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Introduction

This project begins from a simple problem. We don’t have precise explanations
for how anti-realist fiction can make constructive arguments that validly influence
readers’ beliefs about the real world. The standard account of fiction’s mind-changing
work relies on the trope of immersion: when we read, our minds go “into” another
world, we observe its objects and events, vicariously experience it, interact with its
characters as if they were other humans, and eventually our minds come back out,
allowing us to adjudicate the relationship between that world and our own. What,
though, of fictions that refuse to let us get immersed, that remind us constantly of their
fictionality, textuality, conventionality? The standard argument in this case, closely
associated with the term “postmodernism” for reasons I'll examine later, tends to be that
such fiction, by interrupting the assumptions that guarantee the immersive experience
in conventional fiction, achieves a negative argument, invalidating those assumptions,
and hence challenging the ideology associated with them. If the conventional immersive
novel has, since lan Watt’s The Rise of the Novel, been associated with the development
of bourgeois individualism, the presumption that we can take an objective stance on the
structures and movements of cultures, societies, and ideologies, the presumption that
human mental experience is linear and discursive, and so on, then anti-mimetic fiction
can argue that none of this is true, and can point to at least some of the sources of the
false consciousness. Yet this leaves anti-mimetic fiction’s philosophical capacities and
commitments entirely supervenient on those of the realism it rejects. All non-realist
experiments then bear a single rhetoric. Both its advocates and its detractors have
seemed content to agree on this, even as throughout a half-century’s concerted

investigation of the genre they have disagreed on so much else.

The current project demonstrates the limits of this consensus, and takes

steps toward an understanding of prose fiction that allows for individual antimimetic



forms (those that render the fiction explicit about being only words on a page and won’t
let the reader get immersed in ‘another world’) to entail equally individuated
constructive arguments in response to identifiable historical contexts. I make my case
for anti-mimetic fiction’s constructive communicative capacities by examining first-
generation US postmodernism, and in particular how authors of this generation used
distinct stylistic forms to make different arguments about the viability of practical,

deliberative individual agency.

Since such agency was the great philosophical enemy of poststructuralism, my
demonstration that US postmodern fiction was widely committed to arguing for viable
deliberative agency will, I hope, undermine the equation between that fiction and
postmodern philosophy: an equation that institutionally underpinned the development
and promulgation of the idea that formal antimimesis entails deconstructive rhetoric.
The historical accident of the equation between “postmodern” experimental fiction and
“postmodern” philosophy has led to the rhetorical reductionism that can’t make sense of
the distinctiveness of novels like Joseph McElroy’s PLUS (1977), and it’s that kind of

distinctiveness that the method I develop in this project aims to do justice to.

* %

PLUS embodies the kind of postmodern antimimetic fiction that is almost
impossible to reconcile with that conflation. Its self-conscious disassembling and
reconstitution of traditional prose modes for representing conscious thought allow it to
first conjure a situation of seeming agentive paralysis, but then to develop and represent

a viable alternative to it, all through modulations of style.

PLUS concerns a disembodied brain orbiting the earth. Imp Plus, the brain in
question, was salvaged from a terminally ill scientist and sent into orbit on a satellite
processing solar energy: Imp Plus’ job is to transmit numerical data about that
processing back to earth. Through prose structures that evolve with each chapter, the
novel traces how the brain, through its mastery of communication devices and its own

linguistic capacity for reflexive self-consideration, develops a version of agency that lets



its consciousness exceed its physical limitations, and finally break its own orbit.
McElroy, who's still publishing, published his first novel in 1963, making him a peer of
better known “postmodern” authors like William Gaddis, Thomas Pynchon, or Don
Delillo. PLUS precise sentence-level refigurations of the conventions of prose
psychology and its concern with the process of attaining practical agency in the face of
material and philosophical obstacles make it, I'll argue, something like a culmination of
the first generation of postmodern writing, and an epitome of self-conscious fiction’s
ability to make constructive philosophical arguments through style. But precisely for
this reason, it’s almost impossible to make sense of within existing critical vocabularies
for either US postmodernism or anti-mimetic fiction per se. Literary theory about either
almost unilaterally concludes or presumes that such fiction’s commitments must be

deconstructive and anti-agential. Novels like PLUS ought to force a reconsideration.

PLUS, like the other novels I'll examine, makes arguments through style. The
argumentation I'll discuss in more depth later, but it’s important to clarify that I use
“style” in the sense presumed by the field of literary stylistics: as the identifiable and
consistent grammatical features of sentences that characterise a larger text. I don’t, by
contrast, mean some more general signature imprint that identifies multiple works with
their author. Similarly I prefer “style” to “form,” which in the study of postmodern
fiction as elsewhere is too often used as an overall characterization of a fiction’s design
or even , rather than identifying specifically linguistic phenomena. PLUS, we'll see, is
stylistically notable precisely because at each stage of the brain’s evolving capacities,
McElroy writes within newly evolving grammatical and syntactical constraints: it’s a
novel of multiple related styles. Some of the other fictions I'll examine stick with one
such style throughout their span, others organize passages written in a number of styles.
What matters in each case is, first, that at least one style within each novel is distinctive
to that novel—among the things that make these texts antimimetic is that their
reformulation of prose conventions generates sentence-rulebooks that are often (like
many of those through which PLUS evolves) unique in literature, and hence have to be

encountered qua styles rather than granting us transparent access to the novels’ posited



worlds—and second, that it is thematically salient: syntactical structures in such fiction
are content as much as vehicle. In particular, given these fictions’ shared interest in the
possibility of deliberative agency, sentence-structures for representing mental
phenomena often embody differing attitudes about consciousness, and in these novels,
which so often set differing styles against each other within the framework of a single

text, the styles interact as competing worldviews, literal arguments.

Authors of this generation were quite explicit about how this textualist
orientation meant their fiction should be read. John Barth’s much-misunderstood anti-
mimetic manifesto of 1966, “The Literature of Exhaustion,” resolves two plausibly
conflicting insights. First, it’s possible for a literary genre to stagnate and lose touch with
advancing understandings of human minds and cultures: “A good many current
novelists write turn-of-the-century-type novels, only in more or less mid-twentieth-
century language and about contemporary people and topics; this makes them less
interesting (to me) than excellent writers who are also technically contemporary” (66).
But technical contemporaneity is difficult because there’s a finite supply of genuinely
new forms, which, as Barth for one believed were all but exhausted. Nevertheless, says
Barth, novelistic forms can remain practically and philosophically relevant to the
advancing world, by being self-reflexive about repurposing old forms in new contexts.
They must give up the project of inventing new mimetic forms: the successive invention
of forms like free indirect discourse or the stream of consciousness toward the
impression of ever less mediated readerly immersion in the minds of fictional people.
Leaving that project behind, we could cultivate a model of literary reading based less on
illusory immersion than a genre-literate awareness of the fiction’s fictionality, prose-
form’s conventionality: “it might be conceivable to rediscover validly the artifices of
language and literature... if one goes about it the right way, aware of what one’s
predecessors have been up to”(68). Such an approach would be “valid” in the sense of
no longer relying on the temporary commitment to the existence and reality of fictive

entities that immersive reading requires: a commitment invalid due to its resting on



unreal grounds, which had hence haunted literary theoreticians since Aristotle with the

spectre of deception and false consciousness.

PLUS’ chapter-by-chapter evolutions in sentence-level form, then, don’t give us
access to an inhabitable human mind, but reorganize the grammatical components of
the traditional literary presentation of minds in order to make an argument—
“technically contemporary” in both the Barth-ian formal and the science-of-
consciousness senses—about the role discursive mental phenomena can play in the
development of practical agency even as growing focus on mental processes’
dependence on embodied feeling had challenged the precedence and practical relevance

of discursive thought.

Imp Plus’ prose-form evolution begins with a language composed almost entirely
of simple single-clause sentences.

The impulses drew Imp Plus with their messages. And Imp Plus drew them.

Through the brightness the messages inclined along a gradient. Imp Plus inclined

to receive them. He inclined through the brightness. The brightness was good. It

folded. It folded the messages. He could send messages. He could talk on the

Concentration Loop. The brightness packed around him. A part of the brightness
became him.

The brightness was the Sun (5).
Imp Plus’ agency here is restricted to inclining, drawing, and sending - all things done at

the behest of ground control. The moment that prompts an evolution is a syntactical
discovery: in a sequence of primarily transitive verbs, Imp Plus’ ability to talk on the
Communication Loop that keeps him in touch with earth—“could send”—is intransitive.
From the possibility of talking without a specified interlocutor, of using language
reflexively, we arrive at the first major change in his state, as “he” and the bright monitor
that tracks his transmissions of data about sunlight “become” the same consciousness.
The blending of the brightness of the monitor and the brightness of the sunlight,
meanwhile, suggests that his consciousness and agency span two realms: the physical

and the communicative.



Almost immediately, his self-awareness of this state leads him to feel and
understand what he has lost in the process of disembodiment, and hence to become
aware of his agentive limits. Yet this awareness is the condition for another new step
towards redeveloping agency:

From the message pulses through this change he knew his loss was real. His loss
of all but a fraction. [...] Everywhere he went there was a part just missing. A
particle of difference.. And in its place an inclination. A sharp drop. [..] He
thought of not answering, and this was a new thought, and he felt a trace of
thought all over, and like a ray he fell everywhere after the trace which was the
absence close to his heart but alight with inclination that was more than gradient
though it was gradient (7/10).

Bodilessness leads to a sensory world that, defined by communicative range, is
“everywhere.” His new agency is itself communicative: the possibility of not answering
when he is asked for data. This becomes both the condition for advances in reflexive
consciousness (the awareness that a thought is new to him) and the basis for his
awareness that mental distribution might transcend physical location. New thoughts are
felt “everywhere” all at once, even as they’re determined by “the trace which was the
absence close to his heart but alight with inclination that was more than gradient
though it was gradient.” This multiply reflexive sentence—by far the most complexly
constructed by this point of the novel—makes a spatial understanding of the brain’s
communication network the condition for the evolution of complex language
constructions, hence of the ability to think beyond the response to data questions, and
hence to communicate with itself. The ability to perceive one’s thoughts from outside
themselves becomes the reflexive precondition of deliberate agency. And McElroy
conveys this growing repertoire of preconditions through the novel’s growing repertoire

of sentence-structures.

As the novel goes on, Imp Plus recovers earthly memories, becomes able to judge
the project he’s part of, able to store and regulate the solar energy that fuels his
communication system, able to shut it on and off at will, able to control the organic
growth of the plant matter that the satellite uses to test the energy system, able to

project himself into that matter so as to regain sensory physicality, and, most crucially,



able to distribute his consciousness throughout the communication loop by reconciling
two of his newly controllable functions—the processing of energy, the communication
of information—into a single form of consciousness he calls the “lattice”: essentially an
ability to direct energy around a visualized grid outside himself just as he does
information. In combination with his reflexive capacities he is then able to internalize
the lattice’s energy-channels so as to direct the growth of new physical brain-parts. Each
of these steps is registered in stylistic terms, which then become preconditions for
further steps. While the novel’s syntax of consciousness briefly coincides with what
Barth called “turn-of-the-century” novelistic conventions at its halfway point, the second
half of the novel moves decisively beyond them to establish newer forms. The
development is expressed with generic self-consciousness when Imp Plus finds his
expanding repertoire of consciousness incompatible with his earthbound interlocutors:
“He had them again, he thought; and he went on. The lattice, he felt, also wished
to know; or Imp Plus was one part of the lattice’s wish. But answering Cap Com
that the sight he had had had been solid yet possibly not had but something else,
Imp Plus saw into the flesh of his past motion: only deep enough to think what
would make them believe. Yet then deep enough to let him feel further, as if a

sliver had been implanted in him out of sight by him himself, why did he want
them to believe him?” (208).

Imp Plus’s lattice-distributed consciousness still relies on the communication loop that
keeps him in touch with the human ground control. The problem is that those
controllers, stuck in their existing assumptions about singularly embodied
consciousness, can't interact with the full scope of the lattice he is mastering even as
they constitute nodes in it. Imp Plus’ awareness of his own uncertainty about whether
“wish” comes from him or from the lattice or from both finds expression in the unusual
recursiveness of “had”: we're at the syntactic stage where the simultaneous difference
and overlap of agentive consciousnesses within the same field pushes the limits of
processable earthbound language. In questioning to what degree insights and ideas and
experiences have to be “had” by a locatable determinate individual, Imp Plus also
realizes the difficulty of communicating experiences and wishes that depend on having

transcended “the flesh of his past motion” to people still trapped in a form of



consciousness tied to that flesh. The kind of embodied consciousness to which he
initially aspired to return is now a drag and a threat on his growing sense of self and
capacity. So, McElroy seems to suggest, the future of the novel might come from
imagining beyond the attempt to perfect immersive mimicry of nineteenth-century
ideas of the active mind and self. What started out as a Barth-style breakdown and
reassembly of “exhausted” conventions provides the ground for the kind of novelty

Barth had thought impossible to generate again.

If the novel ended with this speculative articulation of a lattice-spanning
consciousness, then PLUS could still perhaps be read as another piece of anti- or —-post-
humanist postmodernism, uninterested in individual, deliberative, practical agency.
Stressing that speculative lattice-mind’s incompatibility with the earthbound, it could
leave us with the intractable paralysis or deferred resolution typically attributed to
postmodern fiction by critics who associate it with poststructural deconstruction. But
the novel’s final narrative crux, resolving the single-brain syntax with which it began,
finds a space within the new formation for a version of individual action. Imp Plus’ final
act is to sabotage his own orbit and crash to earth, precisely in order to preserve the
lattice he once grounded against the earthbound communicators’ efforts to constrain
him and thus undermine it.

He foresaw a fiery carom, he saw his own IMP containing the lattice like a planar

field step into space so deepl...] and he was drawn by this chance until he saw

that it really was his if he wanted]|...]| he thought[...] that what he and they had

together drawn into a circuit of conception could best hold elliptically distinct if
he became an absence (215).

This final acts dawn in terms of “foreseeing” a “chance” that he is “drawn” by “until he
saw that it really was his.” In this way, McElroy leads us back to the vocabulary of

” o«

“drawing,” “inclining,

» o«

absence,” and “chance” that, at the novel’s outset, signalled Imp
Plus bare-minimum capacities. Having been preconditional origins of the evolution the
novel traces, these remain—so long as they can still be subordinated to “his"—the terms
through which a capacity for embodied individual agency persists—maintaining a “real”

“him”—within the distributed consciousness.



The novel ends, after Imp Plus’ destruction, with a single paragraph whose
focalizing consciousness is the lattice-persistent “thought” itself:

thought wondering then what chances now turned upon this fresh absence that

would be as lasting as the glint of its arrival must have been brief for any who saw

it in the sky: thought wondering, too, if at last the great lattice had let this
happen or had been surprised (215).

“Thought” now wonders about the intentions of “the great lattice” even as in the absence
of Imp Plus’ embodied “him” it depends on the lattice for existence. This reflexive
awareness of absence was what first allowed Imp Plus to consider refusals, which let him
conceive of positive actions: the lattice itself, in other words, has entered the prose
structures of thought that allowed Imp Plus’ transcendence of disembodiment, and the
question McElroy leaves us on is what higher level the lattice itself might come to
function among. The novel thus elaborates a single cycle: the development of a
consciousness from a condition that seemed to limit it to one in which it could provide
the ground for a further, second-stage, overcoming of limit. Like Olaf Stapledon’s Star
Maker (1937), in which an earthbound man’s consciousness travels through the universe
taking part in ever-widening frames of consciousness and agency, from telepathy to
planetary and galactic levels of consciousness, McElroy gives us a stage by stage account
of what supra-human agency might look like. But unlike Stapledon, McElroy locates the
basic capacities of these further models in the human capacity for linguistic self-
reflexivity, and, more crucially, where Stapledon’s narrator tells the story in unchanging,
essentially journalistic terms, McElroy conveys his argument entirely by organized
modulations of style. His deconstruction of prose-psychological conventions is all in the
service of a speculative reconstruction that both makes space for capable individual
agency and suggests its compatibility with something even greater, even more
constructive. And to achieve this, like Barth, he has to make his prose components
opaque, has to make them signify in relation to the history of consciousness-
representation, and then rearrange those significations into something that signifies

beyond what we already know.



PLUS’ self-consciousness about its manipulation of existing stylistic conventions
is absolutely central to its argument about what minds are, how they relate to
embodiment, and what capacities they might have beyond our present state of
evolution. The very qualities that make it formally “postmodern,” then, are those
through which it makes an argument entirely at odds with standard equations between
postmodern fiction’s rhetoric and the commitments of poststructuralism. His optimism
about the possibility of recovering a stable self, of putting language in the service of
action, of imperfect cognition as a spur to decision rather than a paralyzing obstacle,
and the novel’s culmination in an act of achieved agentive responsibility, all set him
opposition to the tenets of the philosophy most often associated with his generation of
writers. As antimimetic fiction gets read under the aegis of postmodern fiction, so the
philosophical commitments of antimimetic fiction get read under the aegis of the
canonically “postmodern” philosophy of poststructural deconstruction. Anti-cosmic
fiction is too often understood as a mere expression of deconstruction’s philosophical
underpinnings. As Michael LeMahieu notes in order to motivate his own rereading of

the importance of logical positivism to the era’s fiction:

Because the canonization of postmodern fiction occurred concurrently with the
rise of theory, the textual attributes that continue to qualify as postmodern tend
[in current criticism] to illustrate theory’s claims... That coherence comes at the
price of circumscribing the scope of postwar literature by ironically limiting the
postmodern literary canon to those texts that imitate a poststructuralist
theoretical paradigm that is based on decidedly anti-mimetic claims” (17/8).

Even in his painstakingly detailed rereading of the philosophical impetus behind mid-
century fiction, founded on his awareness of the non-inevitability of the identification of
postmodern theory and literature, LeMahieu ends up preserving the association

between antimimesis and poststructuralism.

The canonization process he notes was far from inevitable, fulfilling contingent
institutional exigencies, but the equation has persisted into an unhelpfully procrustean
axiom that regulates almost all discussion of antimimetic fiction. In Appendix A, 1
survey the critical history by which equations between postmodern fiction and

deconstructive philosophizing were canonized despite their comparatively fringe origins

10



in the manifestos of a small group of late-1960s authors. McElroy is not the only
experimental author of the era whose stylistic innovations serve rhetorical purposes
entirely at odds with the anti-mimetic=deconstructive axiom that now underpins almost
all academic research on non-immersive fiction. My test-case for the error of conflating
the era’s fiction and literary theory is to examine postmodern fiction’s concerted interest
in developing optimistic accounts of how deliberative agency might remain viable even
under the challenges the previous century threw at it. In the rest of this project I
examine novels by Barth, William Gaddis, EL Doctorow, and Thomas Pynchon. They
and many of their peers share McElroy’s interest in questions of deliberative agency, his
stylistic innovativeness, and his essentially optimistic way of putting the latter in service

of the former.

The Postmodern Project Novel: A Varied Genre

Abandoning the modernist formal pursuit of mimesis—the quest for forms more
immersive than the Joycean stream of consciousness—is part of what makes these
novelists’ work more than a mere expression of their own era’s widespread, post-
existential antifoundational scepticism.' Daniel Punday, examining the connections
between poststructualist deconstruction and the literature of its era, rightly notes that

especially in America, when these writers describe their own goals, they rarely

emphasize deconstruction as desirable in and of itself. Indeed, these writers often
speak in seemingly traditional terms about discovering the natural aesthetic

bases for new fiction... New fiction requires new criteria, but such criteria will be
rooted in the essentials of the medium” (Narr/DeC 48-49).

Punday’s vocabulary of roots and bases lets us read the anti-mimesis advocated by
writer-critics like Barth and William Gass in terms of literal construction: they want
literature to proceed on a stabler—more “valid,” in Barth’s term—conception of the

“essentials of [its] medium,” which for both means acknowledging that literature’s

' Larry McCaffery distinguishes postmodern experiments from modern experiments, for example, on the
basis that for the earlier era, “most of the really significant experimentation tended to be largely
extensions of realistic methods, especially the attempts of writers to develop methods of delving deeply
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medium is language rather than the objects of posited worlds.” Its methods for
conjuring those worlds are a matter of linguistic conventions we have naturalized into
transparency but whose valid capacities rely on an acknowledgment of their

contingency and a reclamation of their opacity.

PLUS investigates distributed consciousness, but doesn’t revel in directionless
decentering of the kind privileged by Derrida or late-Baktinians like Linda Hutcheon; its
formal play with spatial setting and the conflict of worlds physical, mental, and
linguistic serves an argument about consciousness’ capacities, rather than merely
undermining modernist assumptions as Brian McHale, in his hugely influential account
of postmodern fiction’s proliferating worlds, would have it; if Frederic Jameson, even
more influentially, suggests that postmodern fiction is flat both affectively and in terms
of form, then PLUS connections of melancholy memories from before the
disembodiment and a kind of rapturous anticipation of future stages of consciousness
set it on a different affective plane, while its step by step evolution of form, closely tied
to a mdodel of cognitive progress, is the very opposite of undifferentiated flat parody.
It’s not a novel about the art-life relationship, not an exercise in immanent objecthood,
not an expression of the incoherence of reason, and, though Imp Plus begins the novel
in a tough situation for a prospective agent, it treats an awareness of the structures of
language as a path toward that agency, rather than a matrix of endless paralyzing
deferral. And yet Hutcheon, Jameson, and McHale, having written their unifying
accounts of postmodern form in the 1980s out of a concerted engagement with
postmodern philosophy, remain the three most influential accounts of the formal

qualities of McElroy’s generation of novels. Why?

These novels take post-existential challenges to practical, deliberative agency as
their starting points. Imp Plus’ passive state at the novel’s opening reflects early

postmodern literature’s general preoccupation with states of agentive paralysis. The

*Though Punday makes the case for reading this fiction deconstructively, his vocabulary of roots and
bases sets Barth and Gass in explicit opposition to Derrida, whose most influential writing for the era’s
literary critics was the essay “Structure, Sign, and Play” with its emphasis on the contingency intrinsic to
the vocabulary of structural foundation on which the human sciences erected themselves.
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preface to Joan Didion’s era-embodying collection of essays Slouching Toward Bethlehem
(1968) stipulates that its title essay emerged from a state “paralyzed by the conviction
that writing was an irrelevant act, that the world as I had understood it no longer
existed. If | was to work again at all, it would be necessary for me to come to terms with
disorder.” Her next novel, Play It As It Lays (1971), begins with its heroine seeking modes
of paralysis in order to reconcile herself to her institutionalisation, her lack of access to
her hospitalised daughter, and her involvement in the death of her nihilistic associate
BZ. Choosing to live by the disconnective motto “nothing applies,” she aims to believe in
a world without belief or cause for action, and fantasizes about states of numbness or
total levellings of value or individuality—“The notion of general devastation had for
Maria a certain sedative effect”—as a response to “peril,” which she fears less as a
physical threat than for its relation to causation and hence to deservingness. Yet over its
course, the novel traces her “coming to terms with disorder” in terms of her turning this
attraction to nothingness into a faith in its asymptotic distance that necessarily refuses
BZ’s conclusion that the desirability of nothingness entails suicide. Maria thus
establishes a minimalist ground for the minimal action of going on, continuing to “play.”
Thomas Pynchon’s first novel V. (1963) in part follows Benny Profane, a “Schlemmihl”
wilfully resigned to putting his destiny in the hands of inanimate objects, while Gravity’s
Rainbow (1973) features the song “Sold on Suicide” in which a young man can’t kill
himself until he has explicitly renounced every conceivable aspect of life, a project that
keeps him from acting and hence keeps him alive. Most fundamentally, meanwhile,
Barth’s early novel The End of the Road (1958) investigates what he called “cosmopsis”;
the paralyzing contemplation of the vastness of existential relevance, of the infinity of
considerations present to every act. In its iconic scene, narrator Jacob Horner goes to a
train station planning on a random day trip, but a cosmoptic paralysis descends:

it was there that I simply ran out of motives... there was no reason, either, to go

back to the apartment hotel, or for that matter to go anywhere. There was no

reason to do anything. My eyes... were sightless, gazing on eternity, fixed on

ultimacy, and when that is the case there is no reason to do anything—even to
change the focus of one’s eyes (323).
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The novel begins with cosmopsis, and traces Horner’s wilful attempts to avoid action,
commitment, selthood. Paralysis—as a starting point and as something often wilfully
pursued by characters who believe they have something to fear from agency—is as
central a preoccupation of postmodern fiction as the paralyzing awareness of our lack of

sovereignty is of postmodern theory.

But precisely because this is where all these novels begin, this paralyzing
challenge to deliberative agency is not the limit of what they have to offer by way of
rhetoric and insight. Amy Elias, in a study of postmodern fiction’s engagement with
history, diagnoses cosmopsis as a false universal with a dubiously passive and myopic
politics: it’s

the state induced by an epiphanic glimpse of the historical sublime by a First
World consciousness. The ‘universality’ of the paralysis as Barth defines it is not
universal. It is a pathology of the West, and it is centered in philosophy internal
to Western metaphysics. It is a state of existential paralysis that is linked to
privilege—the privilege inherent in having time to view the horizon through the
gaze of the master (230).

Logically, of course, there’s no incompatibility between something being universally true
and only a small subset of privileged people having the time to get angsty about it. The
argument’s more relevant problem is that it only works as a criticism of Barth’s fiction—
which, as she goes on to argue that Pynchon uses similar materials to more politically
defensible ends, Elias intends it to be—if we take the diagnosis of cosmopsis as the
novel’s rhetorical impetus. This would be a mistake. Horner repeatedly refers to
forerunner problems of cosmopsis as ancient as Buridan’s parable of the ass paralyzed
by the decision between identically hunger- and thirst-sating options of a bale of hay
and a bucket of water: neither Barth nor his characters are claiming that the problem of
cosmopsis is anything new. As PLUS’ stylistic evolution makes especially literal, such
novels develop beyond the initial challenge. As I'll examine at chapter length, Barth’s
novel both diagnoses Horner’s cosmoposis as a motivated avoidance of available agency,
and points a way beyond it. Elias’ reading, though, is symptomatic of the way that The

End of the Road and novels like it have had their givens taken for their insights.
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Moreover, especially in the early years of their reception, though with notably
little revision since, this misreading often saw the novels read as second-hand
expressions of the paralyzing insights associated with poststructuralism. Among these,
we might non-exhaustively include: the infinity of considerations present to any choice
(cosmopsis); the recursiveness of all attempts to locate grounds for reason outside of its
own vocabulary; the radical, infinite singularity of others, violated when they are
reduced to commensurable considerations in a decision; the fact that so much of our
decision-making seems to happen in accordance with factors outside the intellect, from
the influence of the body to the nature of desire; an awareness of the historically
contingent way that liberal models of freely deciding and calculating self serve particular
class interests. Yet while postmodern-era fiction often accepts the reality of these to the
point of beginning its narratives by taking them as plot-level givens,’ it for precisely that
reason can’t stop its rhetoric at the point of articulating them.

* %

This is particularly clear insofar as many of these challenges to agency predate
poststructural philosophy, and indeed are registered as problems—in distinctively
stylistic terms—in earlier US fiction. The period from the civil war to the fin de siécle is
characterized by some of its most high-profile fiction articulating these challenges as
new, unfamiliar, dawning over the course of the relevant narratives, and genuinely
paralyzing. Take, for example, Theodore Dreiser’s Sister Carrie (1900), in which a
character, having pondered whether or not to steal money from his employers for a
number of pages, wavering between the two courses of action in linear presentation of
considerations, suddenly finds that his action has preceded his thought:

While the money was in his hand the lock clicked. It had sprung! Did he do it?...

the moment he realised the safe was locked for a surety, the sweat burst out upon

his brow and he trembled violently. He looked about him and decided
instantly... at once he became the man of action (243).

> In the Jamesian sense of données rather than the philosophical sense Sellars etc challenge in terms of
“the myth of the given,” though that’s relevant in its own ways to the contrast between pragmatist and
poststructural antifoundationalism that I discuss later.
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This is explicitly framed by contrast to his self-conception as a methodical deliberator—
“Hurstwood could not bring himself to act definitely. He wanted to think about it—to
ponder over it, to decide whether it were best” (243)—a reflexivity about the terms in
which our judgments of our deliberative freedoms come up short that also animates
Edith Wharton’s The House of Mirth (1905). Wharton’s heroine, Lily Bart, is a chronic
self-saboteur: knowing that her material goal is a wealthy marriage, she nevertheless
becomes averse to making any decision in which she could conceive herself as
“calculating”—a term she associates with the jewish arriviste Rosewood—rather than
“risking”—one she associates with her friend the unmarriably poor but romantically
appealing dilettante Selden. In other words, her decisions are influenced by the
terminology in which she conceptualizes them. Finally, she dies of an overdose of
sleeping medicine, a process in which the language of both risk and calculation figure:
“she knew she took a slight risk in doing so; she remembered the chemist’s warning...
But that was one chance in a hundred: the action of the drug was incalculable...” (342).
Wharton’s modulations of free indirect discourse make it unclear whether this language
should be taken as Lily’s or the narrator’s, making it unclear how much responsibility
Lily herself bears for the concepts that brought her to this point, and mimicking the lack
of clarity about how deliberate her overdose actually was. Wharton and Dreiser thus
make stylistically innovative arguments about the biological and linguistic
determinations of action that undermine even the most deliberate and self-conscious of
agents. Neither offers us any solution to the problem they raise: in the early 1900s, the

identifying and stylistically expressing the problem was rhetoric enough.

We might trace this earlier generation of fiction’s interest in articulating these
paralyzing challenges without seeking solutions to Ambrose Bierce’s civil war short story
“Chickamauga,” in which a boy realizes as he returns from a walk that the house on fire
is his own. The story to this point has been of gently comical misrecognitions—his fear
of a rabbit, his suspicion that a soldier may be a bear—but successfully recognizing the
house leaves him “stupefied by the power of the revelation,” a state of paralysis

expressed in the story’s full final paragraph: “Then he stood motionless, with quivering

16



lips, looking down upon the wreck” (26). Chickamauga articulates a dawning national
insight leading to paralysis, and if Dreiser and Wharton pick up this dynamic to
articulate equally unresolved challenges to sovereign agency through stylistic
experiments as tightly tradition-tweaking as Barth could desire, then this has three
implications for our understanding of paralyzing insight’s place in postmodern fiction.
First, US postmodernism’s engagement with agency-questions is continuous with earlier
co-national fiction’s dealings with similar issues. Second, the paralyzing challenges were
old hat by the time the postmodernists wrote. Third, as a novel like PLUS makes clear,
those paralyzing stipulations shift structural place in the later genre, to become starting
problems, rather than final, challenging insights. Postmodern fiction’s relation to that
list of paralyzing postmodern givens, then, finds its real interest not just in articulating
them, but in working out how to legitimately value, decide and act without denying

them.

**

This distinction grounds the grouping—call it a genre, a canon, or an archive—of
fictions I examine in this book in order to make my case for the constructive
philosophical capacities of style-driven anti-cosmic antimimesis. It’s a subcategory of
postmodern fiction that uses antimimetic forms to isomorphically address two seeming
impossibilities: how can we warrant deliberative agency in an post-foundationalist
world, when every fresh revelation about the way the mind interacts with the world tells
us how little control we have over our actions and how impossible it is to justify those
decisions we are responsible for? and how can fictions which don’t even try to convince
us that they give us access to some kind of world on the other side of their language
affect our beliefs and actions in the world in which we and that language exist? The
fictions that shared this dual undertaking I call postmodern project novels, since they
both pursue the overall project of making anti-cosmic fiction viably argumentative, and
recount characters’ attempts to achieve long-duration agentive projects from within
situations that seem to endorse only paralysis and scepticism. These projects range from

the creation of an artwork (William Gaddis’ J R), to the discovery of a warrant for going
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on living or acting (Play it as it Lays or The End of the Road), to the development of a
consciousness (PLUS), to the establishment of a biography (Maxine Hong Kingston’s
The Woman Warrior, McElroy’s debut Smuggler’s Bible, EL Doctorow’s The Book of
Daniel), to the salvation of a romantic relationship (Carlene Hatcher Polite’s The
Flagellants). These project-arced plots mirror at the level of fictional event each author’s
own attempts to establish valid formal grounds for conspicuous fiction to influence real-
world beliefs or actions. These novels vary greatly, but they all put new styles in the

service of optimistic arguments about moving beyond paralyzing challenges to agency.

These novels (and occasional short fiction, though the timeframe of the project
suits itself to longer narratives) are united by five major qualities: 1) they start from a
concern with agentive paralysis, with plots tending to revolve around characters
struggling to carry out a long-term project; 2) their formal qualities highlight their own
fictionality and conventionality, providing a barrier to worldly immersion and
demanding self-consciousness about the meaning of forms; 3) They take
poststructuralist-type critiques of agency for granted rather than as novelties of interest,
and so they seek ways to live and work viably without denying them: they hence start
with formal and plot-level articulations of these problems, but develop beyond them, in
form and plot, over the course of their narratives; 4) They aren’t critical of “Reason” per
se, along post-structural lines, but distinguish practical rationality from forms of
personal, theoretical, or political rationalization: the conflict between -ity and -ization
organizes their narratives; 5) Contra standard accounts, they are not formally or
rhetorically “flat”: their sentence-level forms vary over the course of the narratives in
ways that add up to arguments about development and progress. Their starting-point
formal innovations reflect the paralyzing problems they address, but modulations of

form within those overall conditions bear the weight of argumentative development.*

* We can see this dynamic within the authors’ own self-descriptions. Just to take the two I've spent most
time on already, McElroy describes PLUS as about “the same old subject my books are always about—
getting myself into an awful trap in order to feel more real, then figuring a way out” (239). We start with a
“real” problem, and move “out’ward towards a solution that doesn’t merely deny it. Barth bypasses
McElroy’s personal framing to clarifymakes the relationship between this dynamic and specific historical
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The novels all respond to the same intellectual climate. But since each responds
to a different anti-agentive constellation of givens, narrates a project with a different
goal, and, most crucially, responds to those specificities with a distinct self-
foregrounding prose style, each offers distinct stylistic arguments about how to reclaim
some practical agency under the conditions that seem to paralyze it. In this specificity,
they provide a counter to canonical accounts of postmodern anti-realism in which all
anti-mimetic stylistic innovation has the same simple anti-hegemonic logic and
hestitation-generating effects. In this project, just as I examine postmodern fiction in
order to revise the most central accounts of how antimimetic fiction works, so within
the generation of postmodernism I focus on four of the most canonical writers of this
generation: Barth, Gaddis, Doctorow, and Pynchon. Each uses a different stylistic
innovation to address a different question and realm of deliberative agency. Barth
investigates how to deliberate in an era where the stable self is in question, Gaddis
examines the more fundamental question of where in an anti-deliberative language-
culture we can retain space and growth-potential for the unvocalized thought.
Doctorow exploits the different semantic constraints that fictionality puts on sentence-
reference in order to make an argument about how best to look for avenues of historical
agency under state hegemony, while Pynchon uses sentence-structures whose referents
cross ontological boundaries within his many-worlds novelistic universes to ask an even
more fundamental question about the metaphysics of historical action and possibility.
Varying in the scale of their concerns and the ways in which they investigate the first-
person texture of decision alongside the world-historical ontologies of possibility, these
authors show just how many different arguments it was possible for anti-mimetic styles

to make about the basic concept of deliberation at one point in history.

situations: “The Literature of Exhaustion” suggests that “an artist may paradoxically turn the felt
ultimacies of our time into material and means for his work—paradoxically, because by doing so he
transcends what had appeared to be his refutation” (71). Turning what seemed like the “refutation”al
problem into the “material” of practical “work,” Barth, like McElroy and the protagonists of the
postmodern project novels, puts energy into overcoming postmodern challenges to agency, rather than
just denying, recognizing, or expressing them. The echo of the “ultimacy” on which his earlier protagonist
had gazed in cosmopsis makes clear the relationship between the projects of authorial rhetoric and
fictional event.
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A selection of four less famous authors and fictions that also fit the five basic
criteria of postmodern project fiction—say The Flagellants’ investigation of the agency-
constraining limitations of quotidian language, Play It As It Lays’ search for a minimalist
warrant for the action of refusing suicide, William S Wilson’s Why I Don’t Write Like
Franz Kafka with its speculations about how deliberative agency would fare among the
many human qualities set to change irreversibly in an age of cyborgery and biological
enhancement, and Walter Abish’s Future Imperfect sketching how we act towards others
in terms of singularity and commensurability—would demonstrate just as much range
in style and philosophical imagination, but since these works were never used to
canonize the anti-mimesis=deconstruction equation a study elaborating their precise
stylistic innovations and constructive commitments would have less revisionary force.
The four authors I focus on here, for all their demographic similarity, provide a varied
archive that can ground a complete revision of our understanding of anti-illusionist

fiction’s workings and rhetorical capacity.’

Antimimetic Mechanics

Whether or not the argument that PLUS’ stylistic modulations make about the
importance of linguistic reflexivity to deliberative agency is right matters less than the
fact that those precise modulations are capable of carrying an equally precise argument.
Since understanding the significance of these modulations requires a Barth-ian
awareness of their place in the generic development of prose representations of
psychology. PLUS doesn’t immerse us in another mind so much as identify and organize
linguistically pre-coded aspects of consciousness to tell us about minds per se. Its style-
driven argument thus relies more on our awareness of its genre-bound textuality than

on the imputed world on the other side of the language.

> The technicalities of which—in terms of fictive ontology, cognitive processing, rhetorical export—I hope
to develop in technical terms in future work by a more direct engagement with narratology, cognitive
studies, and the philosophy of literature.
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It’s clear that some texts set themselves the task of communicating without the
apparatus of empathy and immersion, but terms like those I use above, about textuality
and referentiality and “worlds on the other side of language,” are more controversial,
and come from an existing set of debates about the ontology of fiction: one in which the

authors [ address often participated directly.

First, I should clarify what I mean when [ frame this project as a defence of
antimimetic prose’s capacities. The term’s meaning is determined, of course, by the
meanings of mimesis it presumes, and there are many incompatible of these. Some
identify fiction’s intent to mirror the specific world we live in—which would make
conventional science fiction anti-mimetic—while others concern the formal apparatus
by which fictions try to guarantee perceptual access to imagined worlds: on this model,
most science fiction is mimetic, on the former model, it is not. Since my concerns are
stylistic, I use the term in fairly narrow terms aligned with the distinction Christopher
Nash makes between neo-cosmic and anti-cosmic versions of non-realistic fiction. The
difference comes in the degree to which they want us to maintain the standard fictive
reading practice of believing in the existence of the objects the narrative describes. Neo-
cosmic fiction presents worlds that operate according to laws incompatible with our
own, but does so through formal devices familiar from conventional realism so as to lay
standard claim to giving us unmediated mental access to those worlds. Anti-cosmic
fiction, by contrast, foregrounds its own textual appropriation or manipulation or
rejection of those conventions, refusing to allow us to forget that it is made of words on
a page, and that any world we imagine on the basis of those words is limited to our

. .. . . . 6
imaginings, with no independent existence.

The term anti-cosmic usefully picks out the givens of Barth’s or Gass’

philosophies of prose fiction, which require readers to maintain awareness of the fact

¢ “As a still illusionistic [neocosmic] mode [non-realist fiction] may feel free to pretend, or even think right
to set out to demonstrate that there’s more than everyday life-in-the-world to feel and think about. Or, as
an anti-illusionist [anticosmic] mode, it may unfold and explore—whether for the sake of beauty or some
further kind of truth or pleasure—the one thing fictional illusions can’t cope with: the fictionality of the
fiction itself, and all that it’s composed of” (46).
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that no world exists on the other side of the words they read, even as those words rely
on an imagined world to organize their relationships. I use anti-mimetic rather than
anti-cosmic, though, because Nash’s account of anti-cosmic fiction’s rhetorical
capacities makes the text’s specific language irrelevant to the overall attack on the
possibility of representable worlds, and I need a term that leaves room for specific words
and organizations to bear specific arguments. The other flaw in anti-cosmic—and any
designator for this fiction which doesn’t mention mimesis—is that it leaves open
another of the blanket anti-cognitive rhetorics I want to undermine: the claim that the
disorientation produced by any departure from mimetic habits is a kind of second-order
mimesis, corresponding better with our reality than the traditional novel’s delusory
implications of worldly comprehensibility, world-navigating sovereign agency, and so

on. My anti-mimesis clarifies that the novels I examine seem uninvested in this model.

In this respect, a term like counter-illusory might get at what I'm interested in,
except that there are persuasive accounts of the degree to which traditional mimetic
fiction aims to immerse us in its worlds without denying the artificiality of the process.
Robert Alter, for example, defines his history of non-realistic fiction against a realism

that

operates with a tacit agreement between author and audience that these artifices
are the necessary and efficacious vehicle for conveying the truth about the
characters, and that they are to be assumed as a transparent medium even in
their conspicuousness; for our chief interest is in the personages and events they
convey to us, not in the nature and status of the artifices (19).

This crucially distinguishes between fictions that ask to be read as organizations of
fictive event, and those that ask to be read as organizations of verbal artifice.
Unfortunately, this leads him to argue that non-realism always preoccupies itself with
the “nature... of the artifice” at the expense of worldly concerns, which is of course
precisely what I'm disputing. Leonard Orr argues similarly about the category of the
non-aristotelian novel, which like counter-illusory has the virtue of not naturalizing
realist aspects by making them the dominant term that constrains anything “anti.” Yet

where anti-cosmic doesn’t leave enough room for a focus on the different rhetorics of
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different styles, non-aristotelian runs the risk of undermining the constructive rhetorical
intent [ think that form’s capable of sustaining. I use antimimetic, then, for its ability to
both reject world-illusory formal mechanics and stay capable of a range of rhetorical

outputs.

* %

This limitation of available rhetorics is the most consistent weakness across the
almost half-century of work on antimimetic fiction’s distinctive history and workings,
from Alter’s survey to the present. Nash, for all his useful distinction, gives a fairly
underwhelming account of their respective communicative potentials: both are
constrained to rejections of realism’s rhetoric: with “[anticosmism] laying siege to
Realism’s having declarative intentions, and [neocosmism] assaulting the specific
declarative intentions” (278). Unfortunately, the lack of uptake for Nash’s work means
that scholarly examinations or histories of anti-realist fiction tend to blur his two modes

together, with even more reductive consequences for the accounts of the rhetoric.

While anti-cosmic fiction seems to raise harder and more interesting questions,
critics who don’t make Nash’s distinction have almost exclusively examined the overall
category of antimimesis in terms of neo-cosmic examples. The kind of convention-
foregrounding stylistic anti-cosmism advocated by Barth and epitomised by McElroy
struggles to find a place in such accounts, even before we get to rhetorical
considerations. We don’t lack explanations of Neocosmic rhetoric: the standard
“immersion” account of fiction’s mind-changing mechanic works perfectly well for it.
When people do distinguish among antimimeses, the presumption is usually that anti-
cosmic fiction is the most simply deconstructive of available modes: in Nash’s account,
“anticosmic fiction is brilliantly proficient in—and in fact highly specialized for exactly
the activity of—shattering our sluggish habits of thought, but is inclined... to stop there”
(292). As I'll argue, the way that authors like Barth and McElroy, in line with the
methodological manifestos of Barth or Gass, highlight their textuality is essentially anti-
cosmic, but their rhetoric is not negative, doesn’t get to “shattering” and then “stop

there.” Presumptions about the limited array of rhetorical work such fiction is capable of
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are belied by any reasonably faithful examination of the texts themselves. What we
need, then, are accounts of the constructive capacities of the anti-cosmic strain of
antimimesis, but recent developments have if anything subsumed this even further

below existing emphases.

Take, for example, the recent boom in work on non-realist fiction in the field of
narrative theory. This has mostly happened under the heading of “Unnatural Narrative,”
examining the challenges that non-realist fiction poses to a field whose models for
narrative structure are mainly drawn from the study of classic victorian or “turn-of-the-
century” realism.” The movement has drawn useful attention to antimimetic texts, but
it both privileges neo-cosmic forms of antimimesis and insists on the old unilateral

destructive-verb rhetoric.

An early manifesto essay, for example, suggests that Unnatural covers
“temporalities, storyworlds, mind representations, or acts of narration that would have
to be construed as physically, logically, mnemonically, or psychologically impossible or
highly implausible in real-world storytelling situations” (“What is Unnatural” 373), while
the introduction to a collection on the poetics of unnatural narrative as a whole defines
its remit by conflating the texts that best allow us to “comprehend theoretically the
strategies of narrative construction that are unique to fiction” with those “texts that
present extremely implausible, impossible, or logically contradictory scenarios or

events” (Poetics 3). The emphasis in both cases is on departures in the usual

” « ” G

construction of fictional “storyworlds,” “events,” “scenarios” rather than on any quality
of the language. Brian Richardson’s recent summative monograph on the movement
makes explicit that for him, “discourse does not constitute the unnatural, except in rare
cases where the discourse actually affects the storyworld” (12). Richardson, meanwhile,
lists and taxonomizes vast arrays of forms that violate the “Natural” canon. Yet he

embodies the discipline-wide problem that interest in the array of forms has not been

7“Unnatural Narrative” also more directly contests the more technical sense of “Natural Narrative,” a

model that insists that our default mode of processing the implication-conditions of all narrative is drawn
from those that govern face-to-face conversations about real-world events. See Fludernik
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matched by interest in the range of rhetorical capacity. He avows an investment in
plurality: “Every unnatural work has to be quite different.” But when it comes to the
rhetoric of such works, he’s happy to talk in general terms that remind us of Nash on
“shattering,” let alone the more globally pervasive vocabulary of “deconstruction” or
“subversion.” Sometimes he writes as if the “violation” or “transgression” of expectation
is an end in itself, at other times as if the forms necessarily “challenge” and “disrupt”
philosophical positions associated with traditional rise-of-the-novel realism, and at
others as if the readerly experience of “disturbance” or “disruption” are the goals.
Though Richardson like most theorists of Unnatural Narrative is committed to
investigating the whole of “The Other Great Tradition,” the limitations of his rhetorical
accounts are drawn from a vocabulary associated strongly with the self-conception of
“radical” “postmodern” theory in its US-poststructuralist guise. As this was the theory
through which the study of McElroy’s generation of authors was institutionalized, it’s no
surprise that Richardson’s initial account of the texts he’ll consider refers to their

“postmodern and other” versions of innovation (3).

Postmodern fiction continues to play a shoring role in the
antimimetic=deconstructive presumption that underpins the study of antimimetic
fiction. As long as antimimeic fiction’s interests are presumed to be limited to the
negation of realism’s, we will lack a vocabulary to talk about some of the most
distinctive fiction of recent decades. Monika Fludernik, the articulator of Natural
Narratology, was right to suggest at the beginning of the current interest in the
Unnatural that “mimetic reductionism” might give rise to a corresponding “anti-
mimetic... reductionism” (358). Whatever its causes, this antimimetic reductionism has
left us without either a clear technical account of how explicitly anti-illusory fictions can
do more than “disturb” us, or a store of examples of such fiction on the basis of which

we could build such a technical account.

* %

This is where the criticism and the practice of anti-mimetic fiction diverge. As

Richard Walsh, one of the few critics to examine antimimetic fiction’s range of
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argumentative implication, suggests of the postmodern generation, “What they reject, to
different degrees, is the centrality of mimesis as a mode of engagement. This is not a
negative or restrictive strategy: the chief merit innovative fictions share is their capacity
to extend the possibilities of fictional engagement beyond mimesis” (NA 2).% In other
words, anti-mimesis is a tool that can serve a constructive “beyond” of what we know,
not just negations supervenient on what we already know. This, certainly, is the way

that the authors I discuss in this project tend to talk about their own work.

Walsh’s language of “beyond” tangentially conjures the other distinctive
presumption that undergirds the theoretical assertions of critic-authors like Barth and
Gass. As I've said above, such authors insist that one of the distinctive qualities of their
kind of convention-foregrounding antimimesis is its open insistence that there is no
existent world on the other side of its language, no matter what that language may
prompt us to imagine. For Gass, for example, it is a mistake to think of a character
whose nose hasn’t been described as having a nose in the same way that they have the
eyes their author has told us are blue. The character is not a whole person partially

described, but only the constellation of words that constitute the description.

On the mimetic model, developments in formal methods of conveying fictional
characters’ mental experience thus develop as “better” alternatives for presenting the
way minds really work, better immersing us in another person’s head. For him or Barth,
the succession of prose-forms that promise to do a more transparent job of presenting
the way minds really work, better immersing us in another person’s head has to reach an
end-point at which we instead choose to read prose fiction more explicitly as what it is:
rhetorically arranged language. Gass goes perhaps further than Barth in insisting that

this is all literature ever has been or can be: he offers a thoroughly anticosmic verbalism

® See also Daniel Green on postmodernism’s central quality being not an ideology or a contextual origin,
but its being an intensely, enthusiastically written fiction, an attempt to above all keep writing itself alive
as the material or medium of art-in other words, to preserve the idea of literature as a distinctive, perhaps
necessarily even as a self-consciously distinctive, order of writing” (741) or RM Berry on metafiction as an
investigation of working conditions: “It was as though recent history, both political and cultural, had
exposed fiction’s received versions as fraudulent... whether they considered these versions obsolete, naive,
arbitrary, or just boring, the metafictionists were determined to establish the real conditions for their
practice” (132).
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that treats all the conventional aspects of fiction in linguistic terms. See for example his
refiguration of the concept of character:
“A character for me is any linguistic location of a book toward which a great part
of the rest of the text stands as a modifier. Just as the subject of a sentence say, is
modified by the predicate, so frequently some character, Emma Bovary for
instance, is regarded as a central character in the book because a lot of the
language basically and ultimately goes back to modify, be about, Emma Bovary. ...

The work is filled with only one thing—words and how they work and how they
connect” (interview w/ Gardner 8).

The difference might be best explained by recourse to the work of Roman Ingarden, the
Austrian metaphysician whose The Literary Work of Art aimed to give an account of
what a literary artwork was that didn’t boil down to either the physical object of the
book, the psychological experience or author or reader, or the objects of imaginary
worlds. For Ingarden, literary artworks exist as such when they unite in one space four
different levels of inseparable phenomena: the phonetic structure of a word-sequence,
units of verbal meaning and their interrelations, “schematized aspects” that direct us
from the verbal meanings to imaginings, and the objects and events that populate those
imaginings: entities of the kind Ingarden’s mentor Franz Brentano called “intentional
inexistents.”® Ingarden’s interest was in ontology rather than rhetoric, and so he
required the co-presence of these four levels of artwork, without any implicit hierarchy.
In standard mimetic reading practice, however, of the kind that leads people to praise
prose fiction on the basis that “it makes you feel like you're really there” or “I feel like I
really know this character,” there’s a clear hierarchy of engagement: Ingarden’s fourth
level is the object of interest, and the first two levels just serve as material for the third
to process to give readers access: call this the transparency approach to reading fiction.
Gass’ model, on the other hand, asks us to find the salient, engagement-worthy aspect of
prose fiction in the first two levels: the fourth level serves, through the membrane of the

third, to help order and regulate the relationships on the first two, but has no

° That is, entities with no true existence, but which could still be consistently posited objects of mental
attention and orientation, including intersubjectively.
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independent interest of its own. Texts will solicit us to engage with them in one of these

ways or the other.

Insisting that prose fiction has a more promising future as an artwork that directs
attention to Ingarden-levels 1+2 than by treating them as mere adjuncts to 4, Gass and
Barth both endorse a set of fiction-building formal practices that deny us explanatory
resort to entities on “the other side” of the fiction’s language. They each, in their
theories and their practice use conspicuous, insistently non-transparent style in such a
way that any fiction construed by that style necessarily announces its own fictionality,
its own textual ontology within a generic history, and the need to read it by computing
with the significance of that opaque form. If this is the model of fiction that animates
much “postmodern” antimimesis, then it seems clear that we need clearer accounts both
of how style alone can establish a text’s wish to be read anti-cosmically, and of what goes
on in terms of “how [words] work and how they connect” once that reading imperative

is established.

While these models are often read as iconoclastic, understanding them as simply
another way to make rhetorical moves within the same basic Ingarden ontology lets us
see that the Barth/Gass approach can in accommodate a much broader sense of
antimimetic fiction’s rhetorical capacities. This is evident in the contrast between the
language these authors themselves use about their work, and the vocabulary favoured by
those who associate antimimesis with negation. Compare the positive vocabulary of
Barth’s and Gass’ anti-cosmic postmodern manifestoes—discovery, validity, rightness,
work, connection—with those of putatively antimimetic explicators like Nash and
Richardson: violating, shattering, transgressing, disrupting. This tendency persists
through an array of approaches: Brian McHale’s examination of postmodernism sees its
formal experiment as dedicated to “disrupting the conditioned responses of the
modernist reader” (81), Alter’s earlier examination of the antimimetic tradition sees all
such work as “forc[ing]” a reader “to examine again and again the validity of his ordinary
discriminations” (224), unnatural narratologists stress how “relatively plotless, pointless,

artitrary, unconnected, or contradictory” can “easily and radically deconstruct our real-
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world notions of time and space” (Poetics Intro 2), or force us to “accept the
fundamental strangeness of unnatural scenarios and the feelings of disorientation that
they might evoke” (UnNat /UnNat intro g). Srnivas Aravamudan, recovering anti-
mimetic texts of the Enlightenment era and their constructive treatments of other
worlds and cultures, finds that “At their best, such comparative representations go
beyond the stereotype and put forward a radical epistemological scepticism of
everything, including their own status” (110). In all of this, there’s an emphasis on mere
undermining, simple shock, sub-cognitive “shattering.” The authors themselves make no
such claims. Yet critics’ shared presumption that anti-mimetic fiction sets itself up first
and foremost as a violation of default mimetic practices leads us to a rhetoric
constrained to the negation of ideas or orientations associated with those defaults. A
vast chasm of particularity persists between minutely detailed elaboration of what anti-
mimetic formal features look like, and blanket claims about what they’re good for. In
the aggregate, these become deadeningly homogenous. Such fictions will freak you out,

and make you question what you take for granted.

Christian Thorne examines this problem in relation to the philosophical context
of early-enlightenment fiction, where the anachronistic treatment of enlightenment
versions of scepticism in 20™-century deconstructive terms has had a misleading effect.
The genealogical critique of reason has its own history, Thorne shows, and both anti-
realist fictive experiment and philosophical scepticism in the period were more often
tools of overt reactionaries than of marginalized critique. If we presume that “radical
epistemology” leads to “radical politics,” he suggests, then we get a “radical criticism”
that assumes “that all power is centralized” and thus that “gestures toward
decentralization are thus indiscriminately to be seconded” (308). The putative
alignment of “radical” literary experiment with “radical epistemology” thus partly
explains the presumptions about such experiment’s intrinsically de-centering political
and philosophical commitments. But as a novel like PLUS shows, such experiments can
be put in service of a thoroughly constructive take on epistemology, agency, and so on.

Thorne’s defence of the plurality of possible constellations of political commitment,
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philosophical sckepticism, and literary form serves his overall wish for a criticism more
willing to treat both literary forms and philosophical commitments as specifically
historical. Might postmodern fiction’s relation to its generally sceptical times and

institutional history, then, be more complex than a mere mirroring?

The equations Thorne diagnoses have become a barrier to reading, one that PLUS
arguably anticipates. In another of its self-conscious moments, ground control express
their cognitive limitations when Imp Plus first attempts to communicate his dawning
sense of supra-individual insight to them. “IMP PLUS,” they call, “WE READ OTHER
THAN. BUT AFTER THAT WE DO NOT READ. SAY AGAIN.” There’s more to anti-
mimetic fiction’s rhetorical capacities than the assertion of its status as “OTHER THAN”

realism. After half a century, there’s no need to insist on “OTHER THAN” “AGAIN.”

Definitions Regarding Style and Argument

I've already delineated the restricted meanings I reserve for the complex and
overdetermined terms style and antimimetic. The methodological clarifcations above
require a few further definitions, particularly regarding the approaches to literature I
rely on in claiming that style can argue. For some less argumentatively central
explanations of why I'm using certain generic, philosophical, and contextual terms in my

discussion of this set of authors, see Appendix B.

Given the postmodern authors’ concern with deliberative agency, the kind of
formal structures the novels manipulate away from Alter’s “transparency” are often
those for the presentation of thought. The development is away from what I'll call
conventional prose psychology. This category covers most fictional mind-representation
up to the “stream of consciousness,” identifying any prose form that claims to grant us
access to the moment by moment working of a mind through prose characterised by the
linear, sequential presentation of experiences, impressions, insights and considerations
toward a conclusion or an action. Dorrit Cohn’s history and taxonomy of these forms—

she identifies six major forms that have been discussed interchaeably as either “stream
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of consciousness” or “free indirect”—makes many subtle and useful distinctions, but
each sticks to that basic linear sequencing, and so in the aggregate they establish the
connection between “turn of the century” forms and the presumption of psychological
regularity. Cohn, like Ann Banfield from a linguist’s perspective in Transparent Minds,
draws on Kate Hamburger’s arguments that free indirect forms in particular are unique
to prose fiction and hence characterized by an unshakable conventionality: they are
artifices of the kind Alter suggests readers and authors have to agree to treat as more
transparent to experience than they actually are. Yet neither Cohn nor followers like
Banfield or Maria Madkela investigate the ways in which authors covered by her time
period exploit this conventionality to propose non-linear or linguistically opaque models

of minds, as I've suggested Dreiser or Wharton do.

The insight that Wharton or Dreiser provided for the postmodern generation to
build on was that foregrounding the ways that small tweaks to existing conventions
could turn them opaque and make them serve accounts of mental experience that
challenged the transparent-linear model. * Barth, writing in the mid-7os after his fiction
had moved on from the investigation of deliberative paralysis, could nevertheless
suggest that, antimimetic or not, “literature’s linearity—the literal lines of print on the
page and the normal one-word-at-a-timeness of language” meant that “other media may
deal more effectively than writing with the nonlinear and the discontinuous, but it may
be that writing is uniquely suited to deal with the linear and the continuous aspects of
human experience” (“FoLLoF” 163). Even in an age of “exhaustion,” he suggests that
“written literature can deal most appropriately—at least more effectively than any other
art—with just those aspects of our experience that are at some remove from direct
sensation...” among which remain the standard materials of the classic psychological

novel: “the whole silent life of the mind—cognition, reflection, speculation, recollection,

‘* Many of the authors I discuss don’t depart from these conventions in “radical” ways but just do things
like modify one or two basic habits of sentence construction. Critics like Brian McHale address the fact
that much of the most widely read postmodern fiction is that whose departures from convention are non-
total, treating this as a rhetorical principle for making their own bigger departures stand out. We have
plenty of discussion of this balance in terms of affective impact, but little if any that discusses the
combination of conventional and convention-stretching prose forms in terms of meaning.
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calculation, and the rest” (164)." From Wharton and Dreiser to Barth and McElroy,
departures from conventional prose psychology don’t mean a disinterest in practical
“cognition” or deliberative “calculation.” Quite the opposite: the conventions are a root
form over which the novels can organize modulations and departures so as to convey

how we could viably update the presumptions that undergirded the older prose.

My claim that these stylistic forms argue, or bear arguments, relies on a fairly
idiosyncratic model of how fictionality works that I hope to justify more fully in future
work. For the present, a couple of stipulations should make things intelligible, if not
clearly justified. There are many ways in which literature or fiction can persuade:
Walsh’s Novel Arguments makes a useful start on taxonomizing some of the versions
that are distinctive to antimimetic fiction. Both these and the usual accounts of realist
fiction’s persuasive repertoire tend to focus on pre-discursive and non-propositional
factors: empathy, immersion, affect, and so on. My own interest is narrower: while even
the novels [ examine persuade in various modes, I'm interested only in the most literally
argumentative: those that use stylistic methods to organize imply and combine
propositions toward conclusions. Since it’s already controversial whether even mimetic
fiction can persuade by anything like this approach, I aim by showing that anti-mimetic

fiction can do so to establish the full range and “freedom” of its rhetorical capacities.

Walsh, in a later monograph, makes clear how much those capacities depend on
non-immersion throughout the reading experience: “as the basis for reading fiction, a
willing suspension of disbelief will not do: disbelief is essential to reading a work of
fiction as fictional, and it is only by doing so that we apprehend the effects it achieves by
means of fiction’s own particular literary resources” (70). My model relies on the basic
postulate—discussed above as central to thinkers as varied as Barth, Alter, or Cohn—
that competent readers of prose fiction will process language constructions with this

Walshian awareness first of their conventionality or relation to existing conventions,

" Alan Singer has suggested that for Barth-ian reasons, “eludicidat[ing]” “subjective agency” is “the chief
conceptual warrant of the [novel] genre itself” (4), and while he focuses mainly on mimetic examples,
Barth shows why this doesn’t have to be exclusive.
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and second of the historical or logical associations between the root conventions and
particular ideas, worldviews, or ideologies (for example, the chronological linearity of
conventional prose psychology insists that we weigh considerations before making
choices). Controlling for the degree of readerly competence, these language
constructions should have stable enough implications—due to the concrete history of
the conventions they rely on—that their organization can be thought of in terms of

entailment (relative to the narrative they posit).

Existing accounts of realist ideology, for example, take this for granted in a
conservative sense: that the “transparency” with which readers take conventional prose
psychology to grant them access to fictional worlds and minds presumes that readers
have already naturalized a model of real psychological experience as linear and
discursive. Such fiction thus argues, on this account, by ratifying that naturalization and
reinforcing how we’ve been taught to think of ourselves. When it comes to fictional
forms that depart from the already-naturalized, though, existing criticism pays less
attention to specific connections between form and ideology. It stresses instead the
mere affective jarring of unfamiliarity, the undirected undermining of the default
naturalizing process. By contrast, a reader who’s competent with literary conventions in
the linguistic sense (able to understand the implications of existing meaning-units and
able to create and understand new combinations of them) should be aware enough of
the construction and implication of the conventions the new form departs from that by
examining the details of the departure they should be able to say whether or not it
proposes a coherent alternative to the original. Think, in this respect, of my discussions
above of Dreiser’s reorganization of the standard sentence-construction to place the
outcome of the action before the narration of the choice. As soon as we start thinking
about the relationship between specific departures from convention and specific
refinements to existing worldviews, we find ourselves, 1 suggest, attributing

argumentative entailments to constructions and organizations of style.
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Call this approach to the implications of literary style cognitive,” in the sense of
involving calculation about the relationship between implied propositions, and in
contrast to models that think about style’s effects in terms of pre-discursive affects,
mere transparency, or ornamentation.”? This makes the moment of departure from
convention not one of shock alone, but the beginning of a plausibly constructive
engagement with argument: Nash, in one of the rare moments that he frees anti-
mimetic rhetoric from mere rejection, suggests that “The assembly of such fiction, all
told, may finally be against shock, though each work’s individual programme takes
shock as its initiating strategy” (159). This seems to usefully acknowledge—against
Nash’s own wider thrust—that insistent fictionality might be a precondition for
constructive work rather than a deconstructing end in itself. This idea has been
disparately developed by a number of critics who understand the act of literary
composition in vocabularies drawn from the philosophy of intentional action, one that
often insists on literature’s rationality from a communicative-theory perspective that
makes no distinction in terms of mimetic and anti-mimetic choices. Theo D’Haen draws
on Gricean models of conversational implicature to be precise about how this
constructive rhetoric can be channelled. Far from forcing readers into disorientation
and shock, he argues, authorial violations of generic expectations begin a process of
engrossment: “The conviction of the reader that the story has a meaning and is
consistent, is such that the reader sees [the author] deliberately and blatantly failing to
fulfil a maxim and thereby as inviting the reader to calculate that meaning himself” (15).
Expectations of communicative significance are so powerful that anticosmic moves, for
example, direct readerly efforts straight past the usual otherworld-immersion

mechanics, and directly to working out how the fiction is meant to bear on their real-

“1 would also want to distinguish it from the approach of literary study’s “cognitive turn,” which
particularly within narratology has tended to focus on applying psychological research about how people
interact with other people to the relationship between readers and characters, while skipping or begging
the question of the cognitive processes by which we get from words on a page to the positing of literary
characters as counterpart humans. See Zunshine or Herman (“Storytelling”) for two versions of this
approach.

% Though the latter can be intrusive enough to make us wonder whether something cognition-worthy is
being foregrounded.
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world beliefs and actions. The result is that “the more and more frantically an author
forces us to calculate implicatures... the more ‘problematic’ his novel is, the more... our
attention will shift from the fictional world to the problem of reconciling the given novel
with our expectations to the functioning of the real world” (15). That stylistic departures
from convention turn their initial affective shocks into an invitation to “calculate” about
their relation to readers’ lives and beliefs is at the heart of the rhetorical cognitivism 1

presume.

This makes possible the rhetorical mechanism I'll suggest almost all postmodern
project novels rely on: what I'll call stylistic allegory. If a variety of forms are set next to
each other in a significant order, we should be able to work out the significance of their
relationships in terms of a relationship between the philosophical ideas the forms stand
for. In traditional allegory, concept-embodying characters interact at the level of event
in ways that allow us to extrapolate arguments about the real-world relationship
between those concepts. Insofar as antimimetic fiction defines the material of fiction as
its arrangement of language-forms rather than its arrangement of personages and
events, stylistic allegory naturally follows as a redirection of the allegory-bearing entities

from fictive personages to linguistic constructions.”

Talking of style’s argument-bearing capacities, meanwhile, presumes that
although authorial communicative intent is a regulative category with which to
calculate, the stability of the generic conventions in which new texts intervene allows
the texts alone to provide the matter for establishing re-organizations of readerly
concept-networks and the beliefs that hinge on them. Hence the communicative
network D’Haen elaborates is that from Text to Reader, one in which the author is less
essential. Wendell V. Harris, writing explicitly against poststructuralist accounts of
readerly experience, makes this clear in his own discussion of these communicative
networks. For him, the writer is the source of the communicative intentions that prompt

readers to “calculate” about text-to-world relationships, but has no extra-textual

“ Many theories of allegory already note that even its traditional mode is an essentially linguistic
phenomenon. See Quilligan.
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regulatory power over those calculations: “The writer constantly assumes certain
responses in the reader, who in turn is assuming certain intentions in the relations
between the text and external contexts. The complexity of that process can hardly be
overstated. Writing and reading thus both require continuous strategic calculation”
(56). The determinate textual qualities of convention-breaking fictions, then, can be said
to bear their own arguments; a bearing guaranteed by the presumption that another
communicative actor composed them, but specified only by their particular linguistic

forms and the generic and conventional context in which they operate.

On D’Haen’s model, then, anti-mimetic forms may even argue more directly than
conventional forms, since they more directly function as calls to “calculation” about
intended “implication.” If anti-mimesis acts so directly as a cue to that kind of
constructive, relevance-driven reading, it may be no coincidence that the conventions
the experimental novels of the 1960s and 1970s broke down and rebuilt were
conventions for the presentation of consciousness and agency. Reading anticosmically
is, on D’Haen’s model, an overtly deliberative, practical, and social act, requiring the
ongoing construction and refinement of plausible communicative coherences and
relevances. Th rereading I propose of canonical first-generation US postmodernism,
then, is to treat it as a repository of this kind of precise, distinct stylistic argument,

rather than as unilaterally deconstructive.

Rereading and My Chapters’ Specific Adversaries

As I discuss in Appendix A, it is only recently that scholars have been able to
approach “postmodern fiction” with enough separation from “contemporary fiction” to
talk about rereading it, and such rereadings have been predominantly historicist:
offering new contextual explanations for familiar accounts of the fiction’s formal
qualities, rather than starting from disagreement with those accounts. In this project, I
take the latter approach, presuming the genre’s historical specificity but rereading first

of all for form: different understandings of the fiction’s thematic concerns and
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contextual significance should naturally follow. Previous critics of the genre have
actively divorced formal analysis from historical insight, most influentially Jameson,
whose account of postmodern fiction as limited to “flat” “pastiche” follows naturally
from his methodological disinterest in “stylistic description... I have rather meant to
offer a periodizing hypothesis...” (3). But Walsh notes the risks of theorizing generalities
without accurate “stylistic description” of specifics: “the critical violence that the
concept of postmodernism has done to innovative fiction... subordinat[ing] that fiction
to the logic of a grand cultural hypothesis; and then, finding the hypothesis embroiled
in self-contradiction, it has delegated responsibility for its paralysis back to the fiction
itself” (NA 26). Since my formal re-reading’s first move is to snap this artificial but
persistently presumed bond between postmodern fiction and postmodern academic
theory, the second part of my revisionary re-reading will be to identify potentially
different genealogies for the work’s thematic concerns and philosophical positions. I'll
suggest that the novels’ optimistic engagement with the putatively paralyzing givens of
their era establishes their place in, and their so-far misprized contribution to, a long
tradition of antifoundational US thought about the relationships between deliberation
and deferral, doubt and faith, practice and paralysis. My operating contextual question
will be: how might we read this fiction—and how might we have read it for the past 40
years—if US university literature departments hadn’t become invested in
poststructuralism at the same time as this fiction was becoming the object of study for

the new field of “contemporary literature?”

The lack of overt rereadings of postmodern fiction’s formal elements means that
three 1980s accounts of postmodern form continue to be cited as authoritative wherever
the era’s formal qualities are discussed. The dwindling interest in postmodern theory
has led to a lack of interest in reconsidering the fiction so widely taken to be covalent
with it, while since these authors still fall—for course-coverage, hiring, and journal-
focus purposes—under the headings of either “contemporary” or “post-1945,” energy
within those course-coverage fields may seem better devoted either to engaging with

work that’s more literally contemporary, or to excavating earlier work that the original
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postmodern=contemporary zeitgeist never acknowledged. “Stylistic description” of the
era gets deferred to the three canonical accounts: books by Jameson, Linda Hutcheon
and Brian McHale that have each garnered multiple thousands of citations while barely
any of the other critical texts I've discussed get into triple figures. Since each was a
deliberately generalizing early overview of the era’s fiction, each was naturally unsuited
to the kind of distinction among the different rhetorics of different styles that I'm
interested in warranting. Normal literary-critical dynamics would see early
generalizations taken up for nuancing by more precise readings of individual texts,
which could then re-ground newer, more tentative generalizations. Yet due to the core
study of “contemporary literature” advancing beyond “postmodernism” so soon after
these books came out, that nuancing process never really happened.” That it’s still these
30-year-old accounts of the form that most re-readings take themselves to be historically
explaining reifies the problem I'm hoping to solve, since all three rely heavily on the

equation between antimimesis and deconstructive rhetoric.

Jameson’s treatment of fictions that foreground their own fictionality as wilful
abandonments of history and reality replicates Graff's antipathy, albeit through
references to Lacan, Marx, and David Harvey. Hutcheon, by contrast, brought back
some of the zealous faith in “disruption” that had animated the surfictionists: in her
account, postmodern fiction challenges the authority of hegemonic narratives that rely
on the naturalization of tendentious histories. Its self-conscious repurposing of existing
linguistic conventions, on her account, propounds a Bakhtinian parody in which the
standard authority of “history” is provisionalized as a portable discourse, and hence
undermined, restoring franchise and legitimacy to the perspectives it had marginalized.
McHale too prioritizes undirected formal proliferations: for him, postmodernism
fiction’s unstable ontologies supercede the merely epistemological pluralism of

modernism. For him, “a characteristically postmodern text” is one “in which multiple

® Hutcheon is the one exception, as her consistent treatment of the relationship between literature,
politics, and historiography addresses themes that remain central to subsequent focii of “contemporary”
literary studies: I address a few examples of books that consciously try to refine Hutcheon’s model in my
chapter on EL Doctorow and Hutcheon, but it’s worth noting that none of these aim to undermine the
equation between anti-mimetic form and deconstructive rhetoric that underpins her work.
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worlds coexist in uneasy tension” (CP 217), and this reflects the change of question
between the two eras from “how can I interpret this world of which I am part, and what
am [ in it” to “which world is this, what is to be done in it, which of my selves is to do it.”
Through attentive descriptions of the strangely structured ontologies in specific texts—
which dubiously suggest that the various levels are always unhierarchized—he comes to
the fairly underwhelming conclusion that they all serve the same basic rhetorical

purpose of undermining modernist reading habits.

In all three models, then, the attempt to identity the generic basis of
“postmodernist fiction” ends up insisting on rhetorical homogeny: Jameson’s account of
the “flatness” of all postmodern forms doesn’t really distinguish between their rhetoric
any less than McHale’s attention to their vast array of multi-level world-constructions.
Each of the three defines postmodernist form in opposition to realism’s immersive
model of world-correspondence, and extrapolates from this its rhetoric must be limited
to an unconstrained movement away from realism’s politics. None of these models can
make sense of PLUS. Since their aggregate canonicity of these accounts perpetuates the
monolithic antimimetic=deconstructive axiom that they rest on, I dedicate a chapter to
disputing each by showing how they fail to accommodate a novel that should obviously

fit under their remit.

I reread postmodern fiction not as an end in itself, then, but to establish an
archive with which to challenge standard accounts of anticosmic anti-mimesis’
rhetorical capacities. The particular arguments made by US postmodernism’s array of
forms are obviously a response to historically and geographically specific problems,
which influence the direction of their responses. But the generation’s interest lies in the
sheer variety of forms that grow from that context, not in the explanatory force of the
context itself. Aravamudan’s recovery of the vast array of prose-fictional forms with
which the eighteenth century engaged with newly reliable knowledge about “oriental”
cultures was fundamentally an exercise in, per its subtitle, Resisting the Rise of the Novel,
undermining a narrative in which the teleology of the realist novel purged “defective”

forms less tied to national history along the way. Postmodern project novels are a
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similarly broad and generative archive of alternative models for what longform prose

fiction can be and do.

Outside of university study, framings of postmodern fiction are finally beginning
to match the authors’ own self-conceptions. The blurb for the recent compilation of
Barth’s short fiction treats him not as a leading postmodernist, but by insisting that his
“writing was not a response to the realistic fiction that characterized American literature
at the time; it beckoned back to the founders of the novel: Cervantes, Rabelais, and
Sterne, echoing their playfulness and reflecting the freedom inherent in the writing of
fiction.” This is how the authors in question always seem to have seen themselves, from
Barth’s constant adaptations of Arabian Nights to Robert Coover’s 1984 insistence—
discussing the homogeny of the 300 novels he had read as a judge of the PEN/Faulkner
award—that experimental fiction, though “often thought of as disruptive, eccentric,
even inaccessible... could easily be [thought of as] true mainstream fiction, emerging
from the very core of the evolving form” (38). Coover explicitly links this evolution to
shifts in “social forms” outside the fiction. The “freedom” Barth celebrated was less the
upshot of a severance between fiction and the social or the practical than a matter of
antimimesis’ ability to react to external problems with a variety of forms, rhetorics, and
arguments unconstrained by the terms of the realism it defies. Such rhetorics might, per
Thorne, include radical conservatism, or per Aravamudan, posit transcultural moral
universals. For my purposes, it will cover arguments for the possibility of practical
agency in a world that grants the insights of a long tradition of antifoundational

thought.

Lisi Schoenbach, writing about Pragmatic Modernism, makes a crucial argument
along these lines. She argues against two conflations at once: between modernism and
the pursuit of rhetorical “shock,” and between US pragmatism and the mere attack on
philosophical universals. Noting instead that the Anglophone modernist literature that
engages most directly with the ideas of James or Dewey is also characterized by an effort
to bend its innovations toward influencing readers’ “habit,” she usefully makes the case

that neither literary self-consciousness nor antifoundational philosophy have to be
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invested “only in dramatic moments of break and rupture,” but can assert the value and
establish the conditions of the constructive integrations “that preceded and followed
such moments” (5). Gregg Crane, in a review of Schoenbach and similar books on earlier
fiction, notes that this post-shock-value critical “orientation runs the risk of neutralizing
what makes these texts literary in the first place, their courting of risk and
acknowledgement of mystery in an era of increasing rationalism” (234). Insofar as I go
on to identify pragmatism as a model for self-consciously literary literature’s ability to
offer constructive accounts of daily agency, I'll stress the shared emphasis on
characterizing agency in terms of an openness to the possibility of failure or error that
poststructuralist versions of antifoundationalism find paralyzing. But Crane’s framing
also comes close to insisting that the more “literary” the text, the more covalently
committed to “risk” and “mystery,” the more opposed to cognitivism and conscious
rationalty.” The novels I examine will, I hope, show that the Barthian “freedom” of their

literariness allows them to reorganize just this constellation of heuristics.

Abandoning the idea that prose-fictive antimimesis negatively supervenes on
“Rise of the Novel” realism’s commitments leaves us space to distinguish not only a
range of rhetorics, but also a range of criteria by which the departures from realism

might ask to be read as individual forms. We can hence, instead of taking blanket

* The rigid separation of imaginative literature dates at least to the classical era, and animates both
poststructural literary criticism and many postmodernist authors. It also might explain some of yet
another tendency in literary criticism that makes my project urgent. Poststructuralism may have fallen
out of fashion, but the most heavily-promoted “turns” that literary inquiry has pushed in its place have all
perpetuated its hostility to conscious reasoning about literature, or what—were we not still amid a
“cognitive turn” devoted to elaborating the mimetic logic by which readers of novels can be understood to
relate to their characters as real people—could be called a “cognitivist” approach, treating fictions in
terms of their propositional-content-bearing and reading processes based on unimmersed reasoning
about their constructions. From that mimetic “cognitive turn” to movements based on affect or
materialism, literary criticism has become increasingly committed to investigating the parts of our
engagement with literature that come before discursive reasoning about it. Selectively interdisciplinary,
these movements reflect their overt commitment to the pre-discursive by studiously avoiding the work
within the disciplines they draw on that insists on the discursive or rational components of the
phenomena in question. For a widely footnoted but rarely substantively engaged critique of this tendency
in affect theory, see Leys. For an example of the kind of work on ineliminable discursivity that literary
critics who draw on psychology pretend doesn’t exist, see Wetherell. For an account of cultural theory
since postmodernism’s organizing hostility to the relevance of belief, see Benn Michaels.
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positions about the intrinsic effectiveness of all departures from convention, judge these
forms in terms of greater and lesser success on their own terms, in articulating those
terms, in offering viable arguments, in corresponding to experience, in generating new
compounds of feeling, and so on. Ronald Sukenick, an author-critic of an overtly
deconstructive bent whose manifestos had an outsized influence on the reception of his
postmodern peers, always insists on the necessity of a plurality of forms: “there are as
many novels as there are authentic novelists, and, ideally, there should be as many
novels as there are novels of those novelists, since in an exploratory situation, every
form should be idiosyncratic” (“Ten Digressions” 202). Yet this variety is only in service
of a singular overall “disruption”: variety in form only lends weight to the one
movement. By contrast, Christine Brooke-Rose, the Swiss-British author and
narratologist whose anticosmic novels grow out of “lipogrammatic” linguistic
constraints—Between (1967) assembles sentences from the overlaps of more than a
dozen languages, without ever using versions of the verb “to be,” Amalgamemnon (1984)
is written entirely in subjunctive constructions—noted in the 1980s how little
discrimination there was within criticism that notionally endorsed her approach.
Lamenting critics’ willingness to rely on the terms of authorial manifestoes, she
complains that:

no one ever says: the use of this ‘strategy’ is banal, clumsy, too insistent (or

whatever). Or rather, those who might do so are said to be aesthetically

prejudiced (against ‘postmodernism’), nostalgic for stable structure or stable

moral values or art as illusion and so on... Which can produce a pretty gormless
and pedagogic criticism: everything teacher mentions is good (212/3).

All that has changed since Brooke-Rose wrote is a dwindling of advocacy. Everything
teacher mentions—be it to promote successor-forms, to re-explain in historical terms,

or whatever—remains basically homogenous, and hence basically uninteresting.

Charles Altieri wrote not too long after Brooke-Rose that the then-incipient
division between postmodern and contemporary would grant us
two fundamental theses—first that we can distinguish a postmodernism that

deserves to live on from the ones that are now properly receiving... last rites, and
then that we can use contrasts with what is problematic in postmodern poetry in

42



order to highlight distinctive features of how artists and writers manage to
engage the same cultural problems and pressures (PoMo 2).

The current book attempts to fulfil Brooke-Rose and Altieri’s unanswered calls. By
demonstrating the range of forms and rhetorics that sprung from one generational
engagement with one particular set of “cultural problems and pressures,” I'll account
less for a “postmodernism that deserves to live” than for the living capacities of a form of
fiction that too often gets buried along with the parts of postmodernism that deserve to
die.

* %

Finally, the contextual rereading I aim to pursue most directly in this project
concerns the matter of which philosophical movements the antimimetic fiction of the
US postmodern era should be aligned with. As I've suggested, the existing limitations of
criticism on antimimetic fiction have a lot to do with the widespread association

between postmodern fiction and postmodern theory.

Although I'm writing to vindicate literature’s philosophical capacities, this isn’t a
“literature and philosophy” project along the lines of recent books by Robert Chodat or
Michael LeMahieu, who investigate 20™ century US literary manifestations of academic-
philosophical ideas about truth and value, intentionality and agency. I'm first and
foremost aiming to show that postmodern project novels use stylistic innovations to
construct precise, coherent arguments (about those issues) in response to particular
cultural pressures. Those pressures and arguments, though, were closely tied to the way
that insights once restricted to recondite circles and propounded by philosophers who
conceived of their work as “antifoundational”—from traditional pragmatism to
existentialism—had become commonplace in mainstream US culture. And insofar as |
see these novels engaging directly with the question of what to do in a culture where
antifoundational critiques of deliberative agency are taken for granted, I align them with
very different philosophical forces in their culture than critics who have previously
aligned them with the philosophers who spent the 1960s and 1970s propounding those

critiques.
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Precisely because of the spread of those ideas it may make more sense to label
the authors I'm addressing “postfoundational”: anti-foundational would suggest that
attacks on foundations were as urgent as working out what to do without them. We
could also distinguish among anti-foundational and post-foundational postmodernist
writing. But I'll discuss the more constructively-orientated of my authors in terms of
anti-foundationalism throughout, in order, first, to highlight the fact that their
intellectual lineage is so thoroughly bound up in these traditions, and second, to again
try and explode from within the existing trend that uses “anti-foundational” to link them
to French poststructuralism alone. As I'll show, their immediate response was to
intellectual conditions caused by the swift boom and collapse of interest in
existentialism in the US, while their recuperative response to the postfoundational
conditions of agency aligns them with traditional US pragmatism. In Appendix C I give a
brief overview of archival and contextual reasons to think of both of these as more
substantive and better documented influences on the generation of authors in question
than the poststructuralists were: the continental postmodern philosophers’ major
influence on US fiction in fact comes with the subsequent generation of innovative

fiction writers.

Nevertheless, Pragmatism in its popular slogan form, focused on promoting
James’ definition of truth as “what works” and his figuration of ideas’ truth-relation as
their “cash value,” has found itself among the putative enemies of postmodern fiction.
As a warrant for retrospective rationalization and deference to the status quo, which
indeed raises the status quo to the level of a philosophical foundation, that rhetoric is
indeed an enemy of postfoundational fiction, which is why that fiction often criticizes it.
Characters in Barth, McElroy, William Gaddis, Thomas Pynchon, all appeal to such
readings of pragmatism in ways that the novels go on to show were mistaken.” Gaddis’
notes from when he taught James “The Will to Believe” as part of a 1971 university course

on “The Literature of Failure” show how sceptical we should be in taking such allusions

7 Barth’s narrator Jacob Horner refers to his Doctor, who is interested in action without intention, as a
“superpragmatist,” Gaddis’ young hero in /] R commissions a false biography of himself that claims he is
motivated by James’ idea that truth is what works, and so on...
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as ventriloquizing the authors’ own understandings of American philosophy though: “I

am mainly concerned with the misinterpretation of James’ pragmatism” (Archive).” It’s
true that in the same novels we get very little accurate citation of pragmatic thought:
perhaps LeMahieu’s demonstration that novels of the era often progressively erased
explicit engagement with logical positivism out of successive drafts until it remained a

barely acknowledged but organizing spectre applies to pragmatism too.

At any rate, I'll show that Morris Dickstein’s judgement with 100 years of
hindsight on the first generation of pragmatism is what those of us with over fifty years
of hindsight on the first generation of postmodern project novels ought to say of them
too. Pragmatism was, he suggested, “less an attack on the foundations of knowledge, as
it was portrayed by its early critics, than a search for method when the foundations have
already crumbled” (16). The philosophical arguments I'll show that these novels make
about the value and viability of practical deliberation in a postfoundational world make
pragmatism a plausible component of their philosophical lineage, just as Wharton or
Dreiser are of their formal departures. As I've defined postmodern project fiction in
terms of its isomorphic narrative and genre-formal commitments, so its relationship to a
philosophy of doubt-based faith may be matched by its use of immersion-interrupting

form as the basis of its communication.

Acknowledge that this understanding of the fiction and its place in intellectual
history might be plausible, and we will have to substantially revise our understanding of

the capacities, development, and future value of antimimetic prose fiction as a whole.

What’s Coming Up?

My four chapters each reread one of the novels by which the existing
understandings of postmodern fiction were canonized. I read each as defying a different

dominant understanding of postmodernism’s rhetoric, whose dominance was achieved

8 “Teaching Notes for ‘Literature of Failure.” Teaching Materials. Folder 128, Box 454.
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by reading precisely these novels. Those shibboleths are: the standard misreading of
Barth’s “The Literature of Exhaustion” as a pessimistic document rather than a call for
repurposing old forms to new ends; Jameson on postmodern fiction’s econo-mimetic
“flatness”; Hutcheon on postmodern parody as a provisionalising of the single
authoritative discourse of history; McHale on postmodern fictional worlds’ ontological
instability as a challenge to modernist reading habits. Each reduces all anti-illusionist
form to a single rhetoric that rejects categories essential for deliberative agency: I show
instead how each novel’s convention-departure makes a different specific argument in

favour of deliberation’s viability.

Chapter 1: | read Barth’s The End of the Road in the context of the standard
misreading of “The Literature of Exhaustion.” End of the Road is usually read as, in
Barth’s won words, a basically realistic “nihilist catastrophe” (preface), a kind of post-
existential dead end that he transcends by writing “The Literature of Exhaustion” and
moving on to fiction that renounces its ability to address non-literary problems. But I
show how we might constructively read the actual argument of “Exhaustion”—that any
future argument-making fiction won’t be able to invent totally new forms and so will
have to exploit a meta-awareness of the conventionality of old ones—back into the
novel that precedes it. The End of the Road uses two very different syntactical forms of
consciousness-representation—one a duo-temporal retrospective rationalization, one a
conventional linear transcription of thought—and their interaction diagnoses the
narrator’s insistence on his lack of coherent subjecthood as an excuse for his culpability
in the events he recounts. The novel’s structure ties its defence of motivated reasoning
to the way it makes the “conventional” prose seem fresh when it breaks through the
default duo-temporal one. Barth jointly recuperates an older prose-form and a
traditional account of the relationship between motivation and action, showing that the
new givens he invented the duo-temporal narrative voice to reflect don’t have to be
paralyzing. In the earliest novel I examine, he’s already diagnosing poststructural

objections to practical subjectivity as a defeasible exercise in bad faith.
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Chapter 2: William Gaddis’ /] R completely dispenses with the convention of
transcribing characters’ unspoken thoughts, and so is often taken to be an exemplar of
the “flatness” Jameson attributes to economic postmodernity and the fiction he thinks
merely reflects it. ] R gets read as mere mimicry of a world in which individual
deliberative agency has become irrelevant. But while that world is the novel’s starting
condition, Gaddis uses variations in characters’ speech-patterns to reflect different
degrees of implied deliberation, and while the novel begins with the deliberative
characters interrupted and constrained to the speech patterns of the non-deliberators, I
show how that process gets reversed as the novel goes on. Gaddis argues by these
patterns of formal contagion that deliberative thinkers can still transmit their depths,
and that the world in which depth-psychology and individual deliberation are an

anachronism doesn’t have to be a fait accompli.

Chapter 3: EL Doctorow’s The Book of Daniel is central to Hutcheon’s
articulation of postmodern fiction’s politics as the undermining of dominant discourses,
since it literally presents itself as a document in which a character experiments with a
number of different voices in order to try and escape dominant history. But Hutcheon
insists that the final value of such re-voicing is the realization that no one form is better
than another, which removes the dominant discourse’s privileged ground. It’s here that
she and Doctorow part ways, since The Book of Daniel is all about how revelling in a
merely delegitimizing parody distracts from the pressing work of developing a specific
alternative. Daniel the parodying narrator is himself the subject of Doctorow’s own
satire, and he’s faulted most for what Hutcheon finds most sufficient. Doctorow offers a
pre-emptive criticism of the mere-delegitimation approach to parody, and instead
argues for the necessity of deliberating about counter-narratives’ respective
correspondence with the non-discursive world. He rejects the Hutcheon-idea that

letting them proliferate is work enough.

Chapter 4 - a Coda: The association between postmodernism’s rhetoric and
mere proliferation is even more fundamental in McHale’s account of the way the fiction

uses unstable and multiple worlds to undermine engrained reading habits. My final
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short chapter rereads Thomas Pynchon’s early fiction in order to challenge McHale’s use
of Gravity’s Rainbow as a basis for this generalization. 1 show how Pynchon’s recent
fiction, in its increasingly explicit and politicized concern with the question of how it
might be possible to bring lost historical possibilities back into present existence, gives
us a way to read all of Pynchon’s play with the boundaries between worlds as relying on
questions of their specific hierarchy, accessibility, and sub-juncture. Pynchon is the one
of my novelists with a genuine and explicit antipathy to the legacy of the
Enlightenment, but if we understand his ontological experiments as rooted in the
historical-metaphysics question of how we can juggle relevant possibilities to make a
better world than the one we ended up with, then we can read him as the one most
directly engaged with the absolute fundamentals of practical deliberation: the
identification of goal states that could improve on the present, and the judging of best
means to attain them.

* %

Finally, then, I offer A) a form-driven rather than historicist rereading of a
generation of writers about whom a misleading consensus has persisted for whole
critical generations, and B) thereby, a contention that anti-mimetic fiction has the
capacity to make specifically constructive philosophical cases in specific historical
contexts. The central grouping of postmodern fiction emerges as a finally optimistic
and constructive stage in the long US intellectual engagement with the matters of
practical living in a foundationless world, and anti-mimesis as a malleable rhetorical

resource rather than a prepackaged set of limited ideological commitments.
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Chapter 1

John Barth and the Anti-Nihilist Capacities of Anti-Mimetic Prose

John Barth’s The End of the Road (1958) is the prototype of what I'm calling the
postmodern project novel: formally anti-realist, philosophically constructive. Yet critics
usually treat it as a formally realist expression of the limits of existentialism, with no
constructive message to offer. It addresses fundamental challenges to deliberative
agency that its own narrator Jacob Horner propounds. First, he denies coherent
selthood: the novel begins with the full paragraph “In a sense, I am Jacob Horner,” and
he attributes his thoughts, feelings, and actions to personalities and moods that come
upon him like “weather.” Second, he suffers from “cosmopsis”: the paralyzing
contemplation of the vastness of existential relevance, of the infinity of considerations
present to every act. The novel’s iconic scene features Horner going to a train station on
his birthday, where, unable to decide which line to take,

it was there that I simply ran out of motives... there was no reason, either, to go

back to the apartment hotel, or for that matter to go anywhere. There was no

reason to do anything. My eyes... were sightless, gazing on eternity, fixed on

ultimacy, and when that is the case there is no reason to do anything—even to
change the focus of one’s eyes (323)

This narration of the onset of cosmoptic paralysis alludes to the third challenge: the
infinite regress of reason’s ground, acknowledging which makes Horner determinedly
refuse to commensurate reasons and find grounds for preference. Early on, attempting
to reject a recommended course of action,

Instantly a host of arguments against applying for a job at the Wicomico State

Teachers College presented themselves for my use, and as instantly a
corresponding number of refutations lined up opposite them, one for one, so that

* Probably the most famous line of the novel, Barth’s archive reveals that it was inserted only in the
novel’s second draft.

49



the question of my application was held static like the rope marker in a tug-o’-
war where the opposing teams are perfectly matched (258).

Without an external reason to resolve the logical entailment that propositions have
matching negations, rationality’s deliberative mechanisms are framed as necessarily
“held static.” If reason can’t resolve them, then the tug of war analogy suggests that
something equivalent to force should do so, but given his already-granted lack of a
stable self, no such force exists within Horner, leaving his paralysis resolvable only by
external guidance. On top of the individual paralyzing claims of each of these

postmodern givens, then, they combine to reinforce each other.

The prose style in which these claims are conveyed suggests—particularly in
sliding from clauses that index their logic to “I” or “my” into clauses of a more
categorical grammar—that Horner’s propounding of these paralyzing postmodern
givens stems from the kind of persistent motives he wishes to deny having. The novel’s
plot, though, seems to ratify his pessimism, as it ends with his actions contributing to
the death of the woman who may be bearing his child, and his retreat from society. Yet
as I'll show, even in this early novel Barth uses the kind of stylistic reflexivity we now
think of as postmodern to make a pre-emptive argument against ideas about the
paralysis of reason that became canonical in the equation between poststructuralist
theory and postmodern fiction. I'll show that even the earliest postmodern novels take
those for granted, as they use formal means to offer insights that can take us beyond

these ideas in sophistication or implication.

The End of the Road does this by reflexively recuperating outmoded prose styles
in precisely the manner that Barth’s later, more obviously postmodern manifesto essay
“The Literature of Exhaustion” advocates. There, he laments that “A good many current
novelists write turn-of-the-century-type novels, only in more or less mid-twentieth-
century language and about contemporary people and topics; this makes them less
interesting (to me) than excellent writers who are also technically contemporary” (66).
The End of the Road is a novel of two prose styles: one a “turn of the century”

psychologism that only occurs in the passages where our hero is motivated to action, the
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other being that which characterizes the passages above: a “technically contemporary”
modulation of its predecessor updated to embody a mind that rationalizes
irresponsibility based on accepting those paralyzing givens: the prose is characterized by
sentence-structures that blur personal preferences into universal laws. These modes are
sufficiently distinct that rather than reading them as transparent refelctions of the same
human mind, we have to treat their organization and sequencing qua styles as a rhetoric
in itself: as stylistic allegory. “The Literature of Exhaustion” stipulates that technical
contemporaneity is a problem for writers after modernism, because truly individual new
forms may have run out. Its optimistic solution, though, is to make old ones work in
new contexts: “it might be conceivable to rediscover validly the artifices of language and
literature... if one goes about it the right way, aware of what one’s predecessors have
been up to”(Fri 68). The End of the Road fulfills this validity-criterion by making the
traditional realist prose the one that—returning at the plot’s most urgent turning
point—generates formal surprise. The form whose claim to transparency Barth found
outdated gets repurposed and made freshly opaque as our hero temporarily gives up on
his proto-postmodern rationalizations, a transformation that governs the novel’s

argument about agency.

If postmodern literary theory equated anti-mimetic prose with a challenge to the
philosophical assumptions of realist prose, it tended in doing so to limit anti-mimesis to
rhetorics of shock, disruption, and negation. Reason was the great object of this attack,
and as Christopher Conti suggests, “The theme of paralysis induced by reason is so
frequent in Barth’s work as to suggest its foundation” (“NNN” 141). It is clearly one of the
novel’s concerns: above the first page of Barth’s earliest preserved draft of the novel, the
word “PARALYSIS” looms in title position, albeit crossed out (Archive).* Yet The End
of the Road isn’t just an expression of the late-1950s philosophy of deliberative paralysis.
Its prose, I'll show, distinguishes forms of reason and posits that challenges to some are

more paralysing than challenges to others: the forms of reason associated with

** EotR Manuscript 1, Holograph Drafts, Box 1, Folder 1
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traditional prose are recuperated, treated as viable alternatives to a newer prose form

that expresses the paralyzing givens that underpin our narrator’s philosophy.

The alternative the novel develops involves a complex argument about the
intrinsic normativity of inaction, the necessity for practical agents to engage with the
possibility of failure, and the structural relationship between the conative and cognitive
aspects of deliberate action: ideas that bridge early US pragmatism and recent
philosophy of action. These arguments are made entirely through self-reflexive style.
Barth’s anti-mimesis begins earlier in his career than critics have usually presumed, and
from the very beginning critiques ideas about the impossibility of deliberative agency

that would soon become canonically “postmodern.”

* %

First, the plot... Horner, propounder of self-instability and sufferer of cosmopsis,
gets woken from his most serious paralytic episode by a mysterious doctor, whose
advice he follows in applying for a job at a university in a new town. There, he gets to
know Joe and Rennie Morgan. Joe, counter to Horner, is dedicated to complete personal
accountability; he structures his and Rennie’s lives such that all their actions can be fully
explained, that their desires conform with their actions and vice versa. Anti-
accountable Horner begins an affair with Rennie, who, eventually, trapped between the
two philosophies, tries to end it. By the time she manages, she is pregnant, and unsure
by which father. Both Joe’s and Horner’s philosophies commit them to hold the
situation in suspension, which tortures Rennie until she sets a dilemma; either she will
have an abortion or she will kill herself. But she has no idea how—and no remaining
volition with which—to organise the abortion. Joe’s philosophy commits him not to
intervene, and so Horner has to take on agency in order to revivify the dilemma; he
frantically seeks to arrange an abortion, fails, but then eventually resorts to his own
Doctor. Rennie goes through with the abortion, but no-one has told her not to eat
ahead of her anaesthetic, and she chokes to death while sedated. Horner and Joe are left
numb, and the Doctor flees town, asking Horner to come with him so that his cosmopsis

can be studied in isolation. Horner narrates the novel from the Doctor’s new clinic.
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Conti has shown why all of this adds up to a portrait of Horner as an agency-
evasive cynic, but I'll show that it’s in the prose, rather than in the action, that Barth
offers a positive argument—beyond the critique of Horner—for what practical agency

might look like in a cosmoptic universe of incoherent subjects.

“Early Barth” Narratives: False Divisions and Philosophical Foundations

The End of the Road was Barth’s second novel, composed almost continuously
with his first over the course of 1955. Falling outside standard chronologies of
postmodernism, these first two novels are often treated as outliers within Barth’s own
career. Three claims define the standard account of what distinguishes “Early” or
“existential” Barth from “Mature” or “postmodern” Barth, with the shift notionally
completed by the publication of “The Literature of Exhaustion” in 1967. First, that the
early novels are formally realist, unlike the reflexive metafiction of the mature work;
second, that the early work is preoccupied by existential concerns of choice-making and
worldly agency, unlike the later work’s preoccupation with storytelling and imagination;
and third, that the early novels offer only pessimistic answers to their existential

questions. I'll dispute these tenets—both the stylistic and the evaluative.

The two most substantial recent rereadings of the novel disagree on how
seriously we should take our narrator: Michael LeMahieu treats Horner’s ruminations as
the novel's own, while Conti reads the novel as an indictment of his cynical
aestheticism. Yet while they disagree on everything else, both maintain that nexus of
Early-Barth assumptions: each concludes that the novel uses realist means to articulate a
terminal pessimism, leaving formal and philosophical progress for a later “postmodern
Barth.” For LeMahieu, the novel is really about the logical-positivist division between
facts and values, but its value-saturated realist prose constrains its ability to think
beyond their separation: “its aesthetic resistance to the philosophical realism it desires
results in a state of narrative, affective, and ethical exhaustion at the end of the book”

(87). It’s left to “The Literature of Exhaustion” and the fictions-about-writing-fictions
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that followed it to move past that exhaustion. Conti, by contrast, thinks it wrong to treat
the novel as ventriloquy of existing philosophical ideas: lamenting the fact that chunks
of Horner’s narration were excerpted for a textbook on existentialism, he criticizes
readings that treat the novel “as if Barth had used Horner as a mouthpiece to set a new
course for contemporary philosophy rather as an imp of the perverse to run it aground
on scepticism” (“Aes” 81). Conti’s focus on the novel’s ironic indictment or Horner grants
him no more purchase than LeMahieu on any constructive ideas the novel may suggest.
LeMahieu’s attention to style, meanwhile, in identifying it only as more traditional than
the ideas it attempts to investigate, also fails to look beyond the point at which those
ideas, in Conti’s terms “run aground” in what LeMahieu diagnoses as unilateral
“exhaustion.” Barth himself sometimes seems to paratextually concur, as when he

himself retrospectively judges the novel a “nihilist catastrophe” (vii).

It’s precisely through “The Literature of Exhaustion” though that, with a little
anachronistic reading, the constructive aspects of The End of the Road become legible.
LeMahieu repeats the persistent misreading of “The Literature of Exhaustion” as a call
for literature to disengage from worldly questions as it leaves “turn-of-the-century” form
behind, and to limit its concerns to self-scrutiny. Such accounts presume an equation
between self-consciousness of style and hermeticism of concern: consequently, they
presume that self-conscious style can’t be a resource for productive argument about the
extra-literary world. Yet Barth repeatedly insists otherwise: exhaustion is “only the
used-upness of certain forms or the felt exhaustion of certain possibilities—by no means

”» «

necessarily a cause for despair” (Fri 64), and so “validly” “rediscover[ing]... artifices” can
help us “confront[] an intellectual dead end and employ([] it against itself to accomplish
new human work” (Fri 69-70). Barth establishes a viable subordinating relationship
between the very “intellectual” and “human” realms that critics have taken his work to
sever. He does something similar in discussing “how an artist may paradoxically turn the
felt ultimacies of our time into material and means for his work—paradoxically, because

by doing so he transcends what had appeared to be his refutation” (Fri 71), connecting

generic self-consciousness (“his” “material”) with historical engagement (“our time”).
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Yet this wouldn’t mean anything for The End of the Road’s agency-thinking if
these were only the insights of a “later” “postmodern” Barth, leaving behind his “early”
“existential” mode. LeMahieu’s inattention to this case for the positive “work” that re-
presented older forms can do matches his presumption that The End of the Road’s forms
merely inhibit its philosophy. Conti, too, may treat style as irrelevant to the novel’s
skeptical characterization of Horner, but if the manifesto explicitly supercedes the
novel—LeMahieu notes “what Barth does not include in his self-promotion: any
mention of The Floating opera or The End of the Road” (16)””—then there may not be

any mistake.

Even before “The Literature of Exhaustion,” though, critics were noting both the
parodic aspects of Barth’s forms, and their complex relation to his ethical thinking:
Richard Noland, for example, suggested in 1966 that Barth “will have to show whether
his parody is a kind of artistic trap, and hence an evasion of genuine engagement; or
whether it is a real critical technique which reflects Barth’s own moral vision.” At that
stage, he was already able to voice the suspicion of unproductive gameplaying that
subsequent critics have applied to “postmodern”-era Barth: he “may use parody as a way
of clearing his vision, but he can hardly rest in it if he is to develop at all” (257). Other
critics have rcognized the early novels’ antimimetic inclinations: for Tony Tanner,
language in Barth is an alternative to worldly engagement: “language that appears in the
telling, and which proliferates in arbitrary patterns in exuberant disregard for what is
the case. That is what I referred to as foregrounding, calling more attention to language
than to what it signifies” (247). For Patricia Tobin, form is a way to “separate the
destructive negatives of rationality from its positively creative potential. The light at the
end of the tunnel shines through for Barth with the realization that rational mentality
also fosters the formal imagination” (52), and hence, again, something like a
disconnected end in itself. She singles out The End of the Road as not even managing
this minor happiness: “Barth’s grimmest book, claustrophobic and catastrophic, with no
comic opera aboard to flaot it home free” (42). Early Barth is, for critics from the 1960s

to 2010s, a pessimistic diagnoser of the limits of his time’s philosophy, who if he offers
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any alternative to that paralyzing pessimism, does so only by holding out the prospect of
an escape into what Horner at one point calls pure “articulation.” Noland’s negative
answer to the question of whether Barth has yet achieved a constructive relationship for
parody and engagement epitomises the consensus about The End of the Road: its author
has “simply taken the fact of nihilism as the subject matter of [his] work without
necessarily developing a single philosophical position on which to base a system of

values” (240).

Yet I'll show that, since “The Literature of Exhaustion” clarifies that what Tanner
calls the “foregrounding” of narrative language’s opacity can serve “new human work”
without being a mere end in itself, the difference between styles of prose and their
organization in relation to the novel’s plot add up to an argument that first indicts
Horner’s nihilism as cheap rationalization, and then establishes the validity, coherence,
and value of his one brief departure from it. This stylistic argument, hinging on the fresh
opacity of conventional prose psychology, connects the recuperated validity of the
formal mechanisms to the validity of the argument. As “The Literature of Exhaustion”
explains how opaque formal recuperations can “refute” apparent “ultimacies” of
compositional practice, so such practices in The End of the Road create an argument that
refutes the apparently paralyzing ultimacies to which practical rationality had come by
the mid-1950s.

* %

Before I examine this prose-structure argumentation, it’s finally just worth
clarifying exactly what those ultimacies are and how the novel establishes them as

givens to be worked with rather than as fresh new insights.

My introduction discusses how, in critiquing Barth for proposing that cosmopsis
is a universal truth, Amy Elias takes the novel’s givens for its insights. None of the critics
I discuss above have come any closer to finding a positive alternative to cosmopsis in the
novel, since none acknowledge its indications that it takes the problems of cosmopsis,

the incoherent self, and reason’s regressive ground absolutely for granted. It cites,
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discusses or figures classic and medieval exemplars of paralysis—Horner’s boarding
room contains a statue of Laocoon and he mentions Buridan’s ass—and then fills
Horner’s philosophical conversation with further acknowledgments of more recent
antifoundationalists: Sartre, Kierkegaard, pragmatism. LeMahieu has convincingly
argued that the novel’s dialogue about fact/value relations amounts to thinly disguised
citation of logical-positivism, and while his chapter on Barth is the only one that doesn’t
produce archival evidence of deleted engagement-by-name with logical positivism,
Barth’s preserved drafts of the novel show that he did delete plenty of philosophical
citation, in particular Joe’s explicit comparison of US pragmatism and French
Existentialism, and a moment where Horner compares himself to Descartes in terms of
programmatic doubt (Archive).” The novel's openness about its antifoundational
heritage belies the idea that the lack of foundations in Horner’s world could be its full

rhetorical payoff.

Various critics have noted the degree to which Horner’s convictions anticipate
the tenets of poststructuralism: these constitute the few attempts to reconcile early
Barth’s methods and insights with mature-postmodern Barth’s. The stress on the
incoherent self—arguably the one of Horner’s axioms which has the best claim to be
distinctively poststructuralist—is established, though, in the novel’s very first line. The
cosmoptic scene, meanwhile, assumes the priorty of givenness through another
conspicuous location: it’s the only scene in the novel to be narrated out of sequence.
Chronologically, it precedes all the rest of the novel’s narrated events, emphasising the
extent to which it grounds all the novel’s other dealings with decision. Its out-of-
sequence narration puts it just after Horner has exposed Rennie to a disillusioning
vision of how Joe behaves when he thinks he’s unobserved, and before the revelation
that Horner and Rennie have slept together. It thus functions to clarify the exact terms
within which the subsequent exertions of agency that will hinge on Rennie’s pregnancy
and threatened suicide have to work. Cosmopsis, then, is not built up to or argued for.

It is the condition on which the novel is premised. All the novel’s citation and structure

* EotR Manuscript 298 + 164, Holograph Drafts, Box 1, Folder 1 + 3
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emphasise that these paralyzing problems are its starting conditions, not its insights,

leaving the rest of the novel to examine what is to be done in a world where they can’t

be denied.

That question then establishes the framework within which the models of action

» o«

figured by Horner, Joe, and the Doctor—call these respectively “weather,” “mastery,”
and “mere action”—have to be assessed. Horner and Joe initially seem like opposites;
one invested in the rational accountability of the self, and the other having reasoned his
cosmoptic way to rejecting both selfhood and practical choice-making. Joe rationalizes
forwards, by imagining how he might be held accountable. Since “the only
demonstrable index to a man’s desires is his acts, when you're speaking of past time:
what a man did is what he wanted to do” (300), the only way to make sure that your
actions will be rationally justifiable is to make your desires synonymous with reason.
Horner, on the other hand, rationalizes backwards, not only in the moment, but
crucially from his retrospective narratorial vantage. Early in the novel, he claims a
superior sympathy towards anyone who cannot “discipline his standards, down to the
last shred of conscience, to fit his behaviour” (281). To be able to do so is the privilege of
one who can think after his act is determined, can explain the act in knowledge of its
consequence, and Horner’s retrospective narrative vantage allows him to rationalise any
action as conforming to his (lack of) beliefs. While Joe must rationalise before he acts,
Horner as narrator can do what Joe as character cannot, and construct a perfect match
between values and actions. He just happens to value the conviction of irresponsibility
for his own actions, matching his actions to inscrutable mental “weather.” This shared
rationalizing has a shared consequence: each is motivated by a refusal to act in the
absence of total certainty. It’s this shared anti-commitment that finally generates the
tortuous suspension that Rennie resolves to escape by the forced choice between

abortion and suicide.

When Joe is unable to understand Rennie’s adultery, the natural consequence is

that they be left in a painful suspension until he can:
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According to my version of Rennie, what happened couldn’t have happened.
According to her version of herself, it couldn’t have happened. And yet it
happened. That’s why even now we have a hard time believing it did happen...
and why everything’s got to be held in suspension now until we decide the
significance of what happened (362).

In ‘The Will to Believe,” William James criticised William Clifford’s version of scepticism:
“Believe nothing, he tells us, keep your mind in suspense forever, rather than by closing
it on insufficient evidence incur the awful risk of believing lies” (727). This is Joe’s logic,
but it’s also Horner’s. Tobin Siebers objects to postmodern theory’s anti-subjectivism in
similar terms: “Skeptics define their virtue as critics in direct proportion to their ability
to purify their thinking of ‘beliefs” (12). The resistance to belief, Siebers goes on to make
clear, is a resistance to Clifford’s “awful risk” of being proved wrong, of being found
subject to a false ideology. Horner’s refusal to attribute his actions to himself is just this
kind of exculpation: he too is initially willing to let Rennie suffer, ending a long
balancing of considerations with an anti-conclusion: “I'm not taking a stand... I'm an
issue evader from way back. TI'll go along with you any way you want” (375). The
deliberate suspension of action and the displacement of responsibility for choice, so
often given a positive valence by postmodern theory, is in The End of the Road mere

callousness.

While both Joe and Horner hold their actions to such standards, meanwhile, the
Doctor’s “treatments” for agentive paralysis a