination then turns  into addiction  as w e see him  activate , obsessed  w ith  his N a 'v i  life. 

He forgets to even  eat and  sleep as Jake Sully. W e see G race  forcing him  to eat and take 

time o f f  from  his N a ’vi identity, som eth ing  which he is unw il l ing  to do.

His addiction  to his N a 'v i  identity is initiated by the fact that firstly, he is 

dissatisfied with  his o w n  mobility ; secondly , he has no p reco n cep tio n s  about the N a 'v i 

race; and thirdly he has  self- in terested  m otiva tions to infiltrate their  race. T hough  his own 

race initially re jects  h im  as unfit for the project s ince he has  no p rev ious  kno w led g e  o f  the 

ways o f  the N a ’vi race; interestingly, w hen  m em bers  o f  the  N a 'v i  race  w ish  to teach him 

their w ays, it is this lack o f  know ledge  that a l low s him  to easily  con fo rm  because  he 

harbors no p reconcep tions  about their race.

Jake is d isem b o d ied  only to be re -em bodied  in a N a 'v i  body, .lake 's  consc iousness  

is transferred  to th is  N a 'v i  body. For him, s im ula tion  o f  life th rough  o ther bodily 

experiences  is better than  real life. He is free o f  the l im ita tions  o f  his o w n  injured body. 

For the first t im e in years  he feels whole. Instead o f  just look ing  on and study ing  N a 'v i  

life, he experiences  it. He rekindles his em otions as his senses  are he igh tened  and as he 

interacts with nature. As a m arine  he had gained a strictly one-s ided  v ision o f  life. I le saw 

w hat he w as to ld  to see i.e. the N a 'v i  as the enem y. All that he had lost as Jake, the 

marine, he regains in his N a ’vi identity. A s a N a 'v i .  he has a n ew  perspective. He feels, 

understands and connects .  He becom es m ore than  he could  ever have expected  to he. 

U ltimately, his consc ience  is aw akened . A long  with G race  and a few o thers  he. dec ides  to 

help those  he at first set out to destroy. T hus his transfo rm ed  body  im age allow s for 

acceptance w ith in  the N a ’vi race and ultim ately results in a to tally  d istinctive sense o f
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This  ex p o ses  the lack o f  to lerance betw een  races w hich do  not respect the cultural 

identity o f  o ther  races. T h e  distinction  that occurs w hen one  bases  o n e ’s ju d g m e n t  o f  the 

o ther on  expec ta t ions  based  on a "one  size fits all po licy"  are finally  o v e rco m e  by Jake 

when he m erges  with  the N a 'v i  and experiences  life th rough  their  senses. This  h ighlights 

the flaw  o f  a ju d g m en ta l  criteria (in this case A m er ican )  w h ich  nega tive ly  pro jec ts  all 

other cu ltu res  and cond itions  w ithout actually  g iv ing  them  a chance  to be understood . But 

absorption into an alien culture can cultivate a respec t for the o ther, through 

understand ing  and to lerance. Jake initiates the possib il i ty  o f  transcultura l sym biosis  by 

assum ing  a N a 'v i  identity.

A cco rd in g  to M cL uhan , sensory balance is m ain ta ined  in tribal society because 

they em p lo y  each  o f  their  senses equally  w hen perce iv ing  the env ironm en t.  Favoring 

tribal sensitiv ity  tow ards  instinct and feeling over  a literately accu ltu red  sensit iv ity  in The 

Gutenberg Galaxy M cL u h an  con tends o f  such a learned person  that s/he is like a 

"m ind less  d ro n e” w h o  is free "on ly  to be alienated and d is so c ia ted ” (259). Therefore 

Jake, hav ing  no p reco n cep tio n  or know ledge  o f  N a 'v i  cu ltu re  easily  adap ts  to it. instead 

o fN o r m ,  his h igh ly  tra ined  and N a ’vi culture  literate co lleague.

W hen  the N a 'v i  race greet each o ther w ith  the w o rd s  “ 1 see y o u ” , w e understand  

how im portan t the act o f  see ing  is. It is an a c k n o w led g em en t  o f  the o ther  th rough the 

sense o f  sight. T ha t  is w h y  h u m an s  deem  it necessary  to rep lica te  the physical body o f  the 

N a ’vi to b eco m e  one o f  them , at least visually. In fact, this is p recise ly  w ha t  Neytiri says 

when Jake asks her to teach  him: “ Sky people canno t learn. Y o u  do not See." At one point 

in Avatar, Jake  states that w ho  he is as N a ’vi seem s m ore  real than  w h o  he is as Jake 

Sully.

T he im portance  o f  visual im agery  and p reconce ived  ideas in consti tu ting  the truth 

is further re in fo rced  by the w ord  “N a ’v i’’ that is w ritten  in large prin t on the cover  o f  

G race 's  book. For the m ili tary  the word N a 'v i  represents  the e n e m y  but i f  the apostrophe 

is deleted and the T  substitu ted  with 'y ' .  the w ord  b eco m es  N avy . A slightly  d ifferent 

spelling leads the m ean in g  o f  the w ord  to change  to tally  and then it s ignifies a b ranch  o f  

the arm ed forces. B ut the w ord , as it appears in the film, s ign ifies  a grave threat to the 

self- interest o f  hum ans .  T h is  incongruity  betw een  what is show n  to be and w hat actually 

is. applies no t only  to the identity  o f  the N a 'v i  but also to that  o f  Jake  w h o  is seen as a 

traitor, and also the " sk y p e o p le” , w ho are later seen as "a l ien s"  res id ing  in Pandora.

T hough  the “ sk y p eo p le” portray the N a ’vi as the en em y , it is they that are actually
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the en em y  o f  the  N a ’vi. Parker clearly  states the reason  for the  w ho le  pro jec t  at P an d o ra  

as he rails at G race , the head  scientist-

B uild  schools ,  teach them  English  for h o w  long? R ela t ions  with  the 

ind igenous  are getting  w orse  [. . .]. U n o b ta in iu m  that is w ha t  w e are here 

for. It sells at 20  m illion  a kilo. (0 :13 :28-0 :13 :52)

O ne canno t  bu t th ink that this is a cr itique o f  A m er ican  m ilitary  m issions  all over  the 

w orld  w h ich  have been  spearhead ing  im peria lis t  po lic ies  that  underm ine  the  cultural 

identity o f  n o n -A m erican  races  and  cultures. Investors  have  co m p lex  m otives  w ork ing  

beh ind  their  fund ing  decisions. Science and  scientists  are  inadverten tly  en tan g led  in a 

deadly  w eb  as research  is used  as a screen fo r military , po litica l and  financial gains. 

Thus, the film also  raises questions as to  the identity  o f  the “ sky p eo p le” w ho  initially 

show ed  m u ch  interest in the cu lture  o f  the N a ’vi as an ind igenous  race  w h o  needed  

exposure  to a  m ore  re fined  cu ltu re  and  education.

In acco rdance  w ith  M cL u h a n ’s

theory  o f  h a rm on ious  em otional integration

through  tribal sensitivity, in Pandora , Jake  is

im m ersed  in a w orld  tha t  favors synesthesia ( p  , ~ I H

w ith  all its var ied  and  sim ultaneous appeals

to  the senses. W h e n  he  a ttem pts  to  ride a

horselike creature  he literally connects  to it ’  The Bond

th rough “ the b o n d ” , a connection  o f  hairlike

threads. He is to ld  to  feel “ her heartbeat, her breath , feel h e r  s trong  legs” (0 :53:07- 

0:53:15). This  connection  enables  him  to tell her w ha t  to  do by th in k in g  it. T he 

re la tionship  b eco m es  one o f  unders tanding , not dom inance .  It is the sam e for all an im als  

and  trees on Pandora , for the connection  is one o f  an in tricate  netw ork  o f  senses 

ex tend ing  ou ts ide  the physical em b o d im en t o f  a  con ta ined  body.

C on tras t ing  charac te r  ro les underscore the role o f  em p ath y  in a ssu m in g  roles or in 

form ing  n ew  identities. H av ing  no  prior know ledge  o f  N a ’vi culture , Jake  adopts  an 

instinctual approach. Neytiri g ives h im  first h an d  experience  o f  their  culture and  their 

connection  to  nature. N orm , on  the o ther hand, has thoroughly  s tud ied  the book  on  N a ’vi 

culture. Y et he seem s to  have b eco m e  the literate “ m indless  d ro n e” that  M cL uhan  w arned  

of, w ho  is free “only to  be  a l iena ted  and  d issocia ted” . He canno t  assoc ia te  w ith  the N a ’vi 

experience  w ithou t re ferr ing  to  the book  w ritten  by Dr. G race. This ,  o f  course, in m any  

w ays im pedes the course  o f  learn ing  naturally  on his part.
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G ra c e s ’s realiza tion  that the w ealth  o f  P an d o ra  “ is no t in the g round  bu t is all 

a round  us” ( 1 :3 3 :16-1 :33:20) furthers  the concep t  o f  a g rea te r  consc iousness  that  exceeds 

the limits o f  the physical body. H er co m m en t  suggests  that p o w e r  is no t som eth ing  fixed, 

but in the ne tw ork  w h ich  con ta ins  all consciousness. T h is  is a ne tw ork  o f  trust, m utual 

unders tanding , fa ith  an d  co m m itm en t  that is spread, for  the  N a ’vi, all th rough  nature. T he 

film sends forth  a  positive m essage: w hen  all races co m b in e  to  save nature  and  the pow er 

o f  hum anity  tha t  lives w ith in  us, nature too will save all races. L ike the internet the 

“E y w a” can  connect to all and  influence all. But, o f  course , the  consc iousness  b eh in d  all 

should  have pure  intentions. Jake  is a l low ed  access  to  that n e tw ork  because  he has been  

able to ea rn  the ir  trust; unfortunate ly , he cou ld  not ho ld  on to  it. H e  b reach ed  their  trust 

by  passing  on the ir  secrets  to the “ sky peop le .” It is on ly  w h en  Jak e  looks b ey o n d  selfish 

gain and  respects  and  honors  the  rights o f  the peoples  o f  P an d o ra  tha t  his identity  changes  

from be ing  a tra ito rous outcast  to  a true leader. Indeed, J a k e ’s effec tive  change  in 

identity and  person  ag rees  with M c L u h a n ’s no tion  that  tech n o lo g y  has  the po tential for 

universal good.

M oreover ,  Jak e  realizes tha t  a ssum ing  an identity  does  no t ju s t  m ean  ad op ting  an 

external form, it is m ore  than  that. B ecom ing  so m eo n e  ev en  th ro u g h  p erfo rm ance  

so m eh o w  initiates a change  in habits  and  thoughts  w h ich  u lt im ate ly  leads to  full 

subm ers ion  in an a ssu m ed  identity. T hus Jake  b eco m es  a N a ’vi not only  in fo rm  but also 

em otionally  and  in full consc iousness. By re jecting  his past ac tions  as  infiltra tor o f  the 

N a ’vi race and  spy for the A m erican  aggressors as co m ple te ly  d em ea n in g  to  his 

hum anity , Jake  chooses  to  create  a n ew  identity th rough  his fu ture  actions. He b eco m es  a 

savior to  the peop le  o f  P andora  by insp iring  them  to over th ro w  the ty ran n y  o f  the “ sky 

peop le .” In th is  sense, Jake 

overcom es both  his past identity  as a 

m arine  and  p resent identity as a 

harb inger o f  destruction.

For exam ple ,  w hen  Jake 

realizes the enorm ity  o f  his actions 

against the N a ’vi race he w aves  

G ra c e ’s b o o k  on the  N a ’vi peop le  in 

ev e ry o n e’s faces as i f  to  say all 

scientific  research and  hum anita rian  

efforts are farcical. A s he flings the book  aw ay, he shouts, “T h a t ’s h o w  its done. W hen  a
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people sit on w h a t  you w ant,  you m ake  them  your e n e m y ” ( 1 :34 :55 -l  :35:04). This points 

to the fact that the identity  o f  a race is som etim es  f ic tionally  and negative ly  p ro jec ted  by 

ano ther race in o rde r  to ju s t ify  in justices against that race.

The fo rm a tion  o f  identity  in the realm  o f  tech n o lo g y  is also s tressed through 

consc iousness  dispersal. T he  w orm ho le - like  v isualiza tion  o f  the tech n o lo g y  assisted 

connection  to  the A va ta r  body happens  at high speed  and  so m ew h a t  fo rced ly  w h ereas  at 

the end o f  the film the c rossing  over  assisted by E y w a seem s to be a synthetic  connection, 

sm ooth, subtle, and harm onious. Thus, it em phasizes  the re s truc tu ring  o f  addic tion  to 

technology  as so m eth in g  that has the potential o f  g reater  good. Instead o f  m ean ing less  

and destructive absorp tion  it could  be used for selfless acts o f  hum anity .

This chapter,  then, has focused  on the depic tion  o f  p o s tm o d ern  identity  form ation 

as it appears on a H o llyw ood  influenced by in terd isc ip linary  studies, co n su m er  culture, 

addiction (in any form ), and technologica l ad v an cem en ts  w h ich  a l lo w  for d iverse 

approaches to u nders tand ing  the rise in excess and co m p u ls iv en ess  that is encouraged  by 

con tem porary  socie ty  and cu lture  in the form ation  o f  add ic t  identities.

In the p reced ing  pages o f  the chapter, four m a jo r  areas o f  add ic tion  have been 

singled out to focus on the addict- identities  created from  co m p u ls iv e  behavior.  Each o f  

the areas d iscussed  concen tra ted  on ho w  po s tm o d ern  sub jects  use the ir  f reedom  to be who 

they w ant to be in w ays  that construct addict identities that ac tua lly  deny  them  the 

freedom  they  d ream  of. H ow ever ,  the end ings o f  all these films, excep t  poss ib h  

Memento, indicate  that pos tm odern  subjects can rise above  their  add ic tive  situations. 

T hey  can perm anen tly  o v e rco m e  their feeling  o f  em ptiness  and atta in  a m ore  w ho lesom e 

experience o f  life by being  less se lf-centered and m ore  m o dera te  in their consum ption .

Upto this po in t in the dissertation, w e have seen, th rough ana lyses  o f  national 

m yths, short fiction, and film that the postm odern  " I” is co n tinuous ly  being  reconstructed . 

This t ransm ogrif ica tion  occurs  basically  in reaction to external e lem en ts  o f  society and 

culture, especially  those  d issem inated  by the media. U nfortunate ly , this apparen t freedom 

o f  the A m erican  subject  to be anyone  s/he pleases is undercu t by a sort o f  uncontro llab le  

insanity for jo u is san ce  that  m anifests  i tse lf  in addict identities that are com puls ive ly  

driven to search for m ean in g  in a m ean ing less  w orld  o f  excesses.

The next chap te r  co m b in es  all the topic d iscussions o f  prev ious chap te rs  into an 

analysis  o f  Don D e li l lo 's  White Noise. This  novel is in m any  w ays  the classic 

postm odern  text, em b o d y in g  the quintessential pos tm odern  ques tions  abou t  identity.
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Chapter Five

N arratives o f  Postm odern Identity in Don Delillo's White Noise.

After discussing the various features o f  postm odern identity construction in the 

previous chapters with reference to social and political narratives in contem porary  American 

short stories and films. I will now  embark on a sustained analysis  o f  White Noise. Written by 

Don Deli 1 lo, this postm odern  novel exposes the dcpthlessness o f  postm odern identity 

constructs that result in restlessness and emptiness within the postm odern  “ I". Deli 1 lo shows 

that postmodern identities are created from bits and pieces o f  both verbal and visual 

information and images. The postmodern culture from which these images and ideas are drawn 

from is fragmented, polyvocal, and unreliable. As a result, the identities derived from multiple 

perspectives and mediated instances o f  experience are totally unstable. The instability o f  these 

characters is revealed through their day-to-day interaction with people both within and outside 

the family, as well as, through their addictions, obsessions and paranoid delusions.

In White Noise (1975) as well as novels such as Americana ( \91\  ). Mao II ( 1991). and 

Falling Man (2007), Dellilo presents a protagonist who is on a jo u rn ey  o f  self-discovery. 

But in White Noise he not only probes the identity o f  the protagonist but also those o f  other 

characters o f  his family as they interact between and am ongst them selves  on various levels. 

The language they use, their attitudes and habits all reveal aspects o f  postm odern identity 

construction which can be discussed on the basis o f  how identity is dom inated  and constructed 

by images, consum er culture, language and addiction. Simply stated. Del I i lo 's  works highlight 

what is sym ptom atic  about A m erican life and culture in that they reveal and com m ent on 

cultural signs and sym ptom s that can be understood as s im ultaneously  A m erican and 

postmodern.

In his introduction to Postmodernism and the Contemporary Novel. Bran Nicol writes 

o f  the novel as having always been “the artistic form w hose special ability is to som ehow  

represent society at a given m om ent, to capture its rhythms and reflect its concerns"  (Nicol 9). 

Accordingly, in his fiction. DeLillo em phasizes the influence o f  media and technology in 

creating diverse mindsets, the performativity o f  social identities, the unsettling restlessness

183

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



in all postmodern subjects, the dependence on consum er objects for the expression o f  identity, 

the obsession with sim ulcra and spectacle, the lack o f  intimacy within familial identity roles 

and other such postm odern sym ptom s that pertain to identity construction in a postmodern 

world facing identity crises all the time.

In White Noise DeLillo 's protagonist Jack Gladney confronts  a new  order in which life 

is increasingly lived in the world o f  simulacra, where images and electronic representations 

replace direct experience. This increasingly simulational and non-refercntial world brings

about radical changes in the very shape o f  subjectivity. This chapter thus sum s up the

previous d iscussions about postmodern identity, pertaining to the previous chapters o f  this

dissertation. Consequently , the discussion in this chapter has been arranged more or less in

accordance with the previously discussed topics.

(i) Identity  C o n s tr u c t io n  th ro u g h  R ew r it in g  o f  H istory

(a) N a t io n a l  Identity:  As discussed in chapter one o f  this dissertation, a coun try 's  

national identity is usually based on a series o f  historical and social myths. P os tm odern ism ’s 

negation o f  these myths that form the basis o f  a unified sense o f  national identity, destabilizes 

nationhood. Thus, postm odern identities search for a s imulation o f  unity and nationhood in 

present-day culture. Stacey Olster aptly observes, ' ‘the foundational myth to which Jack most 

frequently returns in an age o f  multinational capitalism is that o f  American nationhood" 

(Olster X I). N ationhood is now seen in terms o f  financial and status based equality.

This assembly o f  station wagons, as much as anything they might do in the 

course o f  the year, more than formal liturgies or laws, tells the parents they are 

a collection o f  the like-minded and the spiritually akin, a people, a nation.

( WN !4)

The event that opens his narration, the annual return o f  s tudents to the college at which he 

teaches, is a spectacle that Jack witnesses each September that reassures participants that 

" th e y  are a collection o f  the like-minded and the spiritually akin, a people, a n a t io n "  (WN  4). 

This search for nationhood in contem porary culture is sym ptom atic  o f  postm odern culture 

where national myths and all sense o f  pride in nationhood have been seriously questioned and

1 From this point onward, in the case o f  in-text citation, the novel While Noise will be referred to as WN.
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destabilized by postm odern  re-examinations o f  foundational myths. Therefore, there is the dire 

attempt to rewrite those m yths in present-day terms.

Jack com pares  the panicked llight o f  cars during the "air-borne toxic even t” to " w ag o n  

trains converging on the Santa Fe T ra il”  (WN  159). The Santa Fe I rail has often been 

romanticized through sagas o f  constant peril, replete with violent prairie storms, battles with 

Indians, and thundering bison herds. Harold L. Jam es in “The Santa Fe Trail"  gives the 

following description: “ It was a trail o f  promise. In the mind o f  its traveler was the dream o f  

freedom and opportunity. [. . .] the sense o f  adventure was at limes lost in drenching 

thunderstorms, blizzards, sicknesses, and m onotonous m arches through sun-tortured, dust- 

choking deserts" (James 107). Similarly, the m ovem ent o f  cars holds hope, promise and 

opportunity for life. The main difference between them is that the Santa Fe Trail had real and 

certain dangers, dangers that could be clearly identified. In contrast, the danger is now 

uncertain and covered with mystery no one knew what they were up against or how to refer to

Romanticized versions o f  the Santa Fe Trail as seen in Western movies em phasize a 

communal struggle against the hardship o f  the trail. W agon trains carrying num erous families 

w hose men w om en and children were seen fighting against all odds, were hopefully headed 

towards a better future. In White Noise communal identity is constantly  referred to as being 

invested in spectacles such as this where fleeing for o n e ’s life from uncertain danger is equated 

with the struggle o f  days gone by. From tourist attraction to natural and m an-m ade disaster it 

is the spectacle that now builds a sense o f  community.

In “ Introduction: The Power o f  History and the Persistence o f  M ystery ,” William 

Duvall writes o f  the nation o f  Am erica as depicted in White Noise that we are shown “a 

thoroughly postm odern, dehistoricized Am erica in which Hitler and Flvis can become nearly 

interchangeable figures in a culture o f  celebrity” (Duvall 7). Deli 1 lo breaks down historical 

metanarratives by revisioning historical figures. By bringing Hitler into academ ia as a subject 

for study and constructing a whole department around him. Jack has detached the name from 

the concept o f  overarching evil. Hitler is discussed from a perspective (Jack ’s) that som ehow 

mellows the seriousness o f  Hitler’s war crimes by making him a com m ercia lly  viable product. 

Jack’s debates and discussions which emphasize Hitler’s relationship with his mother, on one 

hand, and his dog. on another, deconstruct the image of' 11 itler as an em bodim ent o f  evil. Then
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the image is reconstructed  so that we see him as a man powerful enough to have put h im self  in 

a leadership position around which academ ia can gather conferences called on discussions o f  

his image, more than 40 yrs after his death. These Hitler scholars, besides w andering around 

the campus with laminated name tags, would ' ‘exchange Hitler gossip, spread the usual 

sensational rum ors about the last days in the fuhrerbunker" (WN  274). It is this emphasis  on 

the scholars ' infatuation with gossip and rumors that deconstructs  the historical canon o f  

reliability and m akes the conference setting as much as a spectacle as J a c k 's  assum ed identity. 

In lacking the solidity o f  a stable point o f  view, national sentim ent and com m unal identity 

centre around fictitious unifying principles.

Thus one o f  the main dangers for the intensely m edia-driven society o f  A m erica is its 

gradual inability to com prehend any reality other than that which is projected on the media 

screen. As a result, critical judgm ent wavers and true historicity is vulnerable to media 

manipulation. So, as Jack rebuilds the Nazi past through film extracts and docum entaries, it is 

clear that he has lost sight o f  the Nazi horrors that A m erica as a nation so detested. And 

through his actions, by applauding H itler 's  rise to power he indirectly underm ines A m erican 

nationhood.

Encouraged by the faculty Head. Jack G ladney is m otivated by the ambition to assume 

a significant position as chair o f  Hitler Studies, a department that he had created. Jack has no 

specific qualifications that made him fit for holding such a post. He does not know German. 

He has not exam ined any official documents, and most o f  his lectures are based on film clips 

and movies. His discussions tactfully overlook the gruesom e aspects o f  I l i tler 's  ascendancy to 

power and centre around anecdotes o f  Hitler’s mother and his pet dog. liven so. he is 

considered the most important person in Hitler Studies. Thus the consideration o f  capital gain 

destroys the ability to think on traditional historical grounds. And as Duvall points out. "In 

White Noise we see how the pressures o f  advertising and capital m ake it so difficult to think 

historically when the very structures o f  thought seem to have been co opted by the logic o f  

television genres” (WN  2). Jack is completely taken in by the images o f  Hitler he sees on TV 

and in the movies. The fascination with Hitler and the power he exerted seems to override the 

strong sentiment o f  hate against the man who killed millions in his concentration camps.
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Through such a portrayal o f  events, Delillo m akes his reader look critically and 

reassess his/her position in postmodern America. He encourages one to think historically and 

go beyond present cultural mindsets that take everything at face value instead o f  thinking o f  

the deep-seated ramifications o f  each rewritten version o f  the past. S ince our only access to the 

past is through partially biased documentation one should be wary about accepting those 

renderings o f  past events. The realization that mini-narratives such as those construed by Jack, 

may be used to m anipulate time, space, and perception em phasizes  the postm odern cultural 

trait o f  uncertainty.

On the other hand. Fredric Jameson in "The Cultural Logic o f  Late Capitalism" 

expresses the view that this, "global, yet A m erican culture is the internal and superstructural 

expression o f  a whole new w ave o f  American military and econom ic dom ination throughout 

the world f . . .] "( WN 23). But American identity, even in that sense, is under siege. I hus we 

find Jack telling his wife to eat a packet o f  foreign looking w heat-germ  because it is "G erm an” 

and Japanese cars are seen entering the consciousness o f  even the youngest o f  American 

citizens i.e. S teffie 's  m um bling  o f  Toyota Celica in her sleep.

In keeping with this commodification o f  identity, national artifacts are no longer 

searched for. Rather, they are created through the media. For exam ple , M urray, Jack 's  

colleague, m entions a tourist attraction identified by the signboard "T he  Most Photographed 

Bam in A m erica” ( WN 12). This signboard not only creates an identity for the barn as a 

historical artifact, it also enhances and maintains that identity. Every tourist that goes there and 

takes a picture m akes the statem ent all the more real. Thus, out o f  now here com m unal identity 

builds up around an image o f  a barn that may not have been significant at all in the history o f  

America. The simulation o f  national history, thus, becomes more important than retrieving and 

upholding it.

In other words, as people create identities both for them selves and for objects and 

places they encounter  without any specific footing in personal history, postm odern concerns 

and capitalist interests dehistorisize, destabilize, and deconstruct the national identity o f  

America.
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(b) P erso n a l  Identity:  The creation o f  identity at the personal level is a major aspect 

o f  postmodern subjectivity. The fact that identity can be created implies that there is a major 

^  level o f  perform ance involved in that creation. In Chapter Three, part o f  the discussion focused

on the performative nature o f  postm odern identity as suggested in the theories o f  Judith Butler 

and exemplified through Bobbie Ann M ason’s "S h iloh” . Similarly. Delillo, through Jac k ’s 

academic persona, depicts the performative nature o f  m e n 's  roles in society. Jack 's  academic 

persona as chair and founder o f  Hitler studies is an image. It is a s imulation o f  an identity that 

fits his purpose. In “The Precession o f  Sim ulcra” . Jean Baudrillard identifies the difference 

between simulating and pretending as such : "To simulate is to feign to have what one doesn 't  

have. |. . ,| s imulating  is not pretending. |. . .] pretending, o r d issim ulating, leaves the principle 

o f  reality intact: the difference is always clear, it is s im ply m asked, whereas simulation 

threatens the d ifference between the 't rue ' and the 'fa lse ' . the 'rea l '  and the imaginary ' 

^  (Baudrillard 93). The simulation carries more o f  his identity than any o ther aspect o f  his being.

This identity has been simulated in accordance with media footage, and information revealing 

bits and pieces o f  Hitler’s identity. And. in s im ulating Hitler he becom es Hitleresque in his

vengeance as we see in his behavior towards Mink at the end o f  the novel.

As he perform s the identity he has literally created for himself, he som etimes 

experiences a sort o f  agency panic because he feels he is “the false character that follows the 

name around” (WN  17). i bis gives rise to the fear that he might be discovered as false. In The 

Transparency o f  Evil Baudrillard talks about deliberately created images that are merely 

empty, vacuous appearances:

^  Everyone seeks their look. Since il is no longer possible to base any claim on

o n e ’s own existence, there is nothing for it but to perform an appearing act 

without concerning onese lf  with being or even with being seen. So it is not. I

exist. 1 am here! but rather: I am visible. I am an image look, look! This is not

even narcissism, merely an extraversion without depth, a sort o f  self-prom oting 

ingenuousness whereby everyone becom es the m anager o f  their own 

appearance. (Baudrillard 23)

Baudrillard’s em phasis  on self-promotion through image and appearance that lacks depth and 

stability finds expression in Jack ’s created image. This persona is divested with elem ents o f  

awe as Jack puts on weight and always wears academic robes and "glasses with thick black
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heavy frames and black lenses” (WN  17) w henever he is on cam pus. Through this created 

identity Jack he hides "his  feeble presentation o f  s e l f  ( WN 17) and the fact that though he is 

the country’s leading expert on Hitler, he does not even speak G erm an. He gives the 

introductory speech at a conference from his compilation o f  w ords that sound roughly the 

same in German and Knglish. Though the persona he assumes is strong and exudes command. 

Jack is plagued by the feeling that he is a fraud and so he constant!) needs to reinforce his 

identity through accessorization. He changes his name from being simple Jack to J.A.K.. a 

m ove to which his wife responds quite positively. "To her it [the initials] intimated dignity, 

significance and prestige" (WN  17). Jack thus envelops his nam e with a sense o f  mystery.

It is relevant here to note the similarity between the initials J I K  and J A k .  I'he initials 

JFK have long had a s ignificant relation to American history and the identity o f  a nation. I he 

assassination o f  JFK is regarded as major event in Am erican history. JAK seems to imply that 

Jack is building upon that sense o f  “dignity, significance and prestige" (WN  17) that is actually 

related to the initials JFK.

Jack 's  position at the college had become his whole identity; at least, that is what he 

wishes to reveal to others. As a result he has assimilated more characteristics  akin to Hitler 

than he could consciously  realize. Jack wants to retain an air o f  mystery around him. with the 

hope that his w eaknesses will not be exposed. So. like I litler."the new M essiah" o f  the German 

people, who would quickly leave the stage and disappear from view as soon as his speech was 

finished. Jack spends a lot o f  time in his office, hiding, l ike Hitler he waits for complete 

silence before beginning a speech. Like Hitler, who instilled inaccurate autobiographical 

k  details in Mein K am pf 'm order to provide a positive image o f  himself, Jack puts on a show o f

knowing German. I.ike I litler. whose attitude towards wom en is reflected in his com m ent that: 

"A highly intelligent man should take a primitive and stupid wom an,"  Jack seems to have 

chosen Babette for her simplicity and domesticity.

In Karl Branch: The Nazi Doctor (2007). U lf  Schmidt writes that Hitler treasured the 

organs through which he exerted his power. For Hitler, organs such as his voice or eyes were 

his assets as he saw them "as instrumental in controlling the people and the masses. He was 

hypersensitive to the slightest idea that these organs might be defective."  Similarly. Jack is 

dreadfully disturbed by his run in with Fric Massingale at the local hardware store where 

Massingale exclaims, " I ’ve never seen you o f f  campus. Jack. You look different w ithout your
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glasses and gow n”( WN 82). Jack is feeling quite uncom fortable by the tim e M assingale adds, 

"Y o u 're  a different person altogether” and concludes his observation saying, "You look so 

harmless, Jack. A big, harmless, aging, indistinct sort o f  guy" {WN 82). This  is not the kind o f  

typillcation Jack prefers. The assum ing o f  identity is not a pretension, it is a simulation. It is a 

simulated subject position around which his whole academ ic career and his sense o f  se lf 

evolves. He cannot think o f  h im self  without referring to this identity. It is his source o f  power 

without which he is non-significant to others. The unreal thus becom es m ore real than real. He 

constantly has to reinforce this sense o f  se lf  since it is not inborn. I his identity is the embodied 

expression o f  m ediated images o f  Hitler which are in them selves unstable representations.

Jack is so obsessed with the power that his identity brings him that he claims immunity 

from the airborne toxic event based on his intellectual status and urban residence. He states 

that "society is set up in such a way that it’s the poor and the uneducated who suffer the main 

impact o f  natural and m anm ade disasters” (WN 114). But o f  course, som ehow  he still feels 

insignificant the m om ent he looks at the manly sincerity o f  Vernon, his father-in-law. As he 

tries to evaluate h im se lf  on skills usually linked to masculinity he know s that his skills fall far 

short o f  what was once expected o f  men. For example, the m ending  o f  a leaky faucet would be 

no trouble for a man such as Vernon but it would be a m ajor problem  for Jack, and lie knows

By acknow ledging  the fact that his masculinity is invested in quite different attributes 

and skills than Vernon, Jac k ’s self-reflection em phasizes the perform ativ ity  o f  all gender 

positions. This also shows the inevitable mutability in a postm odern world where there are no 

stable standards and all identity attributes are up for grabs. What is noticeable here is that in 

spite o f  all his endeavors Jack is not satisfied with his identity. He has to constantly reinforce 

it. T his is indeed a depressive and anxiety-ridden situation where the postm odern subject needs 

to reassure h im self  as well as others that s/he is who s/he proposes to be.
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(c) Id en t ity  o f  the  P o s tm o d e r n  A m e r ic a n  F a m ily  : The postm odern family is neither 

nuclear nor extended. Its identity lies in a conglom erate o f  multiple origin and the identities o f  

its m em bers are more diverse than ever before. In the 1970s. P.. Shorter (1975) aptly described 

the em erging post-m odern family by identifying three important characteristics: (i) adolescent 

indifference to the family's identity; (ii) instability in the lives o f  couples, accom panied by 

rapidly increasing divorce rates; and (iii) destruction o f  the "nest" notion o f  nuclear family life 

with the liberation o f  wom en. The non-nuclear "pastiche" family in Don D eP il lo 's  White 

Noise seems to be such a family. It reflects the artificial and hybrid re-creation o f  concepts o f  

identity that relate to the familial structure in postmodern A m erican society.

In White Noise Jack and Babette’s family consists o f  sons and daughters o f  their 

various marriages. The children in the family are as follows: M ary Alice is Jack's nineteen- 

year - old daughter  from his first marriage to D ana Breedlove. Heinrich is the fourteen-year- 

old son o f  Jack and Janet Savory. Bee is the twelve year old daugh ter  o f  Jack and 'T weedy 

Browner, Denise is the eleven-year-old daughter o f  Babette and Bob Pardee. Steffie is Jack's 

nine-year-old daughter  from his second marriage to Dana Breedlove. P ugene is the eight-year- 

old son o f  Babette and an ex-husband in Australia, and W ilder is the toddler son o f  Babette 

and an ex-husband in Australia. So from the very beginning the reader gets a sense o f  turbulent 

self-centered identities which are together but d o n ’t exactly m erge as a single family. It seems 

as if at any time any one o f  the children will leave or be called upon to leave to live with 

his/her other parent. This immediately affects any attempt at es tablishing com m only  accepted 

power-relations within the family. Thus, the family m em bers end up as separate entities that 

occupy the same space and yet are invested with little sense o f  perm anence.

The sense o f  stability that was once so valued and strongly felt within the confines o f  a 

stable family lineage is totally missing. Marriage vows and lifelong com m itm ents  seem a thing 

o f  the past. Identities no longer have to live up to family standards; instead, they are 

concocted from elem ents outside the family nucleus because there is no centrally dominant 

tradition to adopt. This postmodern family is no longer organized around the singular 

authority o f  the father; rather it is utterly decentered and globally dispersed. Thus, the identity 

o f  the traditional family is brought into question.

As seen in While Noise the home is no longer a refuge o f  harmony, serenity, and 

understanding. On the contrary, in encouraging diversity the postm odern  family has become
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the site o f  confrontation between people o f  different ages and genders. Personal ideologies are 

not formed from within the family nucleus rather the sources are multifarious. Thus, we see 

•k Heinrich constantly  challenging his father’s views. Denise. Jac k ’s eleven year old daughter, is

engrossed reading Physicians' Desk Reference. Steffie m urm urs  "‘T oyota  C'elica" in her sleep. 

B ee 's  self-possessed, thoughtful and silent presence m akes everyone self-conscious. And 

Wilder, thinking his m o ther’s televised image to be real, approaches the TV set. "leaving a 

handprint on the dusty surface o f  the screen” (W N  105). Each o f  the children has a different 

view o f  his/her surroundings, and none seem to have solid ideals to turn to.

The difference in the understanding and tem peram ent o f  these children calls for a 

different type o f  family setting. In a postm odern strain Murray, Jac k 's  co lleague postulates that 

“The family is the cradle o f  the world's m isinform ation’" (WN  81) and tolerance o f  that 

misinformation is the bond that keeps it strong. In this situation diversity is strong and multiple 

viewpoints enter the scene. A ccording to Murray, “ Facts threaten our happiness and security" 

( WN 81) and “N ot to know is a weapon o f  survival" (WN 82). I his indirectly com m ents  on the 

condition o f  re lationships within postmodern families. Interaction is no longer a social event 

confined to and conform ing  to specific culture and tradition. M edia infiltrates once private 

places and influences identity from beyond the expanse o f  local culture. With the 

bombardm ent o f  m ediated images it is impossible to tell what a child or for that matter an 

adult will take away, as experience, from a written, visual or audio m essage em bedded in radio 

and TV program s or written in newspapers, m agazines and tabloids. Thus, for example. 

Babette in spite o f  all the nurturing roles she has. and in spite o f  the aw areness  o f  the "brain- 

V- sucking” power o f  media (TV), responds to a printed ad which has dire consequences for her

sense o f  se lf  and the identity o f  her family.

M em bers o f  the postmodern family value au tonom y o f  the individual more than the 

family unit. Therefore, actions o f  the individual cannot be considered representative o f  family 

and values. As William Douglas observes in Television Families: Is Something Wrong in 

Suburbia? (2003). “the American family has continued to develop along a path marked by 

increased parental absence from the home and a d iminishing family perfo rm ance” (Douglas 

134). With the postm odern  em phasis  on satisfaction through enjoym ent,  consum ption and self- 

indulging behavior, individual ambition is given preference over family. Thus, authority, 

acceptance, sacrifice, obedience, security, and sanctity are no longer w ords associated with the
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home and family. In this sense, the postm odern family space seem s to be w hat Marc Auge in 

Non-places: Introduction to an Anthropology o f Supermodernity (1995) refers to as a 

"nonplace." A "non-p lace"  is a kind o f  physical space that people tem porarily  occupy as a 

means en-route to their actual destination. Such spaces in the context o f  postm odern ism  can be 

identified as airports, shopping malls, stations etc. where superficial connections are made. A 

postmodern family lacks the strength o f  bondage and authority previously held by traditional 

families. Instead o f  m ovem ent that leads towards the hom e and family connections, all 

em phasis is on action and m ovem ent aw ay from the home. This  is s imilar to B abette ’s staring 

into nothingness even when she is in the house. The family can no longer provide support and 

strength. All o f  that is now  sought outside o f  the family.

Even postm odern children can no longer be thought o f  as innocent and emotionally  

dependent on the family. These children with their mediated consc iousnesses  are thrust into 

the world quite early. After gaining experience o f  the outside world from their extensive 

access to media they are considered to be and com pellingly  required to be worldly and 

competent. T hus we see Bee. Jac k ’s eleven year old daughter, sent alone from Surabaya to 

Iron City. Even though there was a crash landing at the airport where Bee w as to arrive, her 

mother (Tw eedy) com m ents  on how safe airports are for children. T w eedy is seemingly 

unaware o f  the possible dangers and the emotional pressure o f  having to travel thousands o f  

miles alone. She justif ies  her decision to allow Bee to travel alone saying it was a necessary 

step to independence:

“ Every child ought to have the opportunity  to travel thousands o f  miles alone" 

Tw eedy  said, "for the sake o f  her se lfe s teem  and independence o f  mind. | . . .].

(WN 93 )

This trend derives from a worldview which places children and adults on the same plane o f  

existence. Children are expected to becom e adults as adults them selves  place personal 

ambition and achievem ent over and above family life and family relations. Parents are too 

busy to provide their children with the attention, care and support that they need. To avoid the 

blame o f  irresponsibility, parents justify  their actions as necessary preparatory  steps taken for 

self-esteem and confidence. Setting them on their own at such a young stage o f  life is only 

possible if  parents initiate a detachm ent in their relationships with their children. This 

emotional detachm ent ultimately invades the child and is expressed in self-centered
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disinterestedness. These are the children that leave their parents when helpless, lonely and 

scared in old age to fend for themselves.

^  Unlike the extended family in which a strong centralized pow er structure was retained

and the elders were unquestioned, in the postmodern family pow er is dispersed. This  has a lot 

to do with the fact that the m em bers o f  a postmodern family cannot be said to have a com m on 

history. In D elil lo 's  White Noise Jack and Babette have been married for less than three years 

since Wilder the youngest child is from B abette 's  earlier marriage. The detachm ent noticed 

w ithin the postm odern  family is justified with argum ents o f  personal freedom.

Yet. the atm osphere  within Jack 's  family signals im pending  danger o f  failure. The 

whole house is considered a storehouse and not a home. Only the kitchen and bedroom are 

available spaces to family m em bers  which signifies over-consum ption  and impending 

insignificance. Jack tells us at the beginning o f  the novel .

Babette and 1 do our talking in the kitchen. The kitchen and the bedroom  are the 

m ajor cham bers around here, the power haunts, the sources. She and I are alike 

in this, that we regard the rest o f  the house as s torage space for furniture, toys, 

all the unused objects o f  earlier marriages and different sets o f  children, the 

gifts o f  lost in-laws, the hand-m e-dow ns and rum m ages. Things, boxes. Why do 

these possessions carry such sorrowful w eight? There  is a darkness attached to 

them , a foreboding. (WN  6)

The house fails, therefore, on various levels to becom e a home. For Jack and Babette. for that 

matter, objects are not associated with intimate m em ories and personal anecdotes. They are not 

invested with history and tradition. On the contrary, as rem nants o f  the unsettling pasts o f  

broken relationships, they are considered a burden that clutter the present. The presence o f  

these objects has a darkness attached to it. a “sorrowful w eight" . I o r Jack, and everyone else 

for that matter, these objects carry "a foreboding” that any tim e this family could also end like 

the many others and rem nants o f  it contained in a box. increasing the burden o f  failure.

Thus the postm odern  family is no longer a place where like minded people can enjoy 

interesting and com m only  shared anecdotes. It is not a shared space that is considered a place 

to feel safe and stable. Rather, it is unstable, unpredictable, and alw ays charged with residual 

conflict. The only harm ony noticed in such uncertainty and diversity is when death and 

destruction is shown on TV and all eyes are glued to the TV screen. Unfortunately, with no
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com m on history to share, TV becomes the most powerful frame o f  reference in the 

postmodern family and. in extension, the postmodern society.

(ii) C h an ges  in A u t h o r ’s T e c h n iq u e

In line with the discussion on author identity in Chapter  T w o o f  this dissertation, this 

section looks at authorial intervention and ironic com m entary  within White Noise. Though the 

author does not appear in the text, the reader can feel his ghostly presence m aneuvering the 

movement o f  thought through suggestive association and ironical com m entary . In White 

Noise, though, what is noticed is that all reference and discussion centers on TV, radio and 

consum er products. Thus, the postmodern consciousness seems only to be able to think in 

terms o f  mediated know ledge and consumerist lifestyles. As a result, even the au thor’s 

intrusions which echo through the text find expression through the media. Strategically placed 

TV and radio com m entar ies  critique the postmodern society through subtle je rks  o f  the 

consciousness.

A m ong  many o f  the aspects that change in the narrative related to the destabilization o f  

the identity o f  the author (as discussed before), two aspects have been discussed below in this 

analysis o f  Delillo’s White Noise.

(a) A u th o r ia l  In terven tion :  In modernist experim ents, narrative techniques

emphasized on “‘show ing  not telling” a story (Booth 1976). In other words, the telling phase 

o f  narration gave way to the “show ing” phase. Characters show ing  w ho they were in action 

and their thoughts, becam e natural to novelistic expression. This change in narrative technique 

is seen to continue into postm odern  literature. Postmodern narratives dealing with the effect o f  

external stimuli on the formation o f  the self, show' associations within the thought stream that 

are based on the charac te r’s experience o f  life. As experience in postm odern  times has become 

totally enveloped by mediated messages and images, every thought or reflection that clarifies 

one’s understanding o f  the world echoes messages that are distributed through the media.

By “ suggestive association” I refer to the triadic word sequence that appears in the text from time to time that 
give the readers’ thoughts a  slight nudge in a particular direction. Through these triadic word sequences the writer 
refrains from imposing any authoritative pronouncements. Rather, this suggests that the character’s consciousness 
understands the world through associative thought strains which are embellished with understanding o f  
commercial products.
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In White Noise the extrem e influence o f  mediated experience is shown to penetrate the 

consciousness o f  the characters. Jack understands his world with reference to consumerist 

images. The narrative technique em phasizes this connection between se lf  and media by 

placing a triad o f  consum er products at strategic points within the text. These product- 

placement triads are exam ples  o f  how the postm odern self is engulfed by m ediated images and 

sounds. Though these triads seem to be randomly placed a little reflection shows them to be 

fragments remnant o f  capitalist culture. In other words, these triads have infiltrated their way 

into Jack 's  stream o f  thought.

These triads are a metafictional device, signifying the author's  intrusion into the reality 

o f  the novel. That mediated experience now replaces authorial intervention in guiding the 

thoughts o f  characters and readers alike, is both technically and them atically  expressed by the 

presence o f  the triads. Like the chorus in Greek Tragedy, these product nam es foreshadow and 

clarify events and actions. The place once secured to "The Father, the Son and the Holy 

Ghost" is now usurped by man made products. For example. "Dacron, Orion, Lycra Spandcx" 

(WN  52). This triadic presence o f  m an-m ade materials seemingly  frec-float in the postmodern 

consciousness and signify the role consum erism  now occupies in postm odern  life.

The triad mentioned above appears when Jack and Babette are on their way back from 

a supermarket. At this point, M urray has flirted with Babette while talking about the effect o f  

television on the consciousness o f  society. The specific grouping o f  consum er materials 

related to sweatsuits foreshadow s the events to come, B abctte’s obsession with excrcise. the 

wearing o f  a ski m ask to disguise her identity when dealing with Mink, and her becom ing 

someone on whom  no consequence is able to penetrate. Rather, it slips o f f  the surface o f  man- 

m ade "no tear and w ear5' clothes.

For the m om ent Babette is worried that her recent spells o f  forgetfulness arc obvious 

enough for Denise to notice them. She deliberately lies to Jack about her Dvlar intake. T his is 

but one o f  the many lies she has been telling her family, leading to the changed person who 

has to wear a sweatsuit the whole daylong because more than anyth ing  running has become 

her life. Though, as Jack points out. it is like many other things a m ajor involvement that is 

taking over her life :
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"W hy do you have to run up steps? You're not a professional athlete . . . Don't 

m ake a m ajor involvem ent out o f  it. Everything is a m ajor involvem ent today." 

"It's my life. I tend to be involved."

"It's not your life. It's only exercise." ( WN 301)

Over-involvem ent is a postmodern trait that signals the unrestrained needs o f  a postmodern 

self  which refuses to constrict itself in any way. It is also indicative o f  how the media instills 

habits by repetitive images that create dissatisfaction with o n e 's  body and situation. Its lust for 

immortality and youth denies everything else its place. For Babette family and responsibility 

must accom m odate  her needs and newly-formed habits, even if  it means allowing her to go out 

in the rain at ten o ’clock at night to run up and down the stadium stairs and continuous!) lie 

about the person she has become.

liven the children are not spared from the consum erist agenda. For example, Steffie 

mutters car brand nam es (Toyota Celica) in her sleep further signifying how capitalist culture, 

through brand names, has infiltrated the most private o f  personal spaces our dream- 

consciousness. Technology  assists in this infiltration process by provid ing  easy access to funds 

even when there is none. The triad that comes after Jack 's  thoughts  about B abette’s fear o f  

death is "M asterCard, Visa. Am erican Express" [WN 100). This follows immediately after he 

observes that B abette’s fear o f  death stems from a similar fear o f  "being left alone” in 

"em ptiness” with an overw helm ing  "sense o f  cosmic darkness."' Ironically, though it seems 

that in a capitalist society these credit cards offer release from em ptiness, the release is 

temporary. In fact, capitalism -induced consum er culture, through its emphasis  on 

consumption, constantly  creates this sense o f  emptiness. With the loss o f  be lie f  in religion, 

consum er objects are seen to be invested with the pow er to sooth and console. Unfortunately, 

this is a false hope as is expressed through Jack 's  m addened urge to throw away his 

possessions as he realizes their uselessness to console him after he discovers Babette 's  

deception. The anger he feels at Babette is transferred from her to the objects that seem to 

define identity in a world obsessed with surface details.

The triadic word sequence, "leaded, unleaded, super unleaded" (WN  199) refers to 

different varieties o f  fuel that are used to power cars. Strategically, this sequence appears after 

Jack and Babette have been talking about their feelings o f  death and how B abette 's  fear has led
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her to too drastic an action. At one point Jack tells Babette how he depends  on her for strength 

and how her deception has changed his conception o f  her and his attitude tow ards her.

"You're my strength, my life-force. How can I persuade you that this is a

terrible mistake? I've watched you bathe Wilder, iron m y gown. These deep and

simple pleasures are lost to me now. Don't you see the enorm ity  o f  w hat you've 

done?" ( WN 199)

Jack once considered Babette as a pure source o f  energy that propelled him forward. 

Unfortunately, this has all changed for him and he sees his re lationship with her as tainted. 

This section actually reflects on how the change in one person affects the whole relationship. 

Domestic scenes o f  Babette bathing Wilder and doing chores around the house have lost their 

charm because Jack now sees the person doing them as false and deceptive.

That B abette 's  actions have taken a toll on their relationship is tactfully foreshadowed 

by the mention o f  various types o f  fuel im mediately  after they m ake love. It seems that Irom 

this point on their relationship has become mechanical, and is more about needs than emotion 

and pure love. All the types o f  fuel mentioned can suffice to pow er a car. Similarly. Jack hopes 

to still gain strength from his relationship with his wife, even though it is not as pure as it

should be. Even though he cannot see those dom estic  pleasures in the same light he still hopes

to som ehow  overcom e the destructiveness o f  the situation. I le hopes to be able to look beyond 

the identity Babette has assum ed in her quest to alleviate her self-centered fears.

The g ruesom e effect o f  Babette’s sexual transgression on Jac k 's  identity can be noticed 

in the way Jack is transformed from being "a big. harmless, aging, indistinct sort o f  guy" to the 

savagely angry person w ho steals a neighbor’s car in the m iddle o f  the night and rushes with 

homicidal vengeance with a loaded gun tow ards the motel where Mink is staying. “ Random 

Access M emory. Acquired  Immune Deficiency Syndrom e. Mutual Assured Destruction” (WN 

303) are words which foreshadow the events to follow in which B abette’s self-satisfying needs 

will destroy the acquired apparent stability o f  her family. No matter how Jack tries to avoid 

the image o f  his w ife ’s transgression it com es back like a random  access m em ory  o f  a 

com puter chip. It will a lways pop up from time to time. That B abette ’s self-centered thoughts 

prevents her from realizing the seriousness o f  what she has done is c lear when she says “This 

is not the story o f  a wife's deception” (WN  197). Ihe  dangers that lurk in such 

promiscuousness is brought into the consciousness by the reference to AIDS. Such acts o f
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desperation ensure destruction o f  trust, faith, domesticity  and health i.e. “ Mutual Assured 

Destruction."

Thus the consciousness o f  the postmodern se lf  throbs with inconsistencies and 

mediated thoughts which are used to construct, deconstuct and interpret the world it derives 

from. Leonard W ilcox refers to these triads as “e ruptions" and points out “ These 'e ru p tio n s’ in 

the narrative imply the em ergence o f  a new form o f  subjectivity colonized by the media and 

decentered by its polyglot discourses and electronic netw orks."  The triads, therefore, reflect 

the power o f  consum erism  in forming identity as the m edia  continuously  seeps into the 

thoughts and actions o f  postmodern subjects.

(b) Iron ica l  C o m m e n t s  and  F loatin g  S ign if iers:  Irony is a play o f  words that

highlights the opposite  o f  what has been written, said or depicted. Picket fences have com e to 

be associated with happy families and content households. Ironically, Delillo refers to a picket 

fence in an instance when he mentions the town graveyard. T he fence holds up the sign. “The 

Old Burying Ground, Blacksmith Vi!lage"( WN 97).

DeLillo's postm odern world is one o f  free-floating and endless simulacra, a meaning 

cut o f f  from all bases. M urray expounds solemnly on the unfolding o f  a new order where the 

distinction between reality and representation, sign and referent, collapses: "Once you've 

seen the signs about the barn, it becomes impossible to see the barn" (WN  12). Simulcra has 

eclipsed the real. T he sign has destabilized the referent. T hough Jack holds the information 

pertaining to his health and in extension his death he is helplessly unable to decipher the 

symbols himself, he has to wait for his doctor for conclusions. T he clerk o f  the clinic he goes 

to tells him "your doctor knows the symbols" (WN 281). The information about his own 

death is out o f  Jack's reach rendering him helpless before professionals  w ho specialize in 

death.

Jack challenges the neatness o f  the historical account o f  Hitler by bringing to light 

contradictory scenes and aspects o f  the character which are not usually highlighted. By 

removing Hitler from the fixed adjective o f  bad he endow s H itler 's  identity with a certain 

inconclusiveness which goes against emphasized historical narratives. In his hands, Hitler is 

neither a good nor bad man. I Ic loses his awe-inspiring status and becom es som eone who has
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family concerns; a man w ho loves his mother; and a man w ho loves his pel. This is quite a 

paradoxical take on the man who was the cause o f  m ass genocide in World War II.

The power o f  language to "sta te -created  te rm in o lo g y "  (WN  117). is consistently 

portrayed by DeLillo  as obscuring realities that might disrupt the status quo. " L a n d in g "  

attached to " c r a s h ”  quiets passengers in a plum m eting airplane (W N  91). " B la c k  billowing 

c lo u d ”  reassures those in the path o f  a toxic air m ass that “ th e y 'r e ”  which is to say, som e 

amorphous authority " c o m in g  to grips with the th ing”  ( WN I 13).

The narrative style o f  the novel is, in one way or another, sim ilar to the narratives 

o f  television. Like TV. the novel provides an influx o f  disjointed information which constantly 

contradicts and confuses singular meaning. The same type o f  m eaningless and misleading 

narrative is seen constructed in the polyvocal dialogue o f  the G ladney  family.

^  (iii) F em ale  S u b je c t iv it ie s  in a P o s tm o d ern  S oc ie ty

This section, in keeping with Chapter Three, d iscusses the identities o f  the female 

characters em phasiz ing  their performative roles and the affect the society  they live in. has on 

them. In their search for freedom from any and all constraints w om en, unfortunately, som ehow 

entangle them selves in situations that lead to despair.

The absence o f  traditional parental traits som etim es puts pressure on the child to

assume the role o f  the protector. Babette cares about her fa ther in a way she does not care

about her own husband and children. Her relationship with her present family is based on 

pr need. She needs W ilder to cope with her troubles. She is obsessed with her own death yet with

her father it was a totally different story. She was a totally different person with him. Each and 

every interaction was sincere. Jack also notices this aspect o f  the change that has com e upon 

her. Jack sees her bent at the knees, feeling his presence in the kitchen. Jack muses on 

Babette 's  reaction.

What an epic force he must have seemed to her, taking shape in her kitchen this 

way, a parent, a father with all the grist o f  years on him, the whole dense 

history o f  associations and connections, com e to remind her w ho she was, to 

remove her disguise, grab hold o f  her m aundering  life for a time, without 

warning. (WN  247)
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True familial feeling is built on the foundation o f  a "dense  history o f  associations and 

connections” which give a strong sense o f  the self. V e rn o n 's  p resence brings back, for a 

while, the Babette that Jack had married. 1 lis presence is enough to " rem ove her disguise" and 

force her back on the track o f  sincerity. But o f  course, this is only "for a time".

Her relationship with her father is something that is good for her. Though he had a 

lawlessness about him after his w ife 's  death, he had a certain m asculinity , rough, down-to- 

earth quality that was devoid o f  pretence. Babette could not assum e an identity before him. 

She would watch her father from a window, and express the deepest em otions :

m anaging  to express love, worry, exasperation and despair, hope and gloom, 

more or less s imultaneously. Vernon had only to shift his weight to arouse in 

her a series o f  extrem e emotions. (WN  249)

Unfortunately, for all his perform ance Jack cannot arouse such strong em otions. As a daughter 

she finds stability in her parent even though he never calls and is never around.

Vernon, does not concern h im self  with dangers he cannot see and control. He only 

concerns h im self  with the preventable such as leaky faucets and pays no attention to the 

uncontrollable. He is sure o f  h im se lf  because he represents an era in which a person knew who 

s/he was. I lis presence gives his daughter strength but once he leaves it is gone again.

Similarly, when Babette falls prey to her addictions, Denise plays the role o f  the 

mother. In the scene w here  Denise and Babette quibble about B abe tte 's  chew ing  gum, Denise 

denies her m other that privilege. The daughter becom es concerned  because  o f  the Haws that 

are evident in her mother. The infallibility and unquestionable status the parent had is now a 

thing o f  the past. JTie d im inishing o f  hierarchical pow er structures brought about in the 

postmodern world is also seen at play within the family. Denise challenges and confronts her 

mother. She refuses to give Jack the Dylar she found, suspecting that he would give them 

back to her mother. Denise tells Steffle the need to be tough in w orld ly  matters when Steffie 

runs out o f  the room, thereby assum ing the authority that she had denied her parents.

At first Babette seem s to be the ideal wife but later c ircum stances  prove her to be 

otherwise. Postm odern identities forged for ultimate self-satisfaction take their toll on 

relationships once considered sacred and everlasting. T he husband wife relationship was 

never under so much pressure as it is in postmodern times where all re lationships arc put under
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the scrutinizing gaze o f  mediated experience. The normal experience o f  conjugal life can 

hardly live up to the m ediated experience portrayed on TV and c inem a screens.

■*- Babette refers to mediated relationships constantly and even when she thinks o f

something as intimate as lovemaking. This brings an artificiality to the relationship that is 

difficult to overcom e. T rue feelings are substituted by simulated em otions. The spectacle o f  

postmodernism seeps into what should have been Jack and B abette 's  own private space; a 

space full o f  personal em otions and anecdotes. That is why Babette is unable to comprehend 

the seriousness o f  her deception. She overlooks her transgression and tries to justify her 

actions by laying the blame on Jack for not being able to see the big picture,

’This is not the story o f  a wife's deception. You can't sidestep the true story.

Jack. It is too big." ( WN 197)

Radio talkshows have taught Babette to be self-absorbed. As a result she cannot see beyond 

what troubles her directly. She is totally unaware o f  Jac k ’s feelings and to a large extent she is 

insensitive to his situation as a betrayed husband who is calmly listening to his w ife 's  sexual 

indiscretion. The only strong statement that he makes tersely referring to her transgression is 

when she expresses the need to exercise on the stadium stairs at night. Jack reminds Babette to 

"Wear [her| ski mask" (WN  302). The ski-mask is the disguise she used during her 

indiscretion.

Babette uses M ink for her own ends. She offers him sexual favors in return for the 

Dylar he supplies her with. The fact that she refuses to remove her ski m ask during her long 

affair and the com m ent that it would be un-American to kiss M ink on the face (310) obliquely 

r  refers to the materialistic dealings o f  American social life where intim acy is often denied and

therefore relationships can remain on a superficial level. Since Babette hides her identity she. 

like all caught up in postm odern commercial dealings, loses value and becom es a normal 

business transaction. Her description o f  the event is : "I was remote. I w as operating outside 

myself. It w as a capitalistic transaction”. And all she rem em bers is a "TV up near the ceiling, 

aimed down at | th em |"  (WN  194). But this kind o f  mechanical response is not limited to her 

illicit affair. Even within her marriage she m echanizes love-m aking  by com paring  it to 

mediated experiences echoing TV. cinema and tabloids.

It seems that in its excessive aspiration towards freedom o f  expression the postmodern 

subject leaves behind all sense o f  morality since all morality, in a postm odern  world, is
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situational. In After Virtue A lasdair M acIntyre offers one possible explanation, o f  the 

postmodern w o rld 's  lack o f  morality, although he calls it "a d isquieting suggestion."  Like 

Baudri I lard’s scheme, it speaks o f  simulacra:

We possess indeed simulacra o f  morality, we continue to use many o f  the key 

expressions. But we have -  very largely, if not entirely lost our 

com prehension, both theoretical and practical, o f  morality. (2)

Without ethical values based on strict moral codes the se lf  becom es absorbed in its fears with 

no foundation to hold it strong. Morality and ethics are now based on consum er ideals and the 

best choices available for individual satisfaction. As a result, ethics have becom e situationally 

motivated. Situational ethics places the postmodern subject in a d i lem m a as one chooses what 

is best for o n e ’s se lf  (at that m om ent) without any forethought about future consequences. 

Naturally, chaos results and for all the apparent explicitness and openness  o f  the postmodern 

subject it turns out that postmodern subjects are all the more prone to deception and. that too, 

without having any moral qualms. The postmodern world has changed the ontological 

implications o f  spiritual life which was once invested with morality  and undoubted truth. As 

Jack walks through the town graveyard his musings reveal a realization o f  the changed aspect 

o f  morality which has now becom e situational and favors spectacle. The "Old Burying 

G round” is a stark contrast to that o f  today. He describes the graveyard  as having small 

headstones on which nam es and dates are barely legible. But those he could make out were 

"great strong simple names, suggesting a moral rigor"( WN 97). I his seems to imply the 

consequences o f  postmodern ethics where the questioning o f  every  authoritative power, 

whether political, social and especially religious, has led to the breakdow n o f  ethical values 

and social obligations. All suggestions o f  morality are know lying in the ground, nearly 

forgotten.

Education, like most areas in postmodern culture, has also becom e a facade. Babette 

teaches posture. Since the course is quite popular, she has been asked to teach another course. 

It is not surprising that Denise should question her m other’s ability to teach a new course titled 

“ Eating and Drinking: Basic Parameters.” Babette has never been good at eating healthy foods 

as is made clear from Denise and Steffie’s sarcastic com m ents  about B abette ’s food choices: 

"This isn't the lunch I'd planned for myself," Babette said. "I was seriously 

thinking yogurt and wheat germ."
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"W here have we heard that before?" Denise said.

"Probably right here." Steffie said.

>  "She keeps buying that stuff."

"But she never eats it." Steffie said. ( WN 7)

[Babette buys healthy foods such as yoghurt and w heat-germ s but never gets around to eating 

them. The culture that em phasizes eating such food for health, m akes her feel guilty if she does 

not buy them. So she buys the s tu ff  only to throw them aw ay  when they go bad sitting on a 

shelf. Ironically. Babette is the person chosen to leach others  about food. This is a role Denise 

doubts she is tit for but as Babette explains to Denise,

K now ledge changes every day. People like to have their beliefs reinforced. 

Don't lie down after eating a heavy meal. Don't drink liquor on an empt_\ 

stomach. If you must swim, wait at least an hour after eating. The world is more 

^  com plicated  for adults than it is for children. We didn't grow up with all these

shifting facts and attitudes. One day they ju s t  started appearing. So. people need 

to be reassured by som eone in a position o f  authority  that a certain way to do 

som ething is the right way or the w rong way, at least for the time being. I'm the 

closest they could find, that's all. ( WN 171)

Babette was the "closest they could find” to an authority figure, liven though she does not 

follow the advice she is willing to preach to others. The pretense o f  it all som ehow  questions 

the sincerity involved in an education system which, like many o ther e lem ents o f  a postmodern 

society, has also been infiltrated by capitalism. As Stacey Olster points out. “ Elvis Presley and 

^  A do lf  Hitler, icons free o f  their historical contexts, are impressed into academ ic service in

exchange for high tuition paym ents" ( Olster 80).

Caught up in the logic o f  capitalism, where it seems anything that can be traded should 

be traded, traditional concepts o f  morality take a back seat. The consum er mindset is not 

offended by trade-offs. Neither does the postmodern se lf  feel any guilt for crossing limits to 

attain self-satisfaction. In a world where Babettc’s sexual transgression, for example, 

illustrates what happens when people actually put into practice the postm odern  idea - /  have to 

do what is right for me. In creating their own moral standards, postm odern selves confuse the 

differences between right and wrong, good and evil. Babette searches for a solution for the fear 

o f  death that constantly  consum es her. She eventually gets her solution (though it doesn 't
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work) through an experim ental medication named Dylar. In the process o f  obtaining the 

solution to her dread she has an extramarital affair with her supplier. But she d o esn 't  seem to 

be distressed about her indiscrepancy. On the contrary, she jus tif ie s  it as being som ething she 

needed to do. This  puts a w edge into the relationship she has with Jack.

Tweedy, an ex-w ife o f  Jac k ’s, says that she needs to know  that Jack loves her. This is a 

strange hope expressed by som eone who has already re-married. When T w eedy  meets Jack 

she declares.

”1 thought you'd love me forever, frankly. I depend on you for that. Malcolm's 

aw av so much."

"We get a divorce, you take all my money, you m arry a well-to-do. well- 

connected. well-tailored diplomat w ho secretly runs agents in and out o f  

sensitive and inaccessible areas." (WN  87)

^ Interestingly, even though T w eedy is now married to a d ip lom at and she has money and

connections, she is not happy. Furthermore, she has divorced Jack and taken his m one\ but 

still expects him to love her. Instances like this show  how rela tionships have becom e like 

business deals. If one does not get total satisfaction from an arrangem ent then the solution 

seems to be to break the agreem ent and look in another direction. And if  that too fails then one 

starts reviewing the options. Ultimately, happiness and con ten tm ent are no-w hcre to be found.

Janet Savoury, another ex-wife o f  Jack, is an adept at m aking  m oney from investments. 

Suddenly she prefers to live in an ashram. And even though she is known as mother devi now 

she handles the business side o f  the ashram which, despite professing religiosity, is the site o f  

^  scandal. But this contradiction suits Janet well because, as Jack tells fw eedy , it is what Janet

always wanted i.e. "Peace o f  mind in a profit-oriented context" (WN  87).

In short, most female identities in the postm odern  world arc restless, unhappy, 

insecure, unstable, and unsure o f  their relationships. They are clearly struggling to com e to 

terms with life and the decisions they make for themselves. But. these signs and sym ptom s o f  

postmodern subjectivity are not confined to the expression o f  female subjectivity. We find that 

under various social and especially economic influences most postm odern  subjectivity suffer

’ This also indicates how comm ercialism has contaminated the space o f  religion to the extent that even the 
identity o f  an ashram as a place free from worldly interests has changed to becom e a place tainted by non
religious activities.
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the same qualms. This condition o f  restlessness and disorientation and em ptiness can be 

noticed in the addict identities created by both genders. The obsession noticeable in all these

>  characters, som etim es seem s so familiar that one cannot but stop and think at the absurdity

which has now becom e so com m onplace .

(iv) A d d ic t  Id en tit ie s

In com m enting  on the condition o f  the average A m erican, G .Ainslie in Picoeconomics 

(1992) com m ents  that in varying degrees, "we are all addicts o f  a sort, battling food, 

cigarettes, alcohol. TV  sports-casts, detective novels, and a host o f  other seductive acti\ ities" 

(Ainslie 185). This section echoes the discussion o f  chapter four o f  this dissertation in which 

emphasis has been laid on addict identities which display the addiction and obsession o f  

postmodern subjects and the identities they assume. As in chapter four, this section focuses on
r

four types o f  addict identities, those that are obsessed with control, shopping, drugs, and 

technology.

(a) A d d ic t io n  T o  C o n tro l:  The euphoria o f  postm odern identity consists in the

ability to actively create a preferred identity out o f  consum er products  which em phasize and 

extol a certain image regarding the se lf  and personality. But this identity construction, is 

deeply and secretly undercut with a severe dread o f  death and nothingness. The constant 

renewal o f  w ho one is based on consum erism  and marketable identities, m akes the postmodern 

subject face death in varied forms and images every single day. The fear o f  death is created b\ 

a culture which despises old age, wrinkled skin and com placent lifestyles. In a postmodern 

world where ethical behavior is judged, not on the basis o f  morality but on the basis o f  

situational tacticity. it is difficult to approach death with the stoic sensibility and religious 

fervor o f  one w ho is certain o f  w ho s/he is. All the instability o f  postm odern ontology is 

concentrated into the being o f  the postmodern subject w ho alw ays w ants  to be seen in control 

o f  his/her own situation but ironically finds out s/he is not. So. the obsessive fear o f  death seen 

in the postmodern subject is actually an expression o f  helplessness in a world where there are 

no stable realities to turn to.
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The feeling o f  pow er derived from creating the se lf  and m odify ing  o n e ’s circumstances 

falls Hat when technology, the apparent saviour o f  the postm odern  world, increases the 

possible ways o f  unnatural deaths and simultaneously batters g ruesom e images o f  death into 

the consciousness. Postm odern  subjects are paranoid about death because it is something they 

feel they cannot control. For all their advanced lifestyles and surgical endow m ents ,  death is 

temporarily delayed but not permanently thwarted. Jack realizes this double-faced role o f  

technology thus. " M a n ’s guilt in history and in the tides o f  his own blood has been 

complicated by technology, the daily seeping false-hearted dea th '(22 ) .  Ironically. Jack’s 

specialty as Hitler Studies chair is also an indication o f  the obsession with death, although it 

not his own. He dissociates h im self  from death parody ing Hitler, the em bod im en t o f  death. He 

seemingly deconstructs  death by deconstructing the image o f  I litler.

DeLillo shows the reader how postmodern characters inhabit a world o f  uncertaintx. 

Their worlds are all the more intensified by the malaise o f  forgetfulness that endangers their 

control over their lives. The Postmodern subject’s search for a one-step solution to all troubles 

seems to result in a condition o f  forgetting. The postmodern aspiration to have everything, 

know everything, and thereby be everything leads to an overloading o f  the senses. This results 

in a forgetfulness which diffuses the core o f  thought. There is no emotional and anecdotal 

attachment to objects since everything is considered lo be replaceable. In the attempts to 

experience life to the fullest the self is constituted and reconstituted every minute o f  everyday. 

Enhanced through technology this process o f  self-transformation m akes all subjectivity an 

unstable entity which has to be continually reinforced or restructured.

Babette 's  forgetfulness is thus a condition o f  her postm odern  subjectivity. Jack too has 

the same problem, albeit to a lesser degree. It is for this reason that he assures her when she 

tells him o f  her recent forgetfulness. "W e all forget | . . ,|. It’s som ething tha t 's  just been 

happening, more or less to everyone."  But the harmful aspect o f  not being able to remember 

the past is that one loses all sense o f  se lf  That is to say o f  w ho one is. has becom e and how. 

Babette 's  addiction to Dylar leaves her with the side-effect o f  m em ory  loss. M emory has 

conventionally been viewed to be o f  great importance in the formation o f  identity; we see 

indications o f  this notion when Vernon visits Babette and, " the w hole  dense history o f  

associations and connections, came to remind her who she was" (WN  247). Memory loss 

threatens this concept o f  individuality, demonstrating a se lf  that is not insulated and protected
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from influence. Thus Babette's m em ory loss might be one reason that Jack com plains that she 

is not the Babette he married. Jack sees B abette 's  identity shifting and finds that she no longer

>  conforms to his concept o f  her. Interestingly. Roland Barthes writes in .S'Z "it is precisely

because I forget that I read" (Barthes 229). In the sam e strain the postm odern subject could say

-  it is precisely because I forget that I can be anyone.

Forgetfulness also implies living without realizing the consequences o f  o n e ’s actions. 

The weight o f  the world lies on the shoulders o f  those who are m ost aw are o f  their duties. 

Those who do not realize their responsibilities and do not consider the consequences o f  their 

actions can glide through life as undisturbed as a child. Thus Jack envies and adm ires W ilder 's  

forgetfulness. While roam ing around in the supermarket Jack observes W ilder 's  spontaneity in 

grabbing what he could and then immediately forgetting about it:

I liked being with Wilder. The world was a series o f  lleeting gratifications. I le 

^  took what he could, then immediately forgot it in the rush o f  a subsequent

pleasure. It w as this forgetfulness I envied and admired. ( WN 170)

For Wilder “the world was a series o f  fleeting gratifications." W ilder could enjoy the world o f  

sensual pleasure because he was living in and for the present, liven the im mediate past means 

nothing to him.

It is. as if. postm odern  subjects want to regress to or remain absorbed in the mental 

and emotional disposition o f  childhood. It is an attempt to hold on to the im mense pleasure o f  

the moment. In “The Child And Postmodern Subjectivity" David Kennedy writes o f  the 

postmodern subject:

^  throughout the twentieth century, the adult com es to see herself, like the child.

as an unfinished being as well f. . ,| . An unfinished being is one in which the 

relations am ong the various dimensions o f  the se lf  arc not fixed, but in dialogue 

for the purposes o f  ongoing reorganization. In this interpretation, the goal o f  

self-developm ent has not been abandoned so much as infinitely deferred.

(Kennedy 158)

According to Kennedy, postm odern subjectivity involves forever holding on to a childlike

emotional and psychological condition and thus remain "an unfinished being". It is from this

position that one can infinitely gather elements o f  se lf  construction  and reorganize them at
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will. This indicates a lack o f  the once highly valued emotional and psychological maturity 

through which logic and sense would take precedence over o n e 's  actions.

For the postm odern subject, the developm ent o f  the se lf  never reaches completion, 

since it is “ infinitely deferred."  For all its freedom, it is from this state o f  incom pleteness that 

the postmodern subject can never release itself. This situation gives rise to restlessness and 

dissatisfaction with o n e ’s condition. A constant endeavor ensues to better the se lf  in 

com parison with the presently  assum ed self. The restlessness to becom e a different person 

promotes forgetfulness to enable successful transition o f  the se lf  from one to another. By 

lessening the effect o f  conllict and contradiction o f  character when observed from a stable 

viewpoint, the act o f  forgetting sm oothens the becom ing o f  another.

But again forgetfulness also assists the postmodern subject to cope with trauma and 

fear. As Jack observes o f  S teffie’s fear to remove the gas mask "I knew we would simply 

have to wait for her to forget the amplified voice, the sirens, the night ride through the woods" 

(WN  161). With all the social, political, natural and m an-m ade disasters o f  the postmodern 

world heaped onto the senses, both directly and indirectly, it is forgetfulness that ensures the 

level o f  detachm ent needed to stay sane. This is ju s t  the point that Heinrich implies in his 

discussion with Babette:

'That’s the point," she [Babette] said. "Fvery  day on the news there's another 

toxic spill. Cancerous solvents from storage tanks, arsenic from smokestacks, 

radioactive w ater from power plants. | . .. |

"Forget these spills." he said. "These spills are nothing." [ . . . ] " The sooner we 

forget these spills, the sooner we can com e to grips with the real issue."

[. . . )  "The real issue is the kind o f  radiation that surrounds us every day. Your 

radio, your TV, your m icrowave oven, your pow er lines ju s t  outside the door, 

your radar speed-trap on the highway. For years they told us these low doses 

weren 't dangerous." (WN  174 )

This passage is indicative o f  the terrible pollution-ridden condition o f  a postmodern world that 

is destroying all that is natural, l le in r ich ’s observation actually points toward the fact that the 

most dangerous things in society are those that we cannot see. As we concentrate on spectacle 

we become oblivious o f  what is happening closest to us. Thus, forgetfulness allows the
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postmodern subject to live in a pseudo-aware state where things are seen and heard but not 

profoundly felt.

So what is discerned from the discussion above is that the m ore the postmodern subject 

realizes the uncertainty and helplessness o f  his/her condition in the face o f  postm odern life . 

the more s/he becom es obsessed with control.

(b) A d d ic t io n  to S h o p p in g  : In capitalist societies, such as the Am erica Delillo

depicts, consum erism  has displaced tradition and lineage-based identities. Identities and traits 

are no longer passed dow n from father to son or m other to daughter in the form o f  tradition 

that upholds family values. The only tradition that the family seem to have in com m on is the 

postmodern obsession with shopping. This is what temporarily  unites them as a whole. As 

Jack surrenders h im se lf  to uniting with his family as a fellow shopper and consum er he feels 

h im self “grow  in value and se lf  regard"( WN 84). The m ore he spends the easier it become to 

spend, for he feels the sum s com ing back to him in the form o f  “existential crcdit '( WN 84).

The fact that, after the brief  episode with Massingale. Jack rushes to the shopping mall 

with his family to re-establish his sense o f  se lf  critiques the postm odern  trend to search for 

identity in clothes, accessories, and gadgets. It seems that the postm odern  subject is identified 

as free from existential limits to the extent that s/he adopts identities that are easily created 

and bought in shopping malls. But the insecurity Jack and others  feel that makes shopping a 

constant necessity  reinforces the idea o f  the em ptiness o f  consum erism  as a means o f  

fulfillment.

The instability that pervades the being o f  the postmodern se lf  as a result o f  coining into 

being on the basis o f  unsound images puts it in constant dread o f  being supplanted. A 

consum ing fear surrounds the subject that the self  put on d isplay for others may not be 

sufficiently perfected and may any time be exposed as false. Roy Baum eister goes on to 

describe the problem atic aspects o f  the cu ltu re’s current incarnation o f  se lf  as value base, and 

some o f  the social p roblem s arising from that situation. In a section entitled The Narcissistic 

Imperative, he says that.
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A large part o f  the burden o f  se lf  derives from the social pressure to construct 

and maintain a highly attractive, com petent, successful se lf  that is worthy o f  

adm iration by se lf  and others. A popular corollary o f  this be l ie f  is that people 

ought to end up with high se lf  e s te e m . . .A m er ic an s . . .a re  in love with self

esteem. (B aum eister 211)

Jack 's  created persona gives o f f  an aura o f  power which dissolves as soon as he steps o f f  the 

cam pus and puts aside his official glasses, gown and shoes. To have M assingale make such 

com m ents is like being exposed in broad daylight. He runs to the mall to counteract the effect 

o f  such a self-d im inishing encounter  and re-establish his authorita tive identity and aura o f  

power, at least within the family.

Even at the mall Jack is self-conscious about how others see him and how that 

perception reflects upon his identity. Thus he keeps seeing h im se lf  "unexpected ly  in some 

reflecting surface"! WN 83). But he temporarily gains a sense o f  pow er as he attains 

importance in the eyes o f  his family when he becom es "one o f  them , shopping, at last" (WN 

83).

But this feeling o f  unity is not long-lasting for after returning from a large shopping 

spree Jack tells us, “ We went to our respective rooms, w ishing to be alone". Even in the car 

on their way back there is total silence. Secluded from outside suggestion it seems they have 

been drained o f  their usual talkativeness. There is no intimacy, since no one has anything to 

say.With a consc iousness  weighed down with a consum eris t agenda they can never be 

satisfied with them selves  or with others. The superficiality on which they build their identities 

can never give them  peace o f  mind or satisfying relationships.

(c) A d d ic t io n  to D ru g s  : Delillo ironically portrays Jac k 's  current wife Babette as the 

ideal hom em aker. Her identity seems to perfectly play out the gender role assigned to her since 

she seemingly subordinates her own desires to the happiness o f  all others in the family. 

Unfortunately, her identity is as false as Jack 's  official identity but with more devastating 

consequences.

Babette does everything a mother is expected to do but her heart is not in what she 

does. She cooks, irons, takes the children to school and takes care o f  her little one and 

therefore no one suspects anything is wrong. But Babette is not satisfied with her life. The
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instability and uncertainty she feels about life manifests itself in her fear o f  death. As a quick 

fix she looks for medication that can give her peace o f  mind. But for her drugs lead to

>  addiction and thus becom es more destructive to her sanity than her obsession with death. In

addition, her Dylar addiction makes her forget things. Therefore, it affects the person she is 

considered to be.

Her change in the choice o f  clothes that she wears indicates the transform ation that she 

has gradually undergone. This change is something that Jack did not realize until it began 

affecting their family atmosphere. After confessing her transgression she openly wears a 

jogging suit most o f  the time. Jack objects to her wearing o f  clothes such as a sweatsuit when 

she reads to her son or braids her daugh ter 's  hair, as it jeopard izes  the tenderness o f  the 

situation. It is. as if. Babette has become a totally different person. Instead o f  directly 

addressing Babette. Jack seems to be talking to h im se lf  as he says. “ Babette doesn 't  talk like 

this"( WN 301).  and "N o one will convince me that the person 1 know as Babette actuall\ 

wants to run up the stadium steps at ten o’clock at night" ( WN 3 0 1 ).

But Babette represents the postmodern em phasis  on gender neutrality. Within the 

postmodern family, m otherhood and related responsibility and nurturing o f  the child is no 

longer considered natural and instinctual for women. Traditional ideas o f  the bond between the 

mother and her children where the mother is reluctant to let them  out o f  her sight for even a 

moment is questioned. What was once considered natural is now considered a form o f  

oppression. Previously it was not considered a burden for a w om an to look after o n e 's  own 

children. Now. unfortunately, in the attempt to denaturalize gendered work division, feminist 

^  activism has altered the attitude o f  wom en. Quite a few w om en  consider it a sacrifice on their

part these days to bear and rear children. The dem and that children place upon the time and 

attention o f  w om en is som ething many women are not willing to tolerate any more. C onsum er 

mindsets are unwilling to accept denial o f  self-satisfaction in any form and they justify 

material consum ption as a need that must be fulfilled. M otherhood and parenting instead o f  

being a familial duty to be done by the mother instinctually out o f  pure unquestioning love is 

now a com m on household chore to be shared between both parents.

Furthermore, by placing wants and needs in distinctly separate categories Babette 

distances herse lf  from the consequences o f  her actions - "It’s not what I want, it’s what I need. 

Mv life is no longer in the realm o f  want. I do what I have to do."( WN 301).  She emphasizes
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the necessity o f  her actions which, to her, is her life. T he stress here is on postmodern 

identities which display a sort o f  tunnel vision in their em otional life when it com es to their 

own needs. Children and their needs are no longer placed before the need o f  the postmodern 

self. In many cases, children becom e carers for their parents w ho have mixed priorities. Thus 

we see Denise hiding a bottle o f  Dylar in an attempt to protect her m other from its disorienting 

consequences.

Babette is w illing to go out at night leaving her children alone at hom e while at other 

times her motherly  and affectionate nature is extended to others as she goes to read to blind 

elderly people and teach posture to another group. The contradiction here is interesting to note. 

Babette reads tabloids to the elderly citizens even though these are based on exaggerated 

truths, scandalous half-truths and at times, total lies.

On the whole. Babette lives a life full o f  contradictions. She is quite restless though she 

teaches others  to be calm and concentrate on their postures. She plans to teach others about 

nutrition though she has no basic idea o f  nutrition herself. She talks about sincerity in her 

relationship with Jack and yet transgresses all logic. She w ants to protect the children against 

media manipulation and yet she responds to the ad for Dylar. And. the list goes on. On the 

whole, instead o f  curing her o f  her malaise she becom es a drug addict who can never say, "I 

am ok".

(d) A d d ic t io n  to T e c h n o lo g y  : The strongest addiction in the postm odern  world is to 

technology. In White Noise, the technologies that most assist in circulating information and 

images that dissolve any sense o f  individuality, except for that conform ing  lo the media, are 

radio and television. Radio and television are shown lo be pathw ays to forgetfulness where one 

does not have to think. Rather, on e 's  thinking is done for you. As Jack says, in the car during 

evacuation, "I turned o f f  the radio, not to help me think but to keep me from thinking" (WN 

126). Babette w ishes to take refuge in the radio retreating tow ards it and moaning as she tries 

to avoid Jack 's  questioning.

Like a m em ber o f  the family the radio seems to participate in all that goes on. When 

Jack handles the gun. contem plating  the action he was to take against Willie Mink, "the man 

on the radio said: ‘Void where p roh ib ited '” (WN  303). It is as if  this was a warning to Jack that 

the guarantee o f  escaping death through the use o f  the gun would not alw ays be successful and
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it would not be wise to use it where prohibited. But more than that, the radio offers a world o f  

retreat, that is to say, an escape from the burden o f  existence. As Curtis  A. Yehnhart

>  comments, ‘‘Precisely because media and mediating technology  em pty the se lf  through

systematic detachm ent,  DeI.illo's characters are able to use them to distract them selves from 

unfulfilling lives and boring jo b s  [. . ,| o f  their own vulnerability  and uncertainty" (Yehnert 

359).

An echo o f  the insignificance o f  human tem peram ents in a world where every identity 

boils down to being an expression o f  chemical com binations seem s to be found in the baseless 

stories that enter the family discussions held in the car. T his is reminiscent o f  Jack 's  unwilling 

contemplation that "W e are the sum total o f  our data |. . . | ju s t  as w e are the sum total o f  our 

chemical impulses (WN  202). A num ber o f  pages later, when Jack and Babette sit together 

drinking coffee, the radio seems to say ‘Excesses o f  salt, phosphorus. m ag n es iu m ’"( WN 236) 

in order to bring the reader back to this point o f  discussion, as if  to augm ent Jack 's  fear that 

human beings are nothing more than their chemical impulses. Science has taken over the 

position once held by religion and continuously instills doubt into the m indsets o f  postmodern 

subjects filling them  with the fear o f  insignificance and a m eaningless  existence, burdens o f  

postmodern identities. Therefore the need for continuous change becom es inevitable.

The centrality o f  television and radio to the perception o f  se lf  is quite evident in this 

novel. Television and radio seem to substitute for com m unal identity. But as Stacey Olster 

makes clear, their apparent wholesom eness is contam inated  by econom ic and political 

interests. She quotes from G uy D ebord’s The Society of the Spectacle ( 1967). which postulates 

U- that “ media spectacle seems to restore a sense o f  social consolidation to similarly plugged-in

viewers"(()lster 80). But as soon as the disillusionment sets in and the disparity between 

reality and the televised version o f  it is eliminated, there is nothing positive to hope for. As 

Murray says o f  his students,

"O nce  you're out o f  school, it is only a matter o f  time before you experience the 

vast loneliness and dissatisfaction o f  consum ers  w ho have lost their group 

identity.’' (WN  50 )

Identities based on mediated superficial images and m essages are show n to be both empty and 

misguided, and characters are left suffering from a sense o f  existential discomfort. Doubting 

their previous beliefs. DeliIlo’s characters have nothing to fall back on.
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In White Noise, the G ladney family refers to what is seen on TV or said on the radio to 

interpret daily events. Heinrich refuses to trust his senses in observ ing  the weather and chooses 

to believe the radio instead. He thinks that everything broadcast on the radio is true. The 

extreme fear o f  death, in part, resides in the fear o f  being alone and in apprehension o f  o n e 's  

existence and loss o f  it being insignificant to others. The loneliness one feels is from the loss 

o f  a collective identity. Family, friends and kin ensure a continuation o f  o n e ’s time on earth 

through collective m em ory. Yet collective m em ory is now  in the hands o f  the media. The 

crowd rem em bers w hat the media remembers. There is no com m unal unity in place to ensure 

remembrance. All that is worth remem bering comes through the TV screen. Unfortunately. 

“ Death, like other aspects o f  the deep structures o f  subjectivity, is being transformed into 

images, codes, s imulations, and charismatic spectacle" (W ilcox  364). Thus, a man carrying a 

tiny TV set. at the evacuation centre at Iron City shouts out at having no media coverage to 

show the exposure to death (the toxic cloud event):

"There 's nothing on network," he said to us. "Not a word, not a picture. On the 

G lassboro  channel we rate fifty-two words by actual count. No film footage, no 

live report. Does this kind o f  thing happen so often that nobody cares anymore? 

Don't those people know what we've been through? We were scared to death. 

[ . . . ]  Is it possible nobody gives substantial coverage to such a thing? H a i f a  

minute, twenty seconds? Are they telling us it was insignificant, it was 

piddling? |. . .| Shouldn't the streets be c raw ling  with cam eram en and 

soundm en and reporters? |. . .] Our fear is enorm ous. I.ven if  there hasn't been 

great loss o f  life, don't we deserve som e attention for our suffering, our human 

worry, our terror? Isn't fear news?" ( WN 16 1 - 162 )

Even though an evacuation centre was set up and steps were taken to protect people from the 

"airborne toxic event"  the man is expressing his outrage because nothing was shown on the 

news! This implies that every form o f  suffering is considered m eaningless  if not validated by 

the news.

Similarly, after directly observing the devastation o f  people com ing  out o f  a plane that 

had a crash landing Bee asks where the media was. When Jack replies that there is no media in 

Iron City, she com m ents  -  “They went through all that for nothing?" (WN  92). It is as if the 

absence o f  media docum enta tion  makes all experience, even that o f  death, insignificant. The

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



presence o f  m edia could have given assurance o f  a collective experience. As Murray observes, 

” To break o f f  from the crowd is to risk death as an individual, to face dying alone" (WN 73). 

He characterizes television as the "frame o f  reference” by which all experience is perceived 

and understood.

In White Noise television also plays a major role in the creation o f  spectacle and 

simulated experiences. The constant repetition and interpretation o f  events  both joyful and 

devastating as narratives o f  spectacle condition the postm odern se lf  in ways that som etimes 

comfort and at other times distress. But most o f  the time it presents events in a way that 

ultimately sucks the life out o f  day-to-day life. Nothing seem s to match up to the spectacle 

shown on the TV screen. Neither death nor love seem s as fulfilling as w hen portrayed on the 

screen. The media has becom e the collective consciousness o f  the postm odern human race. 

T V 's  blurring o f  fact and fiction numbs the senses so that no one uses his/her conscience: 

people believe what they are told and em body televised m essages in their thoughts, speech and 

actions. Murray, therefore, term s the television as a "m edium " that, " is a primal force in the 

American home. Sealed-off, timeless, self-contained, self-referring. It's like a myth being born 

right there in our living room. . . .” . The control that once myth and then religion exerted over 

identity has now  been replaced by the media.

Television rewrites history as it shifts its focus on events, reinscribing their 

importance. For exam ple , the fact that Hitler is constantly shown on TV has som ehow  taken 

out the dreadfulness associated with him by som ehow  desensitizing the audience to his image. 

He has become another chapter in history. As in other cases o f  postm odern  spectacle, all 

knowledge remains on the surface, the reality o f  it does not sink in. As a result, as Jack says o f  

Hitler’s presence on TV ". . . it's not a question o f  greatness. It's not a question o f  good and 

evil". This implies that with the loss o f  absolutes the postmodern world a llow s for people to be 

fascinated by what they see on I V without having to think about moral polarities. I he 

justification o f  this fascination is to be found a few pages later when M urray says:

"For most people there are only two places in the world. W here they live and 

their TV set. If a thing happens on television, w e have every right to find it 

fascinating, w hatever it is." (WN  66 )

Through the TV set the postm odern se lf  is literally spoon-fed information that may or may not 

be true. S imulations o f  reality displace fact. Facts turn out to be selective. Everything enters
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the realm o f  B audrillard’s simulcra. Real life situations are com pared  to that which is seen on

TV and thereby becom e them selves unreal and doubtful.

>- A further exam ple o f  how TV makes unreal spectres o f  real entities is noticed when

Babette is seen on it. For Jack, seeing Babette on TV was a d isconcerting event.

Her appearance on the screen made me [Jack | think o f  her as some distant

figure from the past, some ex-wife and absentee mother, a walker in the mists 

o f  the dead. (WN  104)

The media had already been m aking Babette a different person. To add to that television has 

separated the image from language. Deprived o f  the language that would have made her 

actions meaningful, Babette becom es an unattached, and unreal image. She has no significance 

beyond that which can be seen. At that moment. Jack feels a d istance and absence as engulfing 

Babette 's  image. This was a foreshadowing o f  things to come. Spurred by the advertisement in 

the tabloid which had grasped her attention Babette made a choice which com pletely  rerouted 

her identity. The m edia had grasped the Babette that Jack knew to be his wife and turned her 

into som eone he could not recognize.

T hus television becomes a presence which foreshadows things and like the chorus in 

Greek tragedy, com m ents  on all actions. But such com m ents  are m ade tersely and without 

direct intervention. The language that comes from the random ized ad or program signifies the 

consciousness which creates their identities. For example, when, in a love-m aking scene. Jack 

and Babette quibble about w ho should please who. the spontaneous em otion is taken out o f  

love and it seems that everything is jus t  performance. At that m om ent Jack com m ents  on the 

t  extraneous pressure he feels. Love-making had become a carefully  planned event. He clearly

feels the burden o f  living up to the spectacle o f  love that modifies both their behaviors. As 

Jack says, "I get the feeling a burden is being shifted back and forth. The burden o f  being the 

one who is p leased’X WN 28). television also seems to echo this dreadful sense o f  

performance at the cost o f  spontaneity. As the Italian semiotician IJmbcrto l.co observed, in 

the age o f  postm odernism , a person can no longer say to som eone, "I love you"; what they can 

say is. "as Barbara Cartland says in one o f  her romance novels. I love you" ( l .co 67).

The television in White Noise seems to com m ent on w hat is happening in the 

relationship o f  Jack and Babette. For example, when som eone turns on the TV set at the end o f  

the hall, and a w om an's  voice says: "If  it breaks easily into pieces, it is called shale. When wet.
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it smells like clay” ( WN 28). This line seems to com m ent on how undurable their relationship 

has becom e as everything is performed to accentuate a sense o f  perfection derived from 

mediated experience. It is as i f  they have forgotten the sincerity and passion o f  love-making 

that makes it a natural instinct and a sanctified action within the conjugal bond.

After that we hear o f  surgeons attaching an artificial flipper (WN  29). This seems to be 

totally irrelevant and yet a little careful thought shows that it is not. The line appears after Jack 

feels stimulated ju s t  after Babette reads aloud from an erotic piece. T he  artificiality o f  the 

situation seems to be echoed in te levision’s reporting o f  the attachm ent o f  an artificial flipper. 

Again it also foreshadow s the artificiality that has affected their relationship. All o f  Jack 's  

beliefs that. "Babette  and 1 |Jack | tell each other everything" (WN  29) are later found to be 

totally false and their relationship is as artificial as their love-making. Jack lays great 

importance on total disclosure because he does not "m ean it cheaply, as anecdotal sport or 

shallow revelation. It is a form o f  self-renewal and a gesture o f  custodial trust” (WN  29) He 

believes in the creative pow er o f  love which, in his words, "helps us develop  an identity secure 

enough to allow itself to be placed in another's care and protection" (WN  29). So. it turns out 

that when this be l ie f  is brought tum bling down Jack loses a sense o f  identity that was largely 

dependent on a sense o f  trust and devotion.

Interestingly, though, the Gladneys are aw are o f  the "brain-sucking power" (16) o f  

television, their a ttem pts to reduce the effect o f  media are futile. They  try to "suck" the 

pleasure out o f  watching  television by making a routine o f  watch ing  it with them every l-riday 

evening. But ironically televised natural disasters m ade them "wish for more, for something 

bigger, grander, more sweeping" (WN 64). This shows how the media penetrates the 

consciousness and enhances tolerability. When seen on television it is easier to disassociate 

oneself from the occurrence and sigh or gasp in the comfort o f  o n e 's  living room. This 

emphasizes the desensitiz ing effect o f  television.

Television thus desensitizes the Gladney family. They watch docum entaries  as if  they 

were w atching movies. 1 his blurring between real and illusion is a m ajor complication o f  

watching television which fascinates children and adults through visuals o f  blood, destruction, 

and carnage. Moral inquisitiveness is drained from the consciousness. The love o f  spectacle 

destroys all sense o f  propriety and creates selves which can tolerate the most gruesome 

televised narratives without caring about moral and social consequences. For exam ple . Steffie
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seems so sensitive that she cannot tolerate a husband and wife quarrel on a television sitcom, 

yet she is perfectly unaffected by "docum entary clips o f  calamity and dea th"  ( WN 64).

To sum up. even a b r ie f  analysis o f  the novel White Noise show s the dow nside o f  the 

unlimited freedom  exercised by the postmodern subject in constructing new identities. Jack 

becomes an expert in Hitler studies and with his sunglasses and coat he exudes an air o f  

strength and mystery. He ultimately becomes Hitleresque and addicted to exerting control as 

seen in his dealings with Mink. Babette tries to break free from her typical role as mother by 

over-exercising and teaching about posture and food value. In the process she becomes 

dependent on the drug Dylar. She ultimately ends up being physicall\  perfect yet she becomes 

a psychological w reck  as her drug addiction gradually consum es her. M ink exploits others and 

eventually, by cashing in on peop le’s fears he becom es as superficial as the capitalist society 

he represents. The G ladney children are so obsessed with radio and television messages that 

they cannot trust their ow n sensory input. For example, Heinrich refuses to accept that it is 

raining because the weather forecast says it would not. even though he clearly sees the rain 

falling. And Jac k 's  daughters  develop signs and sym ptom s o f  N yodene  poisoning after hearing 

about them on the radio. In addition, the whole family is obsessed with shopping to the extent 

that even though m any items are extraneous, they feel as if  their identity is invested in those 

commercial products. Ultimately, these possessions clutter their living space and add to the 

boxes o f  "failed possessions" which testify to failed m arriages (WN 59).

Jack 's  ex-w ife Janet is so obsessed with money that she m anages the business o f  an 

ashram where she is now known as M other Devi. Tw eedy, another ex-wife, sends their 

daughter Bee to stay with Jack for a while and then professes her feelings for him even though 

she divorced him. took all his money and is now  married to another man. The confusion 

regarding behavior is not limited to these instances. It is if  the whole society is suffering from 

a type o f  stagnancy regarding o n e 's  thoughts and actions.

Fven though there is so much information lloating around, everyone is helplessly in 

need o f  courses and guidance regarding what to do and how to behave in varied situations. It is 

as if  nothing is natural anymore. Even death is not worth m entioning if  it is not spectacular and 

does not happen in front o f  the camera. This is. in short, the postm odern A m erican society that 

Deli 1 lo gives us.
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Even though it is difficult to critically examine a given system o f  thought and culture 

when one is subm erged  in it. Leonard Wilcox tells us that. DeLillo  believes " th a t  narrative 

can provide critical d istance from and a critical perspective on the processes it dep ic ts"  

(W ilcox 363). Thus in White Noise Delillo gives us his take on postm odern Am erican culture 

in an ironical narrative, void o f  authoritative pronouncem ents, which exposes the frailty o f  the 

postmodern subject and the restless and unsatisfied condition o f  the identities that attain 

prominence within it.

t
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C o n c lu s io n :  S tr u g g l in g  to E sca p e  the E m p tin e ss  o f  P o s tm o d e r n is m ’s 
U n lim ited  F reed o m .

In the course o f  this dissertation I have em phasized how the postmodern 

revolution has caused the Cartesian subject to be dehistoricized. designilied, destabilized, 

desensitized and even dehum anized. This change has found relevant expression in 

postmodern Am erican narratives that both inform and are informed by this 

transformation in the concept o f  subjectivity. As a result. A m erican  narratives show a 

great paradox in the identities constructed through and by them. In other words, the 

postmodern subject is seen to be constantly struggling with its epistem ological and 

ontological position within the expanse o f  limitless possibilities for the construction o f  

identity.

The paradox o f  contem porary  Am erican identity construction is born from 

postm odern ism 's  highly exaggerated image o f  personal freedom that promises unlimited 

happiness. In other words, postmodernism promises access to unlimited happiness 

through unlimited freedom. Unlimited freedom, in turn, leads to unlimited desire. 

Accordingly, inspired by the promise o f  unlimited happiness the postmodern subject, 

with his/her unlimited freedom, begins a search for an identity that em bodies extreme 

satisfaction or jouissance.

Consequently , the process o f  creation for the postm odern  Am erican se lf  is never- 

ending. And the search for a meaningful life by constructing  an identity that is 

ontologically and epistem ologically  significant becomes an unending  quest in time and 

space. With no limits and no end o f  possibilities postm odern subjects hope to attain an 

extreme level o f  satisfaction through their new found freedom.

The uncontrollable necessity to remain unbound by any and all tradition or 

custom and to attain the freedom to be anyone s/he pleases to be has led to a nurturing o f  

an addiction to change within the postmodern subject. T he effects o f  such addictive 

behavior have in turn, led to the emergence o f  addict identities which encourage 

postmodern subjects to live and die in simulcra. Since there is no end to fantasy and
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simulcra, there is no end to possibilities o f  postmodern identity construction. This 

infinitesimal realm o f  possibilities is enjoyed by the subject in a postm odern world 

which is favorable to diversity and contradiction. As a result o f  constantly being 

bombarded with new situations and new possibilities o f  self-construction, the postmodern 

subject seems to be constantly  dissatisfied and restless.

No longer having solid ideals rising from fixed social structures based in religion, 

tradition and locale, postm odern subjectivities are swam ped by uncertainties. As a result, 

people ultimately becom e depressed since they are unable to retain that extrem e level o f  

jouissance their limitless expectations swerve them towards. This  is the paradox o f  

postmodern identity that offers the likeness o f  unlimited freedom to individuals yet 

frustratingly binds subjects to a sense o f  insignificance in highly uncertain time and space 

sequences. In the long run. such individuals find them selves hopelessly  searching for 

some sense o f  m eaning  which will make life worthy o f  living.

This conclusion highlights this paradox o f  postm odern identity that has been 

discussed in various contexts  throughout this dissertation. T he postm odern subject is 

apparently seen to revel in its limitless possibilities o f  identity construction  offered by a 

multi-dimensional society such as America. But this overw helm ing  sense o f  living 

without boundaries is undercut by a sense o f  lack o f  direction and uncertainty. As fun and 

jouissance become the mantra for postmodern living, the postm odern  subject is 

confronted with the constant and pressing demand for novelty. As a result, stress and 

dissatisfaction builds up. Becom ing free from the restrictions o f  social custom the 

postmodern se lf  falls victim to his/her incessant desires. The m ediated  images that ignite 

these desires are nearly impossible to replicate perfectly. Even if  these images are 

simulated the experience is nearly impossible to sustain in reality.

Unfortunately, as Emile Durkheim the French intellectual observes. “ Unlimited 

desires are insatiable by definition and insatiability is rightly considered a sign o f  

morbidity. Being unlimited, they constantly and infinitely surpass the m eans at their 

com m and; they cannot be quenched. Inextinguishable thirst is constantly renewed 

torture" (Durkheim 1951. 247). So what eventually happens is that o n e ’s identity, newly 

formed from excesses o f  freedom and unlimited desire, finds no satisfaction. The 

“ inextinguishable thirst” at the root o f  a postmodern constructed self, takes it constantly
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in further d irections o f  identity construction. Since the postm odern  world destroys all 

possible stability all types o f  identity constructions end up in sim ilar d isappoin tm ent and 

dissatisfaction. This is the paradox o f  postmodern identity construction and this is what I 

have em phasized throughout this dissertation to show that the postm odern  A m erican "I" 

always struggles betw een wanting to be totally free, on the one hand, and have some 

sense o f  purpose, direction and belonging, on the other.

In Chapter One o f  this dissertation. I looked at the way specific historical

narratives have been tailored to valorize American individuality  and nationality.

Traditionally, historians concentrated on building narratives that supported the concept 

o f  a distinctly Am erican identity. But with the advent o f  postm odernism . American 

national and personal identity was destabilized. Previously suppressed ethnic and 

multicultural narratives found voice, proving that White Am erican suprem acy had 

previously been unjustly narrativized at their expense.

History began to be rewritten from unheard and unconsidered viewpoints. As a

result, A m ericanism  gradually  became equated with a new type o f  Imperialism.

Postmodern writers such as Kurt V onnegut in Breakfast o f  Champions ironically revealed 

the manipulation o f  facts that went into the valorization o f  A m ericans and America. 

Thereby, mini-narratives revealing the harsh reality o f  slavery and racial discrimination 

began to destabilize the Am erican projected image o f  superiority and justice.

T he m edia had a major role to play in both building up h a lf  truths and lies, as well 

as exposing the political manipulation o f  truth. Am erica started losing the all powerful 

unquestionable position o f  benevolent peacekeeper o f  world ju s tice  and human rights. 

Political power was gradually  superseded by economic and cultural pow er that spread 

through media networks and the web. Ultimately, consum er identity prevailed over all 

other identity concerns. As a result, simulacra replaced reality and A m erican  society, 

spurred by hyper-consum erism , showed itself to be superficial and super affluent.

It is in a terrain o f  consum ption that encourages unlimited self-satisfaction that all 

belief  system s crum ble and all values except commercial ones are sneered at. Bven the 

minutest am ount o f  self-denial or sacrifice is too much and inadm issible in this 

hyperactive society. Ethical standards are rewritten, discarding com m on  sense and 

religious overtones. Everyone must enjoy access to every type o f  en joym ent conceivable
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in postmodern lifestyle and living. Such access should destroy the h ierarchy o f  social 

class. Yet. in reality contem porary  economic structures ju s t  break .down the class system 

based on family lineage and reestablish it in relation to m oney and access to 

commodities.

O n e ’s identity is now  determ ined by the clothes and fashion one adopts  and by the 

com m odities one can afford to own. Identity becomes an extension o f  w hat one owns. 

Thus the postm odern  subject selects and discards possible identities from the abundance 

o f  images it encounters on a daily basis through media and advertising. The postmodern 

subject produces and reproduces identities for itself in accordance with its situational 

needs. And since postm odern culture provides both images and m eans for such incessant 

chameleonic behavior, the postmodern subject puts on and discards identities with 

apparent ease.

This may seem the ultimate in providing one the freedom to choose w ho and what 

to be since, there is no need to conform to tradition, or cling to o n e ’s social upbringing. In 

the cityscape o f  postm odern  urban living one tells o n e ’s life story as one wishes. With no 

close relatives near to contradict the self-spun narrative, one becom es w hoever  one 

projects o n e 's  se l f  to be. Yet, the euphoria o f  having no bindings is not long-lasting. The 

need for change is so strong that dissatisfaction quickly seeps into the psyche. There is a 

never-ending urge for jou issance  that drives and motivates all ac tions and thought.

I laving been derived from constantly  renewed simulcra. the urge for jou issance  is never 

fulfilled.

With no ethical boundaries and no traditional certainty to turn to. the postmodern 

subject remains restless and constantly dissatisfied. As a result, the com m odification  

process o f  the human subject com es into full effect. The A m erican  self, having nowhere 

to turn to for guidance except for the TV and media. Iloats in an insignificant non-space. 

This non-space em bodies  the paradox o f  postmodern existence for it simultaneously  

exists and yet d o esn ’t exist as an ontological hyperreality. It merges, blends, transforms 

and restructures itself and the identities it nurtures. It is denied fixity as it constantly 

manipulates time, space and meaning. In this ontological space the postm odern  "1“ 

struggles to find significance even though each time it gets near to atta in ing som e sort o f  

meaning, the ontological space shifts and it is deemed insignificant again.
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The second chapter o f  this dissertation looked at what such change in the stability 

o f  identity translates into in matters o f  authorship in relation to literary narratives. Instead

* o f  regarding their work as totally their own creation, postmodern au thors see their writing

as w orks-in -p rogress .  C learly writers now realize that their au thor identity is som ething 

that depends on the reception o f  what they have written. They realize that they cannot 

control how their work is interpreted and that the reader plays a m ajor role in bringing 

meaning to the text. Thus forfeiting their privileged position above and beyond the text, 

most postm odern  writers appear in their work, as characters in an attem pt to understand 

how the text evolves whilst self-reflexively questioning their role in the writing project 

and thereby exposing the frailty o f  their identities as authors.

C hapter Three furthered the discussion o f  postmodern identity by looking at 

possibilities o f  subjectivity from the perspective o f  feminist discussion. Postmodernism 

has long been seen with suspicion in feminist theory, the main reason being that though it 

provided a favorable atm osphere for previously unheard female stories to be told, it also 

instilled within many feminists the fear o f  postm odernism  having broken all and any 

possibility o f  a s ingular sense o f  w om anhood to fragments.

Although postm odernism  allows the female voice to be heard, the stories being 

told by postm odern female writers seemed to rellect the dow nside  o f  a strong liberal 

feminism. The type o f  feminism wom en writers write about negatively portray the 

position o f  w om en within the home. Their stories are usually concerned about the 

emancipation o f  w om en through a drastic change in situation and gendered role playing. 

C But as in most o f  the stories discussed in Chapter Three, the female characters portrayed

in these postm odern narratives are not exactly happy despite their newly found mindset. 

Indeed, even though they enjoy greater freedom in their activities they never seem to be 

happy. Rather, they are overw helm ed with a sort o f  frustration as they arc angst-ridden 

from taking decisions attem pting to control their lot.

In C hapter Four, I have discussed addict identities as portrayed in four 

contem porary  Am erican films. Such identities represent the addictive stancc o f  

postmodern living enhanced by dependence on power, drugs, consum erism , and 

technology. The discussion focuses on the impossibility o f  these addictive states to
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provide the extrem e satisfaction that they seemingly  prom ise and highlights the 

emptiness that eventually  catches up with those w ho attempt such lifestyles.

C hapter Five, discussed Don Dellillo 's  White Noise which includes all the 

previous areas o f  d iscussion regarding identity with reference to the postm odern  society 

in one novel. All the characters in it, even that o f  the youngest child o f  a family 

represents a facet o f  the identity crises that arise due to postm odern social influences.

From the multiple instances o f  paradoxical identity constructs  discussed in the 

various chapters o f ' th is  dissertation, a num ber o f  characteristics o f  postm odern subjects 

come to the forefront. T he paradox o f  postm odern identity construction  consists in se lf  

constructs that (a) think they are in control but arc motivated b\ incontrollable 

compulsions; (b) attem pt to create and sustain a sense o f  m eaning  through self-absorption 

and over-indulgence in an act o f  consumption that can only give tem porary  bouts o f  

satisfaction; (c) experience life through hyperreality that displaces them both 

epistem ologically  and ontologically; (d) are seem ingly  self-reliant and non-com m unal yet 

yearn for com m unity; and (e) question authority and are suspicious o f  any type o f  social 

controlling m echanism  though both their choices and behavior are m anipulated by 

commercial images.

All the characteristics identified above tend to lead tow ards a previously 

inconceivable restlessness linked with each and every subject position. F'ach identity is 

incessantly influenced by rapidly changing circum stances, choices, and fashions. 

Therefore, the need to change in accordance with those c ircum stances  and fashions 

becomes all-consum ing. Since there is no longer the sense o f  an internal and stable self  

that is essential, the subject easily manipulates his/her identity. There is no regret, no loss 

o f  self-respect, no sense o f  irresponsibility or feeling o f  d isloyalty  to o n e 's  true nature or 

ethical bias because there is none to begin with. This may seem like accessibility to 

freedom yet the truth is that any type o f  freedom that denies and negates the presence o f  

at least som e sort o f  restriction and sense o f  responsibility must be self-destructive.

The chaos o f  postmodern limitlessness thus finds expression in these postmodern 

subjects for w hom  nothing is enough and nothing is fully satisfying. In a fully 

consumerist m indset the dissatisfaction o f  not ever having enough is unavoidable. 

Though advertising professes concern for the consum er’s material lackings and offers
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multiple options for satisfaction, contem porary marketing policy forbids total satisfaction 

o f  the consumer. Identity is com m odified and shown to be like a tem porary  state o f  mind. 

Thus, every subject position becomes a com m odified  product which is playfully 

manipulated in an attem pt to retain a childlike aura o f  understanding. But, if  everyone 

acts and behaves like children, who is going to be the adult?

Before postm odernism , adulthood was linked with maturity and responsibility, 

and children could afford to be whimsical, carefree, and unaw are o f  consequences 

because adults were around to shoulder responsibilities. Unfortunately, postmodern 

situational ethics cuts the slack to the extreme even for adults. Everyone is encouraged to 

aim solely at satisfying o n e 's  own needs. C om m itm ent and stable relationships are 

becoming a thing o f  the past because no one is willing to go that extra mile needed to 

make a relationship successful. Shopping, for example, is not for necessity; rather, it is 

for show ing off. Thus at every moment, postmodern subjects are rewriting who they are. 

They consciously m anipulate images that project identity. In most cases the identities 

projected are ju s t  a facade and mere superficial entities.

The jo y o u s  m asquerade o f  postmodern identities project are diminished the 

moment they enter houses that forever refuse to become homes. The em ptiness they feel 

is reflected in their obsession with social networking sites. S ince the hom e cannot provide 

a satisfactory env ironm ent for the realization o f  o n e 's  inflated fantasies one turns to such 

sites ju s t  so as to feel that one is alive. Nowadays there seems to be an antagonistic 

relationship between a person’s friends and his/her family. Before postm odernism  anyone 

who befriended any m em ber o f  the family was thought to be a friend o f  the family. Yet 

now. technology has enabled people to maintain relationships which exclude familial 

interaction to the extent that any inquisitiveness about the surfing interests and social 

networking o f  a family m em ber is considered improper and a massive transgression. 

Here again w e are confronted with the paradox o f  postm odernism  which professes 

openness yet is more private and mysterious than previous m ovem ents.

To sum up, what this dissertation shows is that due to postm odern narratives 

which rewrite history and human experience and can open up innum erous possibilities o f  

being, social identity is now understood as being multi-faceted instead o f  being stable and 

singularly unique. This dissertation has focused on the re levance o f  A m erican narratives

Dhaka University Institutional Repository



in establishing, upholding, and projecting Am erican identity and has concentrated  on how 

politico-historical and postmodern literary narratives have shaped our understanding o f  

the identity o f  the average American. This dissertation has also shown how postmodern 

identity crises have broken temporal and spatial pow er structures that previously 

governed narratives leading to a num ber o f  changes in the identity power-play in 

authorship; Possibilities for feminism in postmodern narratives have show n wom en 

speaking for them selves yet still som ehow  bound by a greater uncertainty o f  being; The 

addictiveness o f  postm odern  living disorients the subject as to w ho s/he actually is and/or 

wants to be. All this ultimately translates into the paradox o f  postm odern identity dial 

offers a satisfaction that it cannot provide.

Finally, what these American narratives seem lo tell us is that total freedom and 

constant mutability o f  identity which allows one to do w hatever one wants, w henever one 

wants, and to w hatever extent, does not generate unlimited euphoria. Rather, such 

instability o f  identity ultimately tires, disorients, em pties-out and depresses. This 

narcissistic glorification o f  seif-indulgement can only leave one w ithout depth and 

solidity; floating, as if in mid-air. I conclude this dissertation on a positive note, though, 

noting specifically, that the paradox o f  postmodern identity that accom m odates  for 

opposites can do the following : (i) tolerate the presence o f  ethnic and suppressed races 

and cultures, (ii) nurture a type o f  feminism that includes the other, and. (iii) instead o f  

giving in to the negative aspects o f  addictive lifestyles offered to the postm odern  subject 

one could set som e ethical dimension to one’s wants and dem ands  thereby rendering 

them beneficial to o n e ’s sense o f  identity. Only when such a d im ension  is achieved then 

can the struggling “ I” o f  postmodern American narratives find som e sense o f  pure 

satisfaction and harm ony and be relieved o f  the frustration and constant dissatisfaction 

that accom panies it.
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