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PATRICK WILLIAMS

POSTMODERN NARRATIVE

Nothing gbgut postmodernism is uncontroversial
‘Whethq it is a period, a movement, or a generai
-COI‘ldltloll’ of culture, how broadly or narrowly it
is distributed around the world, when it began :nd
whether it has ended, even whether it happened at
all, are all matters of dispute (see, e.g., Bertens
‘1995. and Calinescu 1987). The prehx post-
Identifies postmodernism as chronologicall
subsequent to modernism (see MODERNIST NAR}f
RATIV-E), thereby placing it in the second half of the
twentlet-h century, but its exact relationship to
Jnoderplmn is as hotly contested as anything eise
about it. If there is little consensus about what it is
neve;rthe[ess postmodernism is used as a counter iu’
a w1d(=: variety of contemporary language games
InC]l.ldl‘ng the language game of narrative theor }‘;
prelm.unary distinction needs ta be drawn bet\géen
theor{es of postmodern narrative and postmodern
theories of narrative — that is, between theories that
sleek to account for the poetics of narratives iden-
tlﬁ‘.ad as postmedern, and general theories of nar-
ratllve based on ideas native to the postmodern
lzerlod (and more properly characterised as
poststructuralist theories of narrative) (Gibson
1996). The present essay will focus on the poetics

of noetmadern marrative and Sm svmatt ate oo can 2le

replcrtoire of strategies and devices by means of
whlcl? postmodern narrative reflects on ontologi .
guestmns (questions of being). Such questgi -
include, what is 2 world? How many worlds (:;1}S
illlexe, of _whatlk‘inds, constituted in what waysf?:
How do they differ, and what happens when th
Interact or collide? What is the mode of existeney
of a text, on the one hand, and of the ﬁctimc?
world (or worlds} it projects, on the other? HlEl
are such fictional worlds made, and how c:a.n.ﬂow
be ulnmade? What are the consequences of Ele .
making, unmaking and proliferation of ﬁction:;

worlds for the way we think X ive i
wotlds for. ink about, and live in, the

Theories of postmodernism

General theories of postmodernism abound, and i
would be impossible to review them afl her; Twlt
.Of the most influential of these theoties, one ins 3
in th.e hfstory of consciousness, the ot}ler in ;C:)
nomic hlsltory, have special relevance to narrative_
The ﬁrs? is Lyotard’s theory that postmodcmisml
reflects incredulity toward the *master narratives
Qf progress, enlightenment, and human Eberation
that served to legitimate modern culture (sec
SCIENCE AND NARRATIVE), Sceptical of such ‘grand
nal:rlatlvels’, postmedernism instead values the self-
lc_sgl-tlmatmg ‘little’ narratives of local groups
limited *institutions, and subcultural enclavl;s’
Lyoltard’s theory helps explain both the 'u'a.
doxical *anti-narrative impulse in some I]))(ost:
mod.ern . narrative, and the countervailin
pi‘ohferﬂtllon of stories and anecdotes in cverylhing
glom lLlatm-Americzm *magical realist novels to
telev131pn tall-shows. The other relevant general
theory Is Jameson’s *Marxist account of post-
modernllsm as the ‘cultural logic of late capitalism’
According to Jameson, postmodernism in the;
cultural sphere (including narrative forms such as
film and prose fiction) reflects the late capitalist
mode of . production in the economic sphere
Jameson inventories the constitutive features oi.‘
postriedernism: the ‘depthlessness’ of a culiure
based on simulation and the circulation of *ima-
ges; ’[1"18 weakening of a sense of history; ‘schizo-
phrenic’ disjointedness and an intensiﬁec{ form of
cqliage; a new experience of the sublime, identified
with technology instead of natura,' and a
new experience of architectural *space,, or what

I
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Influential as they have been, such ‘high’ the-

ories don’t provide a direct bridge to actual nar-
rative practice. Jameson comes closer to doing 5o
than Lyotard; but closer still is Jencks, an archi-
tecture critic largely responsible for the currency of
the term ‘postmodernism’ in his own field,
According to Jencks, postmodernisim in archi-
{ecture is characterised by ‘double-coding’. Post-
modern buildings communicate on two different
Jevels, to two different constituencies: on one level,
through their modernist structural techniques and
in-group jronies, they commuhicate with a min-
ority constituency of architects and connoisseurs;
on another, they reach a broader public of con-
qumers through their allusions to familiar histor-
ical styles of architecture. Jencks saw analogies (o
architectural double-coding in the postmodern
povels of John Barth and Umberto Eco, simulta-
neously populat (especiaily Eco’s) and avani-
garde, Howcver, it was left to Hutcheon to develop
Jencks’s double-coding idea nto a full-fledged
theory of postmodern narrative, which she identi-
fies with the *genre she dubs *historiographic
metafiction, Historiographic roetafictions  such
as Tohn Fowles’s The French Lieutenant's Woman,
Eeo’s The Name of the Rose, E. L. Doctorow’s
Ragtime, D. M. Thomas’s The White Hotel, and
Salman Rushdie’s Midnight's Children narrate
versions of history in legible, reader-friendly
ways yet at the same time refiect critically and
ironically on historical reconstruction itself (see
HISTORIOGRAPLIY)-

Common to many of these accounts (including
Jameson's, Jencks's, and Hutcheon’s) is the
assumption of postmodernism’s belatedness, its
‘post-"ness, Where modernists sought to ‘make it
new’, postmodernists rummage through the cul-
tural attic of past devices, styles, genres, and texts,
recycling them in the modes of parody, pastiche,
recontextualisation, and revision (as in Kathy
Acker’s subversive rewritings of literary classics
and Angela Carter’s revisionist *fairy tales, or, in
the sphere of popular culture, the proliferation of
Hollywood remales, “tribute’ albums, and ‘retro’
fashions) {see INTERTEXTUALITY; NARRATIVE VER-
SIONS; POSTMODERN REWRITES). Critics sceptical of
the ‘myth of the postmodernist breakthrough’
observe that postmodernism’s most characteristic
features, such as metafictional self-reflection, are
hardly ‘innovative’, since most if not all of them

can be found in narvatives from earlier periods (se¢
o Ad~at damning of all,
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postmodernism is accused of uncritically replicat-
ing modernist aesthetic values such as *irony, dil-
feulty, self-consciousness, elc., while pretending to
have superseded modernisi.

Ontological poetics

While recycling is undoubtedly a feature of post-
modern narrative, the charge of belatedness can be
answered by appealing to the concept of the
dominant (see FUNCTION (1axoBsoN)). Literary-
histotical change rarely involves the wholesale
replacement of outmoded features and values by
new ones, but more typically involves a reshuffling
of existing features in the light of a new dominant
function. Responding to changes in the world at
large (such as the onset of late capitalism, in
Jameson’s terms) as well as the internal dynamics
of literary history, dominants shift; what had for-
merly been foregrounded recedes to the back-
ground, while background elements advance Lo the
forcground. Thus modernist feaiures certainly do
persist in postmodern narraiives, but subject to &
different dominant: where modernist narrative had
been otiented toward investigating issues of per-
ception and cognition, #perspective, the subjective
experience of *time, the circulation and reliability
of knowledge, etc., postmodern narrative s
oriented differenily, toward issues of fictionality,
modes of being and the differences among them,
the nature and plorality of worlds, how such
worlds are made and unmade, etc, (see FICTION,
THEORIES OF; POSSIBLE-WORLDS THEORY; TEXT-
WORLD APPROACH TO NARRATIVE). In other words,
postmodern narrative veflects an  ontological
Jdominant where modernist narrative reflected an
epistemological one. P
Postmodetn narratives probe oniological issues
by deploying a repertoive of characteristic devices
and strategics (McHale 1987, anticipated by
Tokkema 1984), First, there are strategies for
pluralizing the fictional world itself; secondly,
strategies for laying bare the ways in which fic-
tional worlds are made, or in which they fail to be
made; thirdly, strategies for driving a wedge
between text and world, splitting them apart and
pitting them one against the other; and fourth,
strategies for exposing to view the ultimate onto-
logical grounding of fictional worlds - their
grounding, on the one hand, in the matetial reality
of the book, and on the other hand in the material
activity of an *author.
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All l11arrativcs produce multiple possible worlds~
potential states of affairs, subjective realities, etc. —
but these are normally subordinated to a’sin.le
E.Llctu'dl world (see MODALITY). Postmodern 11a1'§a~
tives, by contrast, actualise multiple worlds, juxta-
posing them and exploring the tensions bjetweeu
thm.n. We_aker forms of ontological pluralism are
acllueved in conspiracy narratives, with their para-
1101c.| suspicions about another order of Lhinc
behl’nd the visible one (e.g., Don DeLillo’s ncwrelgsS
Eco’s Foucault’s Pendulum), Stronger forms juxta—s
pose a-recognisably real world with an adjacent
fanta’stlc world (e.g., Carlos Fuentes’s dura, Julio
Cf)rt.azar’s House Taken Over) or mingle ;1atur-
ahstllc and supernatural elements (as in magical
1'ea11§t _narratives), or they juxtapese the world of
the. living with the ‘world to come’, exploring the
ultimate ontological frontier between life and death
(e.g., Pynchon’s Gravity's Rainbow, Alastair Grac s
Lanark, James Merrill’s long narrative poem 2’2}('1@
Changing Light at Sandover). If one were to co[ia se
such a multiworld structure onto a single plalze
the result would be a paradexical ‘heterotopia’,
}vhel'e fragments of many worlds mingle in alj,l
:mplosmblc space, such as we find in Italo Calvino’s
Invisible Cities, or in the centreless, chaotic *Zone’
of Gravity’s Rainbow. T e
Plurali?y of worlds in postmodern narrative is
ofttj,n achieved by exploiting the conventions of
xar;ous popular novelistic genres (see NOVEL, THE):
science fiction, with its literal juxtapositi;ns ofl‘
Ell'esent 'fmd future, of one planet and another; the
fantast'lc, with its intrusions of other worlds ’into
the fabric of this one; and historical fiction, with its
corgplex mingling of the factual and the’ overtl
ﬁctlona! (see NISTORICAL NOVEL). Such genres arﬁ
com}?ﬂtlble with postmodernism’s ontological
c!ommant. By contrast, when postmodern narra-
tives adapt the conventions of *detective fiction ca
pr(‘)foupdly epistemological genre, they typically ;io
80 aga.mst the grain’, subverting the genre’s norms:
mylsterles go unsolved, detectives fail to perfonﬁ
their roles, ratiocination itself is discredited, and the
case becomes metaphysical (e.g., Eco's The ,Name of
_zhe Rogse, Paul Auster’s New York Trilogyy (Mer-
ivale and Sweeney 1999}, Plurality of worlds in
postmodernist novels is sometimes signalled by the
presence of a character who has ‘migrated’ t}from
an.other fictional universe (e.g., Nabokov’'s Lolita in
Gll'bert Sotrentino’s Imaginative Qualities of Actual
I:hmg;). :l\lte1'1}atively, it may be signalled by thé

ofa l:feing from another world, such as the angels of
Grafzty’s Rainbow or the aliens of television’s T;)
;X—Mes, or by the opening of a kind of ‘window’ 16‘
pf)rtal’ from one world onto another, such as tl01
mirrors of Angela Carter’s The Inf’emal Desi,:e
Machmes of Dr. Hoffinan or the ubiquitous telev'e
sion screens of DeLillo’s White Noise q
Pynchon’s Vineland. e
Wh11‘e some postmodernist fictions provok
ontological reflection by projecting a pluralit T‘
worlds, others do so by troubling the ver yro
cesses by which fictional worlds are constlilcliegq
One means of troubling the warld-building rol
cess, al?d thereby exposing it to scrutiny involzve-
projecting a state of affairs in the ﬁctio;ml worls
and l;h.en rescinding it or couotradicting it
otherwise placing it ‘under erasure’. Placing a'czr
of the world under erasure is a strategy corrungnltj
the nouveaix romanciers (Alain Gobbe-Grille
Jean Rlcardou, Claude Simon) and the Americ ’
sutfictionists (Ronald Sukenick, Steve Ka:?;1
Clarence Major), among others (see NOUVEAU’
ROMAN; SURFICTION). Robert Coover, in stories
such as ‘The Babysitter’ and The E[evatc;r produc
multiple, mutually contradictory narra,Ltive seef
uences, actualising the ‘garden of forking pflth[;’
structure that Borges once speculated about ‘

A related strategy involves disttibuting dif:t"erent
parts of a world, or different worlds, over a number
.Of IllEI.I'l‘atIVB levels, one inset or embedded or nested
inside the other like Chinese boxes or Russia
Matrushka dolls, as in Barth’s short story ‘Men N
Izu'ad’ (se¢ EMBEDDING; FRAMED NARRATIVE) Ins;
micro-worlds are narratologically dependcnt'u on
and gousequently ontologically “weaker’ thanpthé
framing yvorlds in which they are inset ’fmd
opportunities for paradox abound incl,uc;in
tmm‘pe Uecil effects (one level mistaken E‘or another%
and ‘strange loops’ or *metalepses, when narrative
sequences spill over from one level to higher or

lower levels (and sometimes back again). The rou-
veaux romanciers, as well as Sorrentino in Mullizan
Stew anld Calvino in If on a Winter's Night a Tra-
veler, intensively exploit such opportunities
Another conspicuous narratological paradox tha‘;
postmodern narratives regularly exploit is *mise en
abyme, the mirroring or duplication al a lower
(embec.ided) narrative level of the higher-level
world in which the duplicate is embedded. Familiar
fr9n1 the play-within-the-play structure (;f Hami;t

mise en abyme is ubiquitous in postmodern ll':ll‘.ra:

Winter's Night a Traveler to the structure of
the abbey library in Eco’s The Name af the Rose,
which duplicates in miniature the povel’'s medieval
universe.
1f one focus of postmodetn ontological reflec-
tion is the fictional world and its construction,
another focus is the language of the fictional text.
Some postmodern novels  subject  figurative
janguage Lo particularly intense scrutiny and pres-
qure, laying bare the unsettled relationship between
the figurative and the literal. This is the approach,
for instance, of Garcia Mirquez’s magic realist
novels One Hundred Years of Solitude and The
Autumn of the Patriarch, in which surrealist ima-
gery sometimes Functions metaphorically, but at
other times reflects the fantastic realities that are
such conspicuous features of these nartative
worlds. Gravity’s Rainbow is riddled with over-
grown similes and *metaphors that create their own
finely textured micro-worlds, temporarily eclipsing
the novel’s primary world. Another postmodern
approach to the fictional text involves opening up &
rift or gap betwecn the level of text and the level of
world, dissolving their normally close inter-
dependence and thereby impeding the reader’s
progress from sword’ to ‘world’. This is accom-
plished in some cases by means of intense stylisa-
tion (e.g., Guy Davenport, William Gass), in others
by cliché and deliberaie infelicity (¢.g., Donald
Barthelme, Kathy Acker), in still others by chance
(e.g., William Burroughs® cut-up and fold-in tech-
niques) or by mechanical text-generating proce-
dures, as in the texts of the *Qulipo writers
(Raymond Cueneau, Georges Perec, Calvino,
Harry Mathews, and others). In every case, the
object is to heighten language’s palpability or its
opacity, or in other words, to foreground those
qualities that make language a potential object of
atlention in its own right, independently of any
world that it might happen to project.

The entire edifice of the Actional text ultimaiely
rests, in one sense, on the ontological foundation of
its naterial support — the page, lines of type, the
book as object —and in another sense on itg origins in
the activities, in real time and space, of a real author.
Postmodern novels systernatically trouble their own
groundings, in both these senses — on the one hand,
by foregrounding the materiality of the text instead
of effacing it, as would normaily be the case in
novels; on the other hand, by making the author’s
problematic presence ‘hehind’ the text an issue in the
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inchude narratives disteibuted between a ‘main’ text
and its annotations, as in Nabokov’s Pale Fire or
David Foster Wallace's Infinite Jest, and the shaped
‘conerete prose’ found in the novels of Raymond
Federman and Christine Brooke-Rose, or in Mark
Danielewski’s House of Leaves. Examples of pro-
blematising authorship inchude the recurrent post-
modern fopos of the writer at his ot her desk writing
the text at hand (Sukenick calls this the “truth of
the page’), and the simulated ‘death of the
author’ rehearsed thronghout Beckett’s fiction and
in Federman’s The Voice in the Closet.

Cybertext

Some observers have thought that by the beginning
of the new millennium postmodern narrative had
un its course and exhausied itself, bui others see it
as renewing and even fulfilling itself through ifs
affiliation with the new digital *media. Bmerging in
the 1980s, hyperiext, 1e., textual or other infor-
mational media distributed in blocks and joined by
glectronic links, was championed as the acivalisa-
tion and even vindication of poststructuralist the-
ory (Landow 1997). Hypertext narrative, in
particular, seemed destined to become the medium
that postmodern narrative had been anticipating all
along — literal gardens of forking paths! The hype
outstripped the accamplishment, however, and
first-generation hypertext narratives such as
Michael Joyce’s Afternoon and Stuart Moulihrop’s
Victory Garden appear in retrospect much loss
postmodern than they seemed at the time, and not
even as fully hypertextual as coniemporanecus
print novels such as Milorad Pavi&’s Dictionary
of the Khazars. Digital mediation does not inevi-
tably entail reflection on ontological questions,
and firsi-generation hypertext novels seem ani-
mated much more by epistemological concerns
than by ontological ones. If postmodern print
nartative is to achieve its digital fulfilment any-
where, it is more likely to be elsewhere in the range
of digital forms that constitute Aarseth’s umbrella
categoty of ‘cybertext’, including MUDs (multiple-
user domains), MOOs (object-oriented MUDs),
*gimulation games, and other approximations of
the dream of virtual reality (Ryan 2001). Are digital
media the apotheosis of postmodern narrative, or
the end of narrative as we know it? Neither, prob-
ably, nothing about postmodernism is certain, but
the utopian and apocalyptic scenarios are probably
tnth axnooerated.
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POSTMODERN REWRITES

i;?g;ﬁltngisto Pﬁ§tel' ‘(1991), postmodern *inter-
textua jfis lnodt Just ‘one device among others’;
e ,(214) ltfer (?syab:sntr?ll constructional prin-
, , oming a culturally domi-
nant tool. *Postmodern narrative and t};‘ i
general are heavily intertextual sinc ostmod: l.fl
i eplre‘sente'ltlc,)n typically entails, and ;;Ju(ilsf:[? Sldtz:f
‘_ua reprise’ (Moraru forthcoming). That ,i
?mg ont to describe an object or narrate ':m ”‘Sévse::

E;:zlage-gke and otherwise), and brings before it

s and represemiation " obj ;

Loxts s of other objects ang
Withi .

idemilé?én t};lostmodel n intertextuality, critics have

¢ particular practice of

dentif : A tmodey

rewriting and, resultin i bos n

i . g from it, the post
rewrite, Postmodern rewrites t ’ Pt

. tes take to another |

vy - - ev

g;ﬁggualgy aﬁld its subsets as inventoried b‘;f

and others, A complex for

modern rewrite may i oo st

‘ y incorporate allusions

previous work, *ironies i o

R , pastiches, etc., but it
zllls:gegz]); deplo&/s], rather conspicuously, an elaboratlet
¢ parallel to a prior text, which oftenti
ille . h oftentimes i
ili.o of narrative nature (Morary 2001: 19) e(iczls
OleE(iomlr). In other words, key here is the aci
° Intentional renarrativisation (see INTENTION
thL:lTY; NARRATIVISATION). As a postrodern act-
i3 renarrativisation, or, retelli i :
I retelling, differs fr
traditional imitatio "or replica " o
n or replica in that it
. : . ] hat 1l goes
‘nfiycénﬂ simply rehashing, and paying homage tE its
; 0“? . It fact, numerous — if not all—postmod:arn
! (e{:flllteg erodf_e this ‘model’ and its underpinnin
Witﬁiﬁgisisﬂgmtlle cgtlcl;uing the very social contex%
h the dialogue of the rewri
withi write and th;
rewritten occurs. To it i .
. put it otherwise, the rewri
reworks not only a text fr s form b
rom the past —a form —
also cultural formations, i.e., the values und l')ut
that text, eriving
i \:2;;1:: gsue'tlly suffused with intertextuality and
-reflexive subcategory, *metaficti (
afiction, not
every postmodern narrati i fever:
ve 18 a rewrite. Never:
theless, the numb igni tmodern
er and significance of
: : tmoder
rewrites across literatures ivo b .

i and parrative traditio
;L{le 1:markable. A few examples: B. L Doctorowlzz

agtime, which rewrites Heinyj h -

. einrich von Kleist®
gfchge! Kohlhags; Robert Coover's The Publij
5 m;ng, a 1'ewr1,t1ng of Horatio Alger’s novels:
Mle?.;itlals }Joﬁﬁszn s Middle Passage, which redoes:

e's Moby-Dick and PBRenito €
ville ) ; f ereno; Joh
gﬁtc:ﬂ('e s gog;ler 5 version, IKathy Acker’s Blood anz

s in High School, Bharati M jee’

Hoter op it S , ukherjee’s The
orld, Maryse Condé j

x . A ondé’s I, Tituba,

Hf‘i:h I/'Vztfh of Salem, all of which rework
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POSTSTRUCTURALIST
APPROACHES TO NARRATIVE

Tn the second half of the 1960s, some structuralist
theorists, many of whom contributed to the French
literary journal *Tel Quel, came to broaden and
relativise structuralist approaches to narrative
texts {(see STRUCTURALIST NARRATOLOGY}. In gen-
eral, this shift jimplies that a narrative is no longer
reduced to one abstract and supposedly universal
deep structure, and that a text is no longer regaft-
ded as a self-contained structure but rather as an
open and multi-stranded texture Yinked with the
extra-textual context (see INTERTEXTUALITY; NAR-
RATIVE STRUCTURE). Thus, both text and context
are viewed from a different angle than the one
prevalent in classical séructuralism. The classical
search [or textual coherence is replaced by an
investigation of the ways in which the text leaves
things undecided, open, and even contradictory
(see INDETERMINACY). Dynamics, multiplicity,
*polyphony, and boundary teansgression are the
keywords, replacing the structuralist preferences
for static and homogeneous structures, cleatly
identifiable narrating *voices (see NARRATORY}, and
Maarent honndaries,

work of Jacques Derrida. Iadeed, Derrida’s
deconstructive approach can be viewed as the
central influence on poststructuralist narrative
analysis. Other important influences are the works
of late structuralists such as Barthes and Kristeva,
the ideological analyses of Foucault and Lyotard
(see DISCOURSE ANALYSIS (FOUCAULT)); the psy-
choanalytical readings of Lacan; and the psycho-
social investigations by Deleuze and Guattari.

With the shift to poststructuralism’s open-
ended view of texts, the *narrativity and literasi-
ness of the text no longer octupy the centre of
attention. They are replaced by the more general
concept of textuality, regarded as the cross-point
of various texts. This means that there is no single

integrated posistructuralist parratology compar-
able to Gérard Genette’s embracing structuralist
systemalisation. In the analysis of contexts in
which particular narratives are situated, special
attention is paid not only to the corporeal and the
unconscious, the latter scen as a form of language,
but also to the ideological patterns that infuse
natratives (see IDEOLOGY AND NARRATIVE).

This shift is exemplified in the work of Roland
Barthes, Tn 1966 he published a classic structuralist
analysis of the narrative text (Barthes 1977a), start-
ing from the idea that the narrative form is universal
and that it is based on one single abstract deep
structure, consisting of functions and indices (see
FUNCTION (PROPP); NARRATIVE urirs), On the
higher level of *parration, Barthes admits the
importance of the narrating and reading subject, but
it is not until 1970 (Barthes 1974) that he explicitly
saies that so-called deep-structures are in fact the
work of the reader. In this readerly view of narrative

structures, every story and efery reading entails its
own structure (see READERLY TEXT, WRITERLY TEXT
(BARTHES)). The latter is no longer studied as a
combination of minimal units guch as functions and

indices, but rather as a texture, weave of five
*codes that the reader uses to process the text. These
codes interact and refer to the extra-textual context,
thereby opening up the closed sysiem of the text, and
letting in the reader’s *desire and ideology. From
1970 onward, Barthes develops this link between
text apd desire, stating that natratives are *meta-
phors for bodily longings and that reading is a form
of pleasure-seeking which responds to the text’s
seductive way of telling.

The incorporation of human desire in narrative
o e aye 1e ettt I the post-




