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PAULA GEYH

Introduction

In the late 1960s, the young American artist Bruce Nauman created “A Cast
of the Space Under My Chair,” a concrete materialization of a “void,” neg-
ative space made positive. On the concrete block, one can see the imprint
of what was rarely, if ever, seen — the underside of the chair, the inside of
its legs, and, above all, that seemingly empty space below, now filled, the
absent made present. And, although the sculpture might not look entirely
comfortable, one could sit on it, too.

The story of postmodern American fiction could also be seen as the mak-
ing present of that which was absent throughout the previous history of
American literature. The first of the two most significant new presences was
that of the author within the narrative itself, which was a formal, metafic-
tional development (admittedly one with precursors). These authors, initially
mostly white men, stepped onto the pages of their metafictional narratives,
joining their characters and reflecting on what was happening. This devel-
opment went hand in hand with other early postmodernist formal experi-
ments. The second new presence, crucial for postmodern literature and cul-
ture alike, was that of the multiple “others,” authors who moved from the
margins of literature to its, now in turn multiple, centers. These “other”
authors — women in historically unprecedented numbers, and then Native
Americans, African Americans, Latina/o Americans, Asian Americans, and
more — emerged as major creative forces and joined the ongoing conver-
sation that is American literature, a process that has continued ever since.
These new voices changed this conversation by telling the stories of those
who had always been on the margins of or absent from American literature,
and thus gave presence to these absences in turn.

This proliferation of narratives from below and from outside can be
seen as one of the manifestations of the “incredulity toward [grand] nar-
ratives” that, as the philosopher Jean-Frangois Lyotard argued, defined the
“postmodern” in general, the cultural formation that arose because of the
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transformation of knowledge in postindustrial, computerized societies.” The
extraordinary range and power of postmodernism’s challenges to traditional
structures of knowledge, and to the social and cultural hierarchies that define
these structures, dominant in the post-World War II world and still in place
now, explain many of the controversies still surrounding postmodernism,
beginning with those over the term itself. The debates among literary schol-
ars and critics about what the term meant, or whether it meaningfully des-
ignated anything at all or was merely another word for “late modernism,”
began early on and persist to this day. In the meantime, “postmodernism”
became widely used, especially in the mainstream media, as a general term of
disapproval for contentious aspects of both academic and popular culture.
In one form or another, then, the term “postmodernism” and the phenomena
associated (for good or bad reasons) with it have been around for nearly half
a century now. Indeed, recent academic debates concerning postmodernism
are often about whether it has ended, and if so, when, and, inevitably, “what
it was.”

This book is not likely to settle these debates about postmodernism. I
hope, however, it will lend support to the view, assumed here, that “postmod-
ernism” remains our best overarching designation for the most characteris-
tic and significant aspects of the American and (although this exceeds this
volume’s purview) European literature and culture of the past five decades.
With this half-century mark, we have also now arrived at a point where it
is possible, with a reasonable degree of confidence, to demarcate and survey
the field of postmodern American fiction. Although its canon is still fluid
and new works are likely to be added to it, there is a substantial critical
consensus on the essential authors and works of postmodern American fic-
tion, and on its key ideas, thematic preoccupations, and stylistic hallmarks.
This Companion aims to offer an engaging guide to this fiction, to high-
light its achievements, supply illuminating frameworks for understanding
it, and provide concise, compelling readings of many of its most important
works.

Before I outline the content of this volume, I shall define some key terms,
beginning with “postmodernity” and “postmodernism,” and lay some con-
ceptual groundwork for this outline. Postmodernity is a historical category
designating the period that is generally agreed to have begun in the late
1960s; its endpoint is a matter of no small dispute, but, for reasons to be
explained below, this editor’s view is that we are still somewhere in its midst
(a view shared by many, even if not all, of the volume’s contributors). Post-
modernism, by contrast, is a cultural and conceptual category that refers to
the literature, art, and culture of postmodernity, and its defining ideas and
modes of thought. Postmodernist is the adjective that applies to these works,

2



Introduction

although “postmodern” is often used, as in this volume’s title and in several
of its chapters, interchangeably with it.

Admittedly, these definitions may be too broad and somewhat simplified.
“Postmodernity,” in particular, may ultimately be more useful as a periodiz-
ing term referring to cultural (including literary) and intellectual history than
as a general, historical term encompassing the last half-century’s events that
began, in the advanced industrial and now postindustrial countries, with the
political upheavals of the late 1960s. (It is noteworthy that professional his-
torians generally do not use the term, except occasionally when negatively
referring to some trends associated with it.) At the same time, as many schol-
ars — perhaps most prominently Lyotard and Fredric Jameson — have argued,
there are profound relationships between literature and the political, social,
economic, technological, or other, as they are sometimes termed, “domi-
nants” of its historical era. These relationships may be more oblique and
reciprocal than Jameson’s Marxist schema of the (economic) base—(cultural)
superstructure suggests, but the historical context within which postmod-
ern American fiction has developed is important. Thus, the equal rights and
social liberation movements of the past half-century undoubtedly helped
to bring about the opening of the canon of American literature, making it
fully inclusive and representative for the first time. Reciprocally, the works
of women, African Americans, and all the other “others” mentioned above
gave voice to their experiences and helped to define these movements and
their guiding ideas. These ideas became, in turn, integral parts of postmod-
ern thought.

At the same time, an examination of some of the key works of postmodern
American fiction could easily lead one to conclude that, rather than being
simply the mirror of its time, it is often remarkably ahead of it, as if conform-
ing to Oscar Wilde’s famous statement, made long ago, that “Life imitates
art far more than Art imitates life.”* Thus, in a remarkable scene in Thomas
Pynchon’s 1966 novel The Crying of Lot 49, its heroine Oedipa Maas stands
on a hillside in Southern California, looking down at the vast sprawl of
San Narciso, with its “ordered swirl of houses and streets,” which makes
her think “of the time she’d opened a transistor radio to replace a battery
and seen her first printed circuit.”? Pynchon’s startling and subtle metaphor
introduces the emerging landscape of postmodernity, already suggested by
his immediately preceding description of San Narciso as “less an identifiable
city than a grouping of concepts.” The printed circuit will evolve into the
microchip, making possible the personal computer and the Internet, two of
the defining technologies of postmodernity. Later, but still years before the
Internet went public (1991) and Netscape (1994) enabled us to navigate the
emerging World Wide Web, William Gibson coined the term “cyberspace”

3



PAULA GEYH

and imagined it in his 1984 cyberpunk novel Neuromancer as “a graphic
representation of data abstracted from the banks of every computer in the
human system.”’

Computerized information and communication technologies have pro-
found effects on how we experience and understand the postmodern world.
Indeed, as Lyotard argues, the postmodern shift or even revolution in the
nature of knowledge has largely been brought about by these technologies
(which were still in their early stages when he wrote The Postmodern Condi-
tion in 1979). This revolution in thought is, I believe, still underway, which
is why I think that we are still in the midst of the postmodern era. Bio-
engineering and cyborg technologies are also part of this postmodern trans-
formation, and they are changing our senses of subjectivity and even of what
it means to be human. Perhaps, as N. Katherine Hayles, Cary Wolfe, and
others have argued, we are already “posthuman,” insofar as our subjectivity
is not defined merely phenomenologically but instead, as it were, techno-
phenomenologically. Postmodern literature depicts these new ways of think-
ing and experiencing the world, enacts them through its formal and concep-
tual structures, and helps us to make sense of them. As the world changes,
new experiences demand new modes of thought and forms of expression.
What Frank Lentricchia wrote of Don DeLillo’s novels is largely true of
all postmodern novels: they “could not have been written before the mid-
1960s,” and they are remarkable for “the unprecedented degree to which
they prevent their readers from gliding off into the comfortable sentiment
that the real problems of the human race have always been about what they
are today.”®

As indicated earlier, some theorists of postmodernism deem it to be reach-
ing its end or even to have already ended. Brian McHale, who has done
much to help to establish postmodernism as a literary and cultural category
(he is among the most-quoted theorists in this book, along with Lyotard,
Jameson, and Linda Hutcheon), begins The Cambridge Introduction to Post-
modernism (201 5) with a chapter entitled “What Was Postmodernism?” He
argues that “perhaps the only consensus that has ever been reached about
postmodernism has to do with its end: postmodernism, it is generally agreed,
is now ‘over.””” McHale aims to locate the end of postmodernism in histori-
cal events and suggests 9/11 as “a convenient shorthand for postmodernism’s
endgame.”® If, however, postmodernism is defined (as I assume it to be) less
by historical events than by revolutions in thought and modes of existence,
by epistemologies and ontologies that emerged in the late 1960s and do not
yet seem to have played themselves out, then we still live in the postmodern
world, or, rather, in many postmodern worlds. Postmodern literature contin-
ues to reflect on, shape, and illuminate these worlds.
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I now turn to an outline of the book’ chapters, which explore in greater
depth and detail the subjects just considered, beginning with different def-
initions of and perspectives on postmodernity and postmodernism. The
book’s organization is defined by several key interrelated problems and
themes.

The first three chapters situate postmodern American fiction in its relation
to, and as, literary history, on the one hand, and in relation to global litera-
ture, on the other. In Chapter 1, Jonathan P. Eburne considers the history of
the definitions of postmodernism and their relations to different trajectories
of modernism. He argues that postmodern writers create their own literary
pantheons of precursors across periods and use literary-historical categories
like postmodernism “as part of their very medium of experimentation.” In
Chapter 2, David Cowart traces the development of postmodern American
fiction over three generations, from the late 1960s through the present. He
surveys its characteristic forms and key ideas as they have been worked out
by the successive, yet interrelated, generations of postmodernists, including
the “aesthetic dissent” of several very recent authors. In Chapter 3, Caren Irr
explores the networks of connections between postmodern American fiction
and global literature, and how “a quest for affiliations and affinities scattered
across a global landscape unifies late postmodern writing as its practitioners
work to make sense on a human scale of transformations wrought by global
capital.”

The next two chapters on theory and history address key issues in post-
modern thought and how they shape — and are shaped by — postmodern
fiction. In Chapter 4, Arkady Plotnitsky examines paradigms of postmodern
thinking, found in theory and literature alike, that define and are defined
by “the postmodern condition” and explains their relations with preced-
ing modes of modern or (a separate category) modernist thinking. Using
Thomas Pynchon’s and Don DeLillo’s novels as examples, he demonstrates
how literature engages with scientific conceptions of chance, contingency,
and probability. Postmodern thinking and skepticism extend far beyond sci-
ence, however, to virtually every other discipline of knowledge, including
history, and they have, as Lyotard put it, “altered the game rules” for all of
them in some way.” The postmodern skepticism, or incredulity, toward the
received (and grand) narratives of the past and traditional notions of his-
tory is explored by Timothy Parrish in Chapter 5. Noting the preoccupation
of postmodern American fiction with “how history is made, received, and
understood,” he looks at how the critical awareness of the constructed nature
of both literature and history has informed the ways this fiction reimag-
ines the past and rewrites history from previously marginalized or absent
perspectives.



