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ABSTRACT

As described by Jean Lyotard and Fredric JaméBemresent postmodern era is
one in which transcendent narratives have beeraledas culturally constructed and
hegemonic. In this postmodernity, people often &elkelss of history and meaning, as,
according to Jameson, the very concept of an iddalisubject is called into question.
Finding meaningful agency in such a world seemspas, impossible. There is a
received cultural assumption of powerlessness aahimglessness that can be
demonstrated metaphorically as zombies or bandargfvors wandering a post-
apocalyptic world. This study looks at activistlauts in the postmodern era, starting
with the post-apocalyptic metaphor in Richard Matrés| Am Legendnd Cormac
McCarthy’'sThe RoadlIt then examines the contingency of historicalatave in the
post-historical novel$he Book of Danieby E. L. Doctorow an@he Public Burningby
Robert Coover. Finally, it focuses on the paradotxamsformation in the novels of Kurt
Vonnegut. These authors metaphorically create dlsé-@pocalyptic postmodern
condition in different ways, yet all present thelgem of finding meaningful agency
within that condition. Applying the concept of congency, rather than randomness, to
postmodern existence, these works demonstrate ngfahagency in free contingent
action. The postmodern condition has liberatedattars from transcendent narratives,
and the acting on that liberation allows for indwal transformation from postmodern
object (zombie) to individualized subject (humaard allows social transformation from

masses to multitudes. Meaningful agency existatjindhe act of resistance itself.



Uncomfortably Numb: Finding Meaningful Agency and Resistance in a World
without History, without Future, without End

Introduction

“It's the end of the world as we know it (and I lf&iee),” is the chorus of the
famous REM song of the same name. The parenthéheamplies one of two
possibilities: either the singer prefers whatevaw nvorld is being built from the ashes
of the old one, or he is lying to himself. Of caeirg could also be both. Regardless, the
operative part of the chorus is “as we know it.’eMorld “as we know it” has ended
many times, whenever some new epistemology takidsdfithe zeitgeist. When movable
type was invented, it is quite likely that the ostdrytellers of the era felt the world
coming to an end. That said, the rise of postmatjeafter the end of World War Il did
not feel like a change in epistemology for many, father, a renunciation of
epistemology altogether due to the deconstructi@pistemological metanarrative.
Rather than discovering a new way of knowing theladvand ourselves, postmodernity
suggested that the very idea was impossible.

When we think in terms of narrative, we tend tmkhieleologically. The story
leads us from the beginning of the tale, throughribing action, the falling action, the
climax and, ultimately, to the end. The end, theseen as the “point” (or moral) of the
narrative. A metanarrative is defined as an ovéiagcor transcendent narrative that
drives cultural life, its epistemology. In the MiddAges in Europe, for instance, the
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metanarrative was a Catholic one; plagues weréesxtribed in terms of germs, but
rather, in terms of sin. In the #&nd 19 centuries, the religious metanarrative was
slowly replaced by a rational or enlightenment mateative; things began to be
described in the discourse of science and ratityn&\ie now live in what Jean Lyotard,
as well as several other critical theorists—paléidy Fredric Jameson—call the
postmodern era. In this era, art, literature, aeciiire, and music are informed by the
concept of the postmodern; thus, “postmodern” iardistic descriptor (like modernist,
realist, or surrealist). However, | will make atdistion between the postmodern (a form
of art, music, literature) and postmodernity, whicrgue is the state of being in the
world today. Lyotard, in describing the “postmodeamdition,” noted that this condition
is an “incredulity toward metanarratives” (Lyotaeiv). Among the metanarratives
called into question in postmodernity are, of ceuthe religious or transcendent
narrative (which often suggests the concept of fyigself); the scientific or rational
narrative (modernist enlightenment thinking); th&tdric narrative; the nationalistic
narrative; and, for many, meaningful agency itdetistmodernity does not necessarily
suggest these narratives do not exist but rathat they are culturally constructed and
therefore not transcendent or overarching; onlyensial belief in them can make them
so and, since we live in an era with an incredudbtysuch universal belief, no
overarching narrative or epistemology defines otugtence. Of course, this is an ironic
statement, since postmodernity itself defines austence.

Jamesonian postmodernity, defined as a late cegpipglstmodernity, is our
condition today. We have become consumers rathersbbjects and have lost a sense of
history, a sense replaced by nostalgia for a higtaat never was. For us, history is a
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series of representations. What we view as histbriken, is really nostalgia for “our
ideas or cultural stereotypes of the past, cemdnyedlevision, movies and fiction”
(Jameson 10). What we know of the past is mereesepitation. Jameson argues that the
postmodern rises in contrast to the modernist dearal that the postmodernist period
marks a loss of the subject, an “end to individdralas such” (Jameson 5). In Jameson’s
postmodern condition, we are all, in effect, zorslskambling through a life in which
nothing new can be said and any critique of théesyss a complicitous critiquepne

that reinforces that system instead. In Jameson’sulation the postmodern has effaced
the qualitative difference between high and low\af¢ cannot turn to high culture to
critique or change the system. We are trappedandscape whose cultural assumptions
are constantly reinforced and those cultural assiomptell us that we cannot change
that landscape. Postmodernity is an apparent ipabtacultural feedback loop. There is
an implied mandate of powerlessness.

Given the incredulity toward metanarratives likkgien and history and science,
and given the loss of individuality, there is adency to see history, morality, and
meaning as simply reduced to the pragmatic, ooagptetely random or chaotic—ack
of meaning. In such a world, there seems littleenfmp meaningful agency. In novels like
Richard Matheson’s Am Legendin which the postmodern is represented as a post-
apocalyptic metaphor, the protagonist fails to famy way to change the world, and his
existence is, instead, reduced to finding way®sign himself to that landscape. In

postmodern historiographic fiction, like Robert @eds The Public Burningthe loss of

1 This formulation is explained in detail by Linda tdlneon in her booKhe Politics of
PostmodernismPostmodern parody, for instance, “both legitirmiaed subverts that
which it parodies” (97). For more information, $éetcheon.
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the historical metanarrative ushers in a chaotiddva which anything can happen and
in which the powers that be can constantly reasisent hegemony. In E. L. Doctorow’s
The Book of Danielttempts to know history and change the pressrhdantalizingly
out of reach. The novels of Kurt Vonnegut preseahyncharacters that turn to
comforting lies rather than face the reality ofithpstmodern existence.

However, existence in postmodernitycantingentrather than random.
Contingency may seem random when looked at singalist, but critic Daniel Cordle
explains contingency by looking at scientist Stepbay Gould's explanation of
misapprehensions of evolution. Many see evolut®a aarrative, which, through natural
selection, drives existence. While this basic fattue, given that humans are pattern-
seeking creatures, we tend to view evolution a&otegical. That is, the many twists and
turns of evolution lead to “us” (the telos or gaalthe present moment. Evolution,
through this teleological narrative lens, is see@amengine that creates intellect, a way
for existence to know itself through its greatexd &inal evolutionary product, modern
man. However, this view is, of course, a misun@erding of the process of evolution.
We are not thgoal of evolution, argues Gould; we are but one branchroevolutionary
tree. Where we often see transcendent meanindeotdgical narrative, there is none.
Conversely, many deniers of evolution describepttoeess through the straw man of
randomness. They are unable to accept (or theytfeatrlife happens randomly. They
look at creation and see a creator. However, Gliisi us that this simplistic view of
evolution is also incorrect. Evolution, driven assiby natural selection, is not exactly
random; it is contingent. Things don't just “happgdRather moments are constructed in
such a way that different choices or actions cad te different outcomes. With this
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reading, postmodernity does not lead to a life whkings are simply random and where
there is no meaning. Rather, moments are contingdthin a moment, our acting can
have meaningful effect on the future, on ourselaes, on moral or political action.
History, then, is a metanarrative which is contmgeas with evolution, there is no
overarching narrative of history that is inescapablt history is also not simply a series
of random events over which we have no corftrol.

In addition, while hegemonic powers remain in cohitn Jameson’s
postmodernity, they can, in fact, be challengechaments of contingency. | argue that
that challenge can be made through philosopher &aAnendt’s concepts of freedom
and transformation. For Arendt, the difference lestwliberty and freedom is the
difference between contemplation and direct actidveration may be given to someone,
but freedom only comes from direct individual antid must be demonstrated. Liberty
is, in a way, the basic Lyotardian concept of thetmodern--an incredulity toward
metanarratives. The postmodern condition can be aedberating; we are liberated
from the metanarratives that formerly controlled existence. When someone writes
about “the end of the world,” he is really writiagout the end of the world as he knows
it or, in other words, the end of a metanarratovevhich he subscribes. For the elites in
France, the revolution and the deconstruction efletanarrative of the nobility was the
end of the world; for the peasants, it was liberatin postmodernity, since many people
no longer believe that history, religion or natitityacontrols them, they have been

liberated. However if we are so overwhelmed bygbstmodern condition that it makes

Z This formulation is based on Stephen Jay Gouldgnaf evolution. For more
exposition, see Cordle.
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us see and act as if life is random, then, whilewag be liberated, we are not free. We
do not deliberately act.

The post-apocalyptic zombies in many end-of- theladvstories represent this
difference between liberty and freedom. Arendt esgthat, “liberation and freedom are
not the same . . . liberation may be the conditibfieedom but by no means leads
automatically to it” (ArendtRevolutionl9). In postmodern post-apocalyptic zombie
narratives, the zombies are liberated—they areontrolled by anyone else nor by any
transcendent narrative; however, they are unabdetton that freedom. Living humans
(in these stories) also often represent the difisgeRobert Neville imh Am Legends not
a zombie, but his actions are habituated. Whiledrrheactslike a zombie until the end
of the novel when he recognizes that he has bberalied but is not free. The same holds
true for history; postmodernity has liberated usrfraccepting the teleological
metanarrative of history. However, if we see tibgidation as demonstrating that history
is simply random, there is no reason to try todffestory and we will not act nor search
for historical truth. Historical actors will be Boated but not fre@.

When we see history as contingent, rather thanorangve have the power to
affecthistory. To be free, rather than simply liberatedp recognize the contingency of
historical moments and act freely in those momaMsen someone acts freely, that is,
acts against habituation or received cultural aggioms, that person is transformed. That
transformation is tantamount to becoming individzesd in Jameson’s postmodernity

where such individualism is supposedly lost. Areardjues that revolution is possible

3 Arendt’s formulations are examined more deeplyhapter three. For more
information, see Arend®n RevolutiorandThe Human Conditian
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through transformation. Meaningful agency, thestg@n recognizing the power inherent
in free contingent action when liberated from t@mlent narratives. Kurt Vonnegut,
despite ending the world in his early nov@at’s Cradle demonstrates how
overwhelming the postmodern post-apocalypse cdarlm/erage human beings, but also
demonstrates how their liberation can lead to foeednd transformation. The search for
meaning is contingent, not transcendent nor randwe®e men act in contingent
moments. That action can lead to individualizeddfarmation from object (zombie) to
subject (human.) We need not accept a transcenderative nor give up in despair due
to a meaningless random existence. Characters gthwlao refuse to accept either
“truth,” are transformed, and they, working as dtitude, may inspire social
transformation (or revolution.)

This examination, then, begins with the basic fdation of the postmodern as
post-apocalyptic. In chapter one, | examine thdugian of the contemporary zombie to
its present representation of postmodernity. Treptdr then examines MathesohAm
Legendand Cormac McCarthy'She Roado demonstrate that, for many authors in the
postmodern period, postmodernity itself represaniest-apocalyptic landscape that
denies the Cartesian duality implying individualiaa. Their post-apocalyptic
landscapes are Jamesonian. These novels demonisgat@arch for meaningful agency
in postmodernity through that metaphor of a posteajyptic landscape. Characters only
find meaning contingently and momentarily, thougbQarthy, at least, maintains a
stubborn belief that transcendent narrative magedescovered.

Chapter two examines the deconstruction of th@hestl narrative in
postmodernity. | argue that history, whether comssly fictional or not, is always
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ideological and that postmodern attempts to decactsthe historical narrative are
attempts to make this fact self-evident. As Jamesguoes that the postmodern means a
loss of history, historiographic novels expose eglgbrate that loss. Various historical
accounts of Nat Turner, including William Styroffistional The Confessions of Nat
Turner, demonstrate the political motivation behind higtd then examine E. L.
Doctorow’'sThe Book of Daniehnd Robert Coovershe Public Burningtwo

postmodern novels about the Rosenberg Trials. B@lattempts to write multiple
histories in moments of contingency to allow forrmbumanistic readings of the trials
and to suggest action in the present before theeptdecomes historicized and
hegemonic.

Finally, | examine the novels of Kurt Vonnegut, lmegng with his apocalyptic
novelCat's CradlethroughGod Bless You Mr. RosewatandSlaughterhouse-Fivéo
his post-apocalyptic landscapeBreakfast of Champion# these novels, Vonnegut
gives us examples, from within the midst of a pastern post-apocalypse, of characters
that act against the received cultural assumptdpewerlessness and are transformed.
In these novels, Vonnegut reinvents the subjettimodameson’s postmodernity.

These authors metaphorically create the postmanterdition in different ways,
yet all present the postmodern problem of findirgamingful agency. For the sake of this
examination, meaningful agency is defined as bablg to make real choices and resist
cultural assumptions, mandates, and habituati@naltility to live as if one has free will,
and as if one’s free will have effects not onlyare’s own life, but on the lives of others.
Meaningful agency means the ability not just towaithin a system to critique that
system, but to adespitethe system and change that system. These auttiersome
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possible methods of accomplishing meaningful agevittyin postmodernity. While
postmodernity seems implacable, these postmodéhnorrsuand critics offer spaces for

resistance through deconstruction, contingencyti@amsformation.
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Chapter One
Is There Anybody In There? The Post — Apocalyptic Etion of Matheson and

McCarthy

Introduction

For centuries, apocalyptic literature has served i@sninder that, teleologically
speaking, things end, as a reminder of mortalitgak also worked as a mythical,
religious, or scientific warning—a reminder to chgarour ways. Finally, to a certain
extent, such literature has worked as a metaphave of a usually degenerate or failing
society. Thus, something as iconic asBloek of Revelatioworks both as a warning to
live a “Christian” life so as to be one of the chvsand as a reminder that one’s life in
this present existence is finite, which, of courss also work as a warning. However, as
author Jonathan Kirsch argu&gvelatioralso works as a metaphor, representing the
vengeance its author, John of Patmos, wishes éodakhose who have wronged Him.
Even in the late 20century, in the midst of the Cold War, apocalygstiories often
served as cautionary tales, in this case, usubatutanuclear weapons and scientific
knowledge, but also sometimes couched in religtetss, a warning, in the midst of a
scientific metanarrative, to return to a religiaumne. Novels and films like Nevil Shute’s

On the Beaclattempt to paint a disturbing picture of what wbbappen in a nuclear

4 Kirsch makes his argument fHistory of the End of the Worlth which he studies
how Revelatiorhas affected history since its contentious inclasn the Bible. Kirsch
suggests that tHgook borne of vengeance, has, throughout historytlyasncouraged
vengeance from a religious point of view, amongothings, thus actually driving
history through its metanarrative. For more, sasdfi.
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exchange. The moral of the story is obvious: Unlessddress the proliferation of
weapons of mass destruction and stem the distftise Cold War, we face mass
extinction® This Cold War period correlates to the rise ofgbstmodern, a term that, in
addition to being descriptive of art, literaturts,aes a periodizing term, referring to the
epistemology that defined the zeitgeist after #ledf modernism. Hans Bertens, Fredric
Jameson, Jean Lyotard and other critical thecaigse that the postmodern rises
sometime after World War Il, perhaps seeded inwzatand growing in the staid 1950s
to blossom in the 1960s and ‘70s. Thus, the riggosfmodernity coincides, more or less,
with these cautionary tales of the Cold War.

Richard Matheson makes Cold War apocalyptic wasindis 1954 novel,Am
Legendas well. However, the novel is also the first méiferary piece in what | call the
postmodern post-apocalyptic tradition, the poptrigpe of a post-apocalyptic world,

seen especially in popular film and literature d@kotzombie apocalypse,”

5> A more interesting and nuanced approach is exptess#&/alter Miller’'sA Canticle for
Liebowitz Both an apocalyptic and a post-apocalyptic tdkenovel takes place some
500 years after the “flame deluge” (a nuclear a9 drowned the world in a second
Dark Age. While asking the reader to laugh at thegy of religious characters who
seem so simple-minded (they, for instance, findoaeyy list from the fabled Saint
Leibowitz, who was a simple engineer before theuBe] and honor it), the tale follows
the re-emergence of a scientific metanarrativéénidst of a religious and mythical
one. While careful not to situate itself on theesod knowledge or wisdom, the novel
plays with that dichotomy, problemetizing the e#thiguestions raised by the creation of
weapons, euthanasia, and blind adherence to @oredigarrative. The point here is that,
while A Canticle for Liebowitacts as a warning, it also metaphorically and
symptomatically represents its own time (if notviésy author.) In the midst of the post
World War 1l decline of religion, it asks which naetarrative to believe—a scientific one
or a religious one. It sees the results of the ¢t and fears what a devotion to science
brings; but it also approaches religion with a ol of doubt, understanding that, at
best, religion is metaphorical. Thus, Miller symptatically represents the uncertainty of
his own time, an uncertainty leading toward postennity, as defined by Lyotard and
Jameson.
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metaphorically and symptomatically representing tiéafeels in postmodernity.
Matheson uses the term “vampire,” but the creatyrektively) mindless shambling and
overwhelming numbers seem more recognizable, rogpéct, of the contemporary
concept of zombies. Just as George Romero, whtecrdze first “modern zombie” film,
had no word for them (he called them “ghouls”) @o, tMatheson refers to them as
vampiresl Am Legends really the first novel that presents us wite #ombies we know
and love today.

In such a post-apocalyptic world we feel the samss bf history and lack of
meaning or apparent inability to effect change Bratlric Jameson argues denotes the
postmodern. Thus, while acting as a warning, a@staithe novel does far more. War is
part of the reason for the “vampire” plague, whscinrounds the last human, Robert
Neville. However, that cause is secondary to thelitmn of the protagonist and his
world. In the end, the plague is simply a bactesmead by the war, but not caused by it.
It has always been here. What then, if not a spew#rning, isl Am Legendbout? First
of all, it is a commentary on the concept of a rhocale as hegemonic. By the end of the
novel, it becomes clear that, as the vampires be@majority, they reinterpret morality.
The protagonist, Neville, has become the evil legéime Dracula, the monster. During
the day, he kills helpless sleeping vampires irshigposed attempt to survive.
Eventually he meets what he thinks is a normal hyrRaith, who is able, for instance, to
walk in the sunlight unlike the vampires. He spetiake with her and does not realize
until she leaves him that she is, in fact, alsewrlved vampire. When he reads the note
she leaves for him, he discovers that it was NeWilimself who brutally killed Ruth’s
husband as he slept helplessly, and it dawns ornhatrhe, representing the white male

13



perspective, has been in the wrong all this tina¢inly and fearing the other. Thus one
can read Neville’s suicide at the end of the n@¥ttler as an act of selflessness (the old
postcolonial ways must give way to the new postmodeality) or as an act of final
defiance—the white male will not allow his desti®@yen if it is death) to be controlled
by the “other.”

In I Am LegengdRobert Neville also becomes (as Lyotard wouldiput
incredulous towardll metanarratives. Unlike in other post-apocalyptieals of the time
period® there are ncompetingnetanarratives here; Neville has la#itbelief. Without
any metanarrative to drive his existence, Nevidlarshes for a reason to live in his post-
apocalypse. But, again, that post-apocalypse iaphetical; the world has not ended for
Matheson. History and meaning have ended, but trielwf the vampires/zombies goes
on. (Indeed, it evolves.) Neville lives in postmodty and, as a white American male,
this existence, a loss of privilege, is, indeekk the end of the world—at least for him.
As critics like Deborah Christie have showAm Legendestablishes a sort of
postmodern zombie apocalypse (or an apocalypsge filith marauding bands of
“others” of many kinds). | argue that this tropactually a way of writing about
existence in a postmodernity in which privileg@iused. This trope continues to exist
in zombie films from 1968’3 he Night of the Living Deaith 2007’sDiary of the Dead
However, it all starts with Am Legendand, in fact, the three major motion pictures
based on the novel (which represent different vieased on the zeitgeist of the times in
which they were made) trace that trajectory cledrgm 1965’sThe Last Man on Earth

(itself the genesis of George Romero’s first “zo@ilfilm Night of the Living Dead),

6 Walter Miller's A Canticle for Liebowitis one example.
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through 1971’s Charlton Heston featufée Omega Marand to 2007’s Will Smith
remakel Am LegendEach of these films offer different (and contradigt—and, as we
shall see, deeply flawed) conclusions, but thepsilthe same question raised in the
novell Am Legendlf there is no transcendent meaning or teleoklgivovement, what
meaning does the life of a single human have? \ighthe point of living when life is
simply existence? Thus, througAm Legent$ invention of the modern zombie
(afterwards popularized by director Romero) Matlnesstablishes the evolution of
human to post-human and proffers a post-apocalggigtence as a metaphor for a
postmodern life devoid of meaningful agency. ThaviNe finds no answer suggests that
Matheson'’s view of the new postmodern realitytself, not a literal warning but a
metaphorical one. Matheson does not simply argaien#w technology is a danger, but
that new epistemologies will suck meaning from lozes.

This chapter also will examine Cormac McCarthy'§@@ost-apocalyptic novel,
The Roadthrough the same lenBhe Roads the story of a father and son who wander
the post-apocalyptic landscape, heading southdamgerous road, also peopled with
thieves and cannibals. Throughout their journeg rdader sees the bond between the
two as well as their determination to live for eather. They find spare shelter along the
way and run from cannibals who farm humans. They & baby roasted on a stick, and
deal with the cold rain and snow and ash. Whilentbdd had been destroyed by fire,
there is never any explanation given—the fire cdaddnan-made or celestial. The
father’s illness gets worse as they move slowltheocoast and, eventually, he dies. At
the end, the boy is rescued by a nuclear familychvtakes him off the road and to a new
(apparently safe) home.

15



This Pulitzer-Prize-winning novel can be examinachmany levels, particularly
from a psychological perspective regarding theti@iahip between the (never named)
father and son who act as the novel’s protagortistsn McCarthy has said in an
interview that his novel is simply about the impmit psychological bond between father
and son (Winfrey). However, just as important i plost-apocalyptic world surrounding
the pair—a world shorn of meaning, a world in whisan are nostalgic for an existence
that will soon not even be a memory, a world withimigtory or transcendence. Elizabeth
Rosen explains the evolution of eschatological mm suggesting that they once
offered meaning but now do just the opposite. “Agdgptic literature has traditionally
been written to comfort people whose lives areyloo perceive their lives to be,
overwhelmed by historical or social disruption in part to make sense of events . . . [sO
that] suffering is made meaningful and hope resfof@osen xii). However, newer
versions of such tales are instead, “a reflectidiears and disillusionment about the
present, a bleak shift in emphasis from the béliein ordered universe with a cogent
history to one in which the overriding sense is.@haotic, indifferent, and possibly
meaningless universe” (Rosen xiv). In other wotlsy are now about postmodernity.
McCarthy is writing about how to find meaning ip@stmodern landscape.

He also wrestles with the question of how to pasaming to a younger
generation in such a landscapble Roads about the loss of meaning in literature itself.
Words themselves have been shorn of meaning. Glgrtar a writer who cares about
his message, whatever that message may be, waidg kheir meaning may be the end
of meaning itself, and the end of the world. As guestion is raised over and ovefTine
Road “Why bother?” If all transcendent meaning isea What do we tell our children?
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What stories do we pass on? As writers, what dovrite about and what purpose do we
serve?The Roadsuggests that we need to continue telling trardE@marratives so that
we can continue to find meaning; those, like McBgrtvho choose to continue to
engage in metanarratives, will then be relegatédeganargins in postmodernity.
However those margins will offer meaning in a wiagttthe mainstream cannot. The
novel attempts to use words to invoke the transeeindarratives of the past and make
them real againfhe Roadopes against hope for a post-postmodern existented in
nostalgia, creating individual narratives teaento be universal metanarratives. Passing
these narratives on, then, may allow for them ke taot in later generations so as to,
eventually, perhaps in a moment of contingency)dbelief in transcendence back to its
pre-postmodern hegemonic position. McCarthy, ity tied to this position, pines for
this reversal.

Apocalyptic or post-apocalyptic stories (such Asn Legengdvarious zombie
films, andThe Roadlof the postmodern era are not simply warningsseeRather, they
are attempts to describe a postmodern existencdivé/im such an existence, a
Jamesonian postmodernity, in which we have becamdbies (or, perhaps, have always
been zombies fooled by metanarratives into belggwe were autonomous subjects).
How does one live in such a landscape and find mgan agency? And what does a
writer write about when, according to Jameson glenothing new left to write about
(Jameson 7)? McCarthy seems to argue that thehoply is to invent hope, and to expect
to live in the margins of such a society, hopinattin a future contingent moment,
meaning will be rekindled. Matheson offers the exate idea of embracing love when it
all too briefly appears. Matheson’s vision is jastbleak as McCarthy’s but his
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contingency lies in existential moments; McCartHiés in a stubborn refusal to let go of
transcendence, even when such belief in margirthlizéhe postmodern. In this chapter,
| will examine the post-apocalyptic metaphor; fertichapters will examine other ways

in which to find meaning or power in a world witlidustory or apparent meaning.

The Beginning of the End:l Am Legendand the Search for Meaning in Meaningless

Existence

Richard Matheson’s popular 1954 nol/édim Legendells the story of Robert
Neville, ostensibly the last man on Earth. A plagureven in part by bombings) has
either killed much of the population or turned therto vampires. Thus, the last human
battles hordes of zombie-like monsters before firgiccumbing to the new population
of vampiric creatures who supplant humanity. Theehacts as a post-apocalyptic story
as well as a cautionary tale about how morality construct; Neville, afraid of the
“vampires,” kills them wantonly during the day wihey are helpless. By the end of the
novel, he recognizes the fear he evoked and ategnézes that normalcy and morality is
a “majority concept” (Matheson 169). He is the éélng, not they. However the novel,
appearing as it does in 1954, also establishesdpe of trying to find meaning in a
postmodern existence through the metaphor of agustalyptic existence, though
certainly Matheson had no name for such a conditiém Legends not about the end
of the world so much as it is about how to livaiworld without overarching meaning
(without belief in transcendent metanarratives) aittout history (teleology.) The
novel is about the end of teleology, the end of emnigm. Neville’s eventual death offers
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no deeper meaning; it is, like life seems to ba postmodern landscape, random. It is
Neville’s recognition of such that makes this noelolutionary and essentially launches
a metaphorical genre—the post-apocalypse as thepdsrn: the apparent end of
meaning in a postmodern landscape.

Lyotard notes the “postmodern condition” is oneaof‘incredulity toward
metanarratives.” While of course Lyotard was nefgyto any overarching belief that
drives the zeitgeist of a culture, the timing ofpmodernity suggests that among these
institutions or narratives that postmodernism wardche to deconstruct were those of
nationality (thus the breakdown in trust in the gament); rationality (or enlightenment
thinking as epitomized by modernist and scientigieology); and, of course, religious
narratives (which often had already been displdgescientific teleology in modernist
epistemology.) Am Legenccomments on all three of these directly. The sl most
obvious is the national metanarrative, but as alralbspocalyptic novels and stories of
the time focus on this metanarrative (generallyimithe context of the Cold War and
nuclear Armageddon), the novel’s distrust or diardgf nationality is nothing
particularly uniqué. It is the commentary on religiosity and scieneteflogy) in the

novel that is innovative.

7 Suffice it to say that most apocalyptic storieshaf time are cautionary tales about
nationality and governments getting out of contitle aforementioned Canticle for
Liebowitz for instance, demonstrates that a misguidedfidaligationality and trust of
government will inevitably lead to war; novels dilohs such as Nevil Shute®n the
BeachandFail-Safe,by Eugene Burdick and Harvey Wheeler, also warnustting
governments and nationalities. And of course, $taKlubrick’s classi®©r. Strangelove
itself culled from the novdRed Alert by Peter George, argues for the absurdity of trus
any government. This distrust arises, as we shalirs further chapters, from obvious
governmental overreach in both World War 1l (in mamstances, including the
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The existence of the vampires themselves represeand to religious belief. As
Neville experiments on the creatures, he discoweisthere are two types—one type
consists of the living vampires (such as his nesqghBen Cortman) who are diseased and
dying and who have some semblance of apparent cbondo their previous humanity.
Cortman, for instance, remembers Neville and rettwrhis house every night in the
hopes that the man will come out so that Cortmankdahim and drink his blood. That
said, these creatures seem to have lost any atietokwill. They are drawn to living
blood, but often unable, because of limited agetaget it. So, while Cortman can
intone “Neville, come out!” each night, he cannor (nstance) use tools to try to open
Neville’s door. The second kind of vampire is tlead; as with Neville’s wife, Virginia,
these are creatures who die of the plague and bawclefrom the dead. They are the
undead, shambling through existence with no wilbsiischolars who trace the history of
the popular contemporary “zombie” trope concluds ki Am Legends where the
shambling zombies that now infest our cinemas &pgtear. Deborah Christie, for
instance, makes this argument in her bBeker Off Deagdnoting that George Romero,
generally considered the first and foremost dinectdhe zombie genre, has admitted that
his concept of zombies (then called “ghouls”) toe ground-breaking 1968 filmlight of
the Living Deagdcomes from the 1965 filmihe Last Man on Earthtself an adaptation
of | Am LegendMatheson may call his creatures vampires, but a®akeback, we

know a zombie when we see one.

bombings of Dresden and the use of nuclear weaonspy the executions of the
Rosenbergs, all by a supposedly “righteous” UnB&ates.
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In the contemporary zombie, we see the questiominghat makes us human, but
that questioning is couched in postmodern termsniZie” is not a term invented in
Romero films. The term originally appeared in filmracist post-colonial movies like
White Zombieand referred to humans apparently brought batfetas slaves by a
sorcerer or voodoo master of some &@@riginally coined in Haiti to describe these
slaves, the word zombie entered popular US cuthumugh a fear-mongering book
calledThe Magic IslandWritten by William Seabrook and published in 192t book
told of these soulless slaves, apparently dead wmerking the cane fields for the rich
slave-master. Chera Kee notes that for decademothbie became a symbol of an
“ideological critique of . .. capitalist exploitan” and racism, wherein whiteness was
the norm and the other was presented as monsteesl’). Zombies represented both
greed and fears of miscegenation. Over time, tinebm® came to represent, as had
cannibalism before it, the demarcation betweerlized and uncivilized societies in
popular film. But that use of “zombie” was veryfdifent from the zombies we know and
love today. “Zombiism, as it was first presentedJt® audiences, was not a disease, nor
was it irreversible; it was a state, not unlikengeunder hypnosis” (Kee 21).

The zombie, then, was not really an undead versi@nself, but rather a soulless

husk imbued with “consciousness” by a greater poWMee Cartesian duality of a

8 Actually, of course, these were generally peoplgyded and thus under ostensible
control of a “sorcerer” at least until the drug waff. Zora Neale Hurston, among other
anthropologists, studied this phenomenon. Eventuati ethnobotanist, Wade Davis,
claimed to identify the two drugs responsible fog Haitian zombie. For more
information on the scientific basis of this phenoime, Davis’ two books on the subject
are 1985’sThe Serpent and the Rainbawd 1988 assage obDarkness: The
Ethnobiology of the Haitian Zombi#/hile these anthropological and chemical origins
are important, this study is focused not on thergdic truth of zombies but their
portrayal in popular and literary culture.
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separation between mind (or soul) and body (opthesical) remains in effect in this
construction. The mind (or soul) is separate framtody; the creature does not move of
its own volition but rather through the mind of #&mer. There is a higher power, a
purpose for the zombie’s existence. However, imiag contemporary zombie invented
in | Am Legendy Matheson, the creatures come to (un)life natugh the control of
another or through a religious narrative, but ratheough a disease. The will (the mind
and/or soul) is not completely disconnected fromtbdy; the creatures retain memories
and desires from their former lives, but are undeone’s control. When Neville’s wife,
Virginia, claws her way out of her grave, she is mmader someone else’s control; she
shambles to Neville’s door nonetheless. The Camesiodel is shattered. When the dead
come back to life more or less randomly, the emuestion of a religious or
transcendental philosophy is problematized. Howthare be any talk of an afterlife? As
Deborah Christie notes, “If zombies are both aéine dead, if they retain portions of
both mind and body, then they force us to rethinkfoundational philosophies that have
informed our interactions with birth, life, deatind the hereafter” (Christie 68). That the
word “zombie” took on this new meaning in the postiarn era is telling. Nick Muntean
writes that,
The modern zombie arose after the . . . culturgkion of the atrocities of World
War Il (i.e., the Nazi concentration camps andaftermath of the atomic
explosions in Hiroshima and Nagasaki) renderegsyehological threat of the
Voodou zombie (that of losing one’s autonomy tothag obsolete, replaced
instead by the far more disturbing possibility ofexistential anxiety (that one
could continue to live, but be nothing) (Muntear).84

These creatures are alive but have limited ageFfogy exist for no real purpose. This

popular version of the zombie concept was born orldVWar |l.
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This is the world that Robert Neville faces and beijefs he had in
transcendental existence are shattered. After iiesdies and is buried and claws back to
the surface looking for him, Neville is apparerfdyced to kill her again, this time with a
stake through the hedrtle again buries her, in a mausoleum so no onelesecrate her
corpse. He visits her from time to time, in an e to remember his previous life.
During one such visit he notes, “If | could die now. peacefully and gently, without a
tremor of a crying out. If | could be with héfl could believd would be with her”
(Matheson 37, italics added). Neville cannot bealievke a citizen in a postmodern
civilization, he has accepted the reality thatéhemo afterlife, no transcendental
existence, no Cartesian model of separate soubadyl How could he, as the last man
on Earth, surrounded by the purposeless undeac tmany other conclusion? Indeed,
he, too, is one of the purposeless undead, thoagimiply hasn’t accepted it (yet). He is
“still alive . . . heart beating senselessly, veimsning without point, bones and muscles
and tissue all alive and functioning with no pumpas all” (37). Neville is more like a
zombie than he is like a human, in part becauseneas like him and humans are social
creatures. Neville is alone.

Deborah Christie, writing about the “modern zonibiies the trope to Robert
Pepperell’s concept of the “post-human,” noting tha “post-human” indicates “that our

conceptual construction of what it meant to be huimsaindergoing a profound

9 Of course, this detail is one reason that Nevitleflates these zombies with vampires;
in later narratives, the trope of a stake throdghtteart would be replaced by a bullet
through the brain. In either case, the comment areSian duality remains the same,
though dependent on either a religious or a ratimealdview. The heart (or soul) or the
mind (will) of the creature must be destroyed.
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transformation” (Pepperall, qtd in Christie, 68liits in original)'° Fredric Jameson
writes that part of the cultural turn toward postlamity involves the “death of the
subject” or “the end of individualism as such” (d8on 5). He argues that subjectivity or
individualism was a trait of modernist thought a®sthetics. Modernist painters, for
instance, had very individual styles, each unigu® ltself. This style is “linked to the
conception of a unique self and private identityngque personality and individuality.”
He argues that in his conception of postmoderfiitys kind of individualism and
personal identity is a thing of the past [and the]individualist subject is dead.” He then
asks whether the subject has disappeared in thepdsrn or if the concept of the
subject was a modernist construction, that, “itavereally existed in the first place; there
have never been autonomous subjects . . . [arlttmstruct is merely a philosophical
and cultural mystification which taught to persupéeple that they ‘had’ individual
subjects and possessed some unique identity” (dan@@sJameson looks around himself
and sees a world where subjectivity has disappearédhis observation makes him
guestion whether such individual subjectivity etraty existed.

Neville faces the same sort of realization withititeoduction of the modern
zombie and perhaps he ponders the same questiafathason does. Either unique
transcendent subjects had been lost when the woddd, or subjectivity never really
existed but is, rather, a myth. The zombies magitgly a truer reflection of humanity
than Neville seems to be. For Jameson, the den@awqadint for this loss of subjectivity
(or the realization that it is a construction)hs tise of consumerist postmodernity after

World War 1I; for Neville, of course, it is the pelsuman revolution of the zombies.

10 He makes this contention in his bobke Post-Human ConditioSee Pepperell.
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Matheson, in this very time-period, metaphoricafipresents Jameson’s cultural turn.
Christie also ties both Matheson and the zombjgetto this periodization, noting that
the novel shows that “we have been identifygnannesswithin an outdated context”
(Christie 76, italics in original). Then she contsdcAm Legendo George Romero’s
1968 film Night of the Living Deadand argues that “the notion that there is ultetyaho
discernible difference between the living and teadisuggests that the corpse of
traditional [modernist] humanism is as fluid andbie as the walking corpses of the
dead” (Christie 80). What it means to be humandhanged, and with that change is
either the loss of subjectivity or the realizattbat subjectivity is, itself, a construction.
As Steven Zani and Kevin Meaux note, “the poirthet loss of control, loss of meaning,
is constant in the zombie narrative” (Zani 114)e'Bame could be said of Jameson’s
postmodernity. When we have lost control (or ageémey have lost meaning from a
modernist perspective.

The novel also reflects Lyotard’s concept of aredality toward metanarratives
more directly and satirically. In the early dayslod plague, Neville is drawn into a
religious revival tent, where the faithful are wige confess their sins and accept that the
plague is a punishment from God. Matheson paimgssttene harshly: “Robert Neville
backed away, bumping into flailing-handed, whitegal true believers screaming out
succor from the lowering skies” (113). The believare portrayed as frighteningly as are
the vampires. Later, Neville ponders faith: “Inypital desperation for quick answers,
easily understood, people had turned to primitieeship as the solution. With less than
success. Not only had they died as quickly asdkeaf the people, but they had died
with terror in their hearts, with a mortal dreaoiviing in their very veins . . . to find
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themselves clawing back up through the earth” (1\\8)en these believers became
zombies, they hated their very post-human existehthis rejection of a modernist
epistemology for a religious one is typical of laaure and our very society in times of
plague, and reflects what Renee Girard calls teedisd plague” of a societal
breakdown. “Historians still argue whether the Rl&=ath was a cause or a consequence
of the social upheavals of the fourteenth centuigr,’instance (Girard 834). Zani and
Meaux note, “As a culture, we easily backslide ipte-Enlightenment rhetoric to explain
our own widespread illnesses, even in the facegréat deal of scientific or secular
rhetoric to the contrary” (Zani 106). There is mulsht we cannot explain. The novel
shows this backsliding for what it is—desperaterafits to explain the unexplainable
though failed metanarrativelsAm Legendsatirizes and deconstructs transcendent belief.
The modernist view of teleological rationality isndarly shattered in Am
Legendand Neville has similar doubts about science angdrgss. Indeed, science is
unable to save humanity. Early in the novel, Newséems to trust science: “Things
should be done the right way, tbaentificway” (27, italics added). However, when
Neville visits a library and enters the Science Rpbe sees, “All these books . . . the
residue of a planet’s intellect, the scrapingseofile minds, the leftovers, the potpourri of
artifacts that had no power to save men from peragh(78). In addition to the whole of
scientific progress being unable to save humahigyille himself faces such failure on

an individual level. In an attempt to give his I§eme meaning, he studies biology to try

X This detail is another reason many of the zombéesn like vampires to Neville; this
belief and dread that fills their mind as they @imains in their consciousness (such as it
is) when they come back to life. When they seeas;ror themselves (as a zombie) in a
mirror, shame drives them away, as in the vampythaof old.
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to figure out the germ and to see if there is aibs cure. This search has the effect of
apparently changing his life for the better as éedmes less alcoholic and self-pitying
during this stage of the novel: “He found, to hisgsise, that he actually gleaned
pleasure from practicing orderliness” in scientdxperiments (85). However, it does
nothing to actually solve the problem. He makesesapparent progress, finally
discovering the bacillus at fault for the disedné,fails to get any further. There is no
redemption in sciencg.“World’s gone to hell. No germs, no science,” lbacudes

(93). So modernist epistemologies like scienceuaedul in that they give life a purpose
for a time, but they are ultimately revealed toebgpty. They lead nowhere.

When Neville discovers a living dog, both metantres of science and religion
fail him once again. The dog brings joy into hfg liand also, in a way, brings religion
and science back into his life as well, if onlydbly. Neville finds himself praying for the
dog. “To his complete astonishment, he later folinaself offering up a stumbling
prayer that the dog would be protected. It was enerd in which he felt a desperate need
to believe in a God that shepherded His own cresati®6). And when he finally gets
the dog to trust him, he uses all of the scienkfiowledge he has discovered of the germ
in an attempt to keep the dog alive, particularhew Neville discovers that the dog has
the disease. For some fifteen or so pages, Mathestas of Neville’s attempts to save
the dog, but cruelly spends just one small sentendeng the battle with little
explanation: “In a week the dog was dead” (110)c&again, religiosity and scientific

teleology fail. Death holds no significance; isimply random and omnipresent. The

1z All three filmed versions, however, do offer redeimp in a mix of science and
religion, saving the old world rather than doingawvthe novel does—Iletting it die.
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dog’s death is the final blow; Neville ultimatelysles all faith in metanarratives. He has
come to accept the uncomfortable numbness of pamiy. “Burying the dog had not
been the agony he had supposed it would be. Inyaitwaas almost like burying
threadbare hopes and false excitements. From #lyabr he learned to accept the
dungeon he existed in, neither seeking to escateswdden derring-do nor beating his
pate bloody on its walls” (111). The metanarratigethe past have become “threadbare
hopes and false excitements.” Like 1950s Americaraa him, Neville, in his suburban
home with anything he could ever want, is living lseemingly without purpose.

He falls back into routine. He builds up his hoirssuch a way as to provide
defense from the zombies and allow him to livelatreely normal and almost ritualistic
life. Every day he makes more dowels with whiclkitbthe vampires. He even makes a
list of his daily routine, but “he never seemedjéd ahead” (16). The routine makes him
avoid the real questions of his existence. “Bettethis and better do that, he thought
morosely. There were so many damned things toeld,riever get to the real problem”
(22). Like the ennui felt by so many housewivethie 19502 or even their husbands
who worked for corporate America, while the daltyeat of nuclear Armageddon hung
over their heads, Neville does what he does big teat something—a deeper purpose—
is missing. That “real problem,” that lack purpoisestasis, is an existence without
transcendence or progress. “Time was caught onsh@dlerything stood fixed” (69).

Later, Neville thinks, “What was he going to do”oities seemed pointless now. What

13 Famously called “the problem that has no nameBeéfty Friedan in her bookhe

Feminine Mystiquén 1963. | am in no way suggesting that this feglbf women, due to

their lack of agency, is the same as their husbdodsven Neville’s). However the

generation itself felt a lack of meaning, but, @gr, in starkly different ways and levels.
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did it matterwhathe did? Life would be equally purposeless no matteat his decision
was” (72, italics in original). The analogy heregwstudies of ennui in the 1950s, such as
The Man in the Grey Flannel Suig,stunning"* When one reads the “end of the world”
in | Am Legendas metaphorical, one can see Matheson descrifseniguth of 1950s
America waking up to its own postmodern realityriBee Murphy ties the
suburbanization of America to films likéight of the Living Deadhoting that
characterizations of 50s suburbia called that shibu¥shoddily constructed, repetitive,
[and a] joyless hell” (Murphy 120). It was the dreaf a cheap home ownership, but she
notes the rise of Levittowns as a way in whichéaétion and depersonalization” grew in
post World War Il America, and led to popular horfibms that featured internal rather
than external threats. These films focused “on desmthat were literally closer to home”
(Murphy 123.) The ennui of such a suburban exigesuffused with quiet desperation
describes Neville’s uncomfortably numb existencigeqwell, especially his intense fear,
as Americans’ “initial glee soon gives way to bavedand deadening ennui” (Murphy
125). In the famous Port Huron Statement in 1962 Students for a Democratic Society
noted that, as possibly “the last generation inetkigeriment with living,” the obsession
with routine is really “a glaze above deeply felkeeties about their role in the new
world” (“Port Huron” 51-52). Matheson has descrilibdse feelings through metaphor.
His weaving of the post-apocalyptic metaphor witm1€Cartesian zombies that inherit

that world is groundbreaking and prophetic. As@f@es would bloom, young people

14 In addition toThe Man in the Gray Flannel Sudther books exploring this
phenomenon include David Riesman’s 1963 bbb& Lonely Crowend 1952’sNVhat
Makes Sammy R@rby Budd Schulberg
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would attempt rebel against this zombie-like exgace, leading to the very existence of
groups like the modern SDS.

When Neuville finally dies he realizes that, “intgpof having lived with death all
those years, in spite of having walked a tightropa bare existence across an endless
maw of death . . . personal death was still a thiegond comprehension” (164). He
refers to life as a “habit . . . 1 got...used t.” (165). With Neville's death offering no
meaning to the reader, his life also offers nonbeWNeville finally kills himself, it is
just another pointless dedthAs Deborah Christie notes about both Neville’stdesnd
the deaths of various characterdight of the Living Dead'Death is . . . no longer a
state of being that has meaning [and] . . . itld@® longer has value—sacred or
otherwise—how are we to consider the value of lifegng this realization to Giorgio

Agamban’s concept of a permanent state of exceplibristie argues that, “dying itself

1> This suicide is notably different from the endirngsall three films made from the
novel. In 1965’sThe Last Man on EartiNeville dies having discovered a cure; the new
vampires are unaware that he has saved them aed tig cure to them and they Kill
him in a church, thus reassuring the viewer’s faitboth the transcendent metanarrative
of religiosity and the salvation of science. Ratttan rejecting both metanarratives, the
film tries to combine them. In 1971The Omega Marm\eville is not an everyman, as he
is in the novel, but rather a scientist who, likeghe earlier film, has discovered the cure
and administered it to himself. His very blood {wiis antibodies) has become the serum
that will save the others. As he dies, his armsagbias if on a crucifix. Dutch (a
character who has the disease but who is “notangdne”) reaches into the water
baptism-like to retrieve the last bottle of theusefblood. Thus, again, both a religious
metanarrative and a scientific one are reinforéed! in 2007’sl Am Legend(more a
remake ofThe Omega Mathan a more faithful adaptation of the novel) Nlevs again
a scientist who also finds the cure. He has Iastdith, however, and that faith is
reignited when he meets Anna (another human) witien she can hear God talking.
At first he does not believe her, but eventuallyphsses the cure on to Anna, after
“listening” to God. He dies protecting her so sha bring the serum to the still surviving
humans. This act gives his life meaning and allaw®st 9-11 audience to reaffirm their
faith that things happen for a reason. Thus, ithallfilm versions, Neville’s death has
meaning that can be tied to both scientific telggland religious transcendence,
something the novel specifically and pointedly doesdo.
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has no purpose anymore” (Christie 79). If deawvisrywhere, then individual death is
no longer meaningful.

For Matheson, the cultural turn from modernistaédgy to postmodernist
contingency is the end of the world. What happireassbe found in such an existence?
Obviously we need to find our own contingent megnbut that meaning will not be
transcendent or universal. Neither science nogicels belief offers redemption. For
Matheson (or at least for Neville) that contingerganing is expressed existentially,
through love. When Virginia, dies (the first tinreyway), “the world had shuddered to a
halt” (69). For him, the death of a loved one is ame as the end of the world. One can
read the novel as simply a metaphor for life atberdeath of a loved one. Later Neville
rhapsodizes, imagining a woman who had died arvifgio die, he thought, never
knowing the fierce joy and attendant comfort obeeld one’s embrace . . . all without
knowing what it was to love and be loved. That wadsagedy more terrible than
becoming a vampire” (79). We may all be zombies voeican and must love
nonethelesd.Am Legendeaches that moments are transitory and that wé mmaise the
most of them to find love; however, there is navaabn, scientific or religious, and no
greater meaning than existence. Neville—and bynsib® the novel—is resigned to
postmodernity, but still continues to find momemgtar temporary meaning within that
postmodernity. He never truly rediscovers loverdfis wife dies and the world ends.
While he sleeps with Ruth, it is telling that heke&sa up crying for his wife. The only
meaning he finds in this postmodern post-apocaligegeaning he constructs—through
the routine of work. However, such constructionn$y necessary after the death of his
wife, that moment when “the world had shuddered halt” (69). Without that love,
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fleeting as it may have been, Neville’s life wouleverhad had anyneaning. Neville’s
response to postmodernity is existential, a resptimst offers some solace, but not truly
meaningful agency. His death, finally gives thedexano hope for transcendence, either
spiritually or through scientific teleology. Accand tol Am Legendthis is the world we

inherit after World War Il.

Without Hope, What Hope Would There Be? The Postmoern Post-Apocalypse and

The Road

Things have not changed much since 1954, in fagiaraphrase Eisenhower,
things are more like they are than they ever wian Baudrillard argues that we already
live in the post-apocalypse. “Everything has algelaécome nuclear, far away,
vaporized. The explosion has already occurred” (8dard, qtd in Heffernan 171).

While | Am Legendseemed to demonstrate the fear of a culturaltoward

postmodernity, Cormac McCarthy’s Pulitzer-Prize mig 2006 novelThe Road
demonstrates that the world the former novel pretehas fully come to pass, despite
(or perhaps because of) the awakening of the 1960s.Legendlid not quite know

what to make of this futur@he Roadyearns to return to the metanarratives of the, past
while recognizing the truth of their deconstructi@vriting about postmodernity,
Jameson notes that postmodern artists (or writek)he present day will no longer be
able to invent new styles and worlds—they’ve alyelaglen invented . . . this means that
contemporary or postmodern art is going to be abdutself . . . [and] will be involved

in the necessary failure of art and the aesthittecfailure of the new” (Jameson 7). Thus,
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according to Jameson, there will be nothing nepastmodern apocalyptic stories;
however, they will be about the very failure of sbcstories.

Cormac McCarthy’'d'he Roadlemonstrates Jameson’s theory. Like other
contemporary post-apocalyps@éfe Roadacts as a metaphor for postmodern existence,
but it also shows how a writer who desperately piloe a modernist sensibility
metaphorically presents that struggle in his prddeCarthy is a writer who, in a
postmodern world, chooses to write about what imseto live (and to write) in such a
world. McCarthy truly decries postmodernity and vas for a better (or at least different)
existence while also, in contradiction, acceptimg postmodern reality as truth.The
Road many of the same conceits of other post-apodalygies appear—marauding
bands of “others” (in this case, cannibals, butzaurhbies); destroyed infrastructure; and
the second plague of chaos and societal breakddomever,The Roads also about
words and how the loss of meaning of words (thahisir reference to the real) is the
same as a general loss of meaning. Without meamingected to words, writers have
lost the ability to write about anything meaningMlords without referents are the end
of the world for McCarthy.

The novel starts by referencing Plato’s Simil¢haf Cave. The novel’s
protagonist, the man, wakes from a dream in whislsbn, “led him by the hand . . .
[where] light [was] playing over the wet flowstonalls” (McCarthy 3). In Plato’s cave
analogy, the light of the fire is an illusion, lbe prisoner is led from the cave to finally
see the sun, the ultimate truth of the world. Whiils analogy, Plato introduces the shapes
or the forms—the ideals. Blinded by the physicatldiowve tend to ignore what Plato
would call reality (or truth)—the ideal. Thus, thleadows on the wall are the illusions of
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a daily life of work and other social construct® wwhat we pay attention to, while the
fire itself and the sun (representing here thescandent, meaning that exists prior to any
social construction) go unnoticed (Plato 316-32®)s is of course a transcendent
narrative, and one that had been the bedrock obleilosophies and existence until the
postmodern er& In this formulation, the shadows on the wall & signifier
representing the signified (the fire or the sumyelmeaning, in Plato’s analogy, lies with
the signified, not the representation or the signifTo take this analogy a step further,
words are meaningful only because they signify sbing deeper, something real. The
father’s dream, then, is of a world with meaninghwdeals, with spirits, with God, and
he is led to this truth by the boy. Of course, therwakes in the reality of the post-
apocalyptic landscape, one that is “barren, silgod]ess” (4). Even the winds are
“secular” (177). Plato’s forms do not exist in swctvorld. McCarthy continues to
reference the cave nostalgically throughout theehawsually through memories long
past, such as when the man remembers a trout-$ittedm, watching the trout, “as they
turned on their sides to feed. Reflecting backstine deep in the darkness like a flash of
knives in a cave” (42).

The Roads the story of a father and son traveling soutvaomth in a post-
apocalyptic world. Trees are ash, houses destrayetimost people are dead; those who
are not dead are not to be trusted. As if to detnatesthe inability to write about or
describe such a postmodern world, none of the cteasainThe Roachave names. The

father is simply referred to as “father” (or papdjile the son is referred to as “son” (or

16 Of course, this is the existentialist formulatibnt it is not until the postmodern era
that the existentialist beliefs really take hold.
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boy.) The land they are in goes nameless. Everodaeon which the father insists he
and his son travel goes nameless. Things thataneamed, then, are slowly lost because
like shadows in Plato’s cave, the name is not ingmdy only what the name represents is
important. But here any names are useless bedagrgedpresent nothing. McCarthy
plays with postmodernism, offering that, when naimesome meaningless (because a
sign is just an empty signifier) why bother withhmes at all? McCarthy describes how
Plato’s philosophical outlook is fading in postmodgy:

The world shrinking down about a raw core of pdesdntities. The

names of things slowly following those things intalivion. Colors. The names of

birds. Things to eat. Finally the names of thinge believed to be true. More

fragile than he would have thought. How much wasegalready? The sacred
idiom shorn of its referents and so of its realidyawing down like something

trying to preserve heat. In time to wink out fore(@8-89).

In other words, as we lose sense of the ideahetranscendent, words themselves lose
their meaning because they no longer representahscendent. Words are just words,
names are just names. The father feels this lose pwgnantly than he does the loss of
physical things or even human lives. When the bud/the man see someone on the road,
the boy asks who it is. The man replies, “I domibw. Who is anybody”(49)?

Later, however, they meet a man on the road whe dove a name—Ely. It is
telling that the name Ely acts as a referent (is1 ¢ase a referent to the prophet Elijah
from the Old Testament who is destined to appeainduefore the coming of the
messiah) and that that referent is then “shormsahieaning.” Ely, like his namesake, tells
the duo stories, but later recants:

“I made [the stories] up.

What else did you make up?
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I'm just on the road the same as you. No different

Is your name really Ely?

No” (McCarthy 171).
So much for Biblical referents! Even McCarthy'sda¢ punctuation (in this case,
guotations) seems to suggest an undifferentiatioong characters. Everyone and
everything is the same. Names are just labelsniede The symbols are just symbols,
“referents shorn of meaning.” There is nothingtfe@ symbols to represent anymore.

However the father—and, by extension, McCarthy—epinostalgically for a life
with meaning. Even as all evidence points to th&reoy, the father continues to promote
a grand narrative. In the first place, while everyoincluding his own wife, has given up,
and even as he is dying, the father drives hinagedfhis son toward the south, toward
some sort of salvation. This he does despite yeahten though he argues that
“everything depended on reaching the coast, yehe.knew that all of this was empty
and [had] no substance to it. There was a goodcehidney would die in the mountains
and that would be that” (McCarthy 29). Like Rolidaville in] Am Legendr the
characters itNight of the Living Deadhe man’s (and the son’s) death will hold no
meaning. However, he denies this truth to his sotelling him that things will be better
in the south. He also continues to tell his sonietdn an attempt to get him to believe
that there once were narratives that matteredyééifie postmodern revolution, offering
hope in nostalgia. And this he does despite rewjjzat least on an intellectual level, that
such hopes are vain, that such dreams are “siréidsvahat would entice him and
drown him (McCarthy 18). He also tells the son #arything will be alright, that “all
the trees in the world are going to fall soonelater. But not on us.” The son asks how
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he knows they will make it. “I just know,” the fathresponds (McCarthy 35). When his
wife had killed herself, surrendering to the waaldund them, she derided the man for
his continued, stubborn beliefs. “You talk abolking a stand,” she says, “but there is no
stand to take” (McCarthy 57). If there are no deegeals to fight for, then we are

simply fighting for mere existence. What stanchisre to take in such a world? For the
man, that stand is a nostalgic yearning for a p®fpodern existence. His wife sums up
how the world now sees itself, in a particularlspmoodern self-referential line: “We are
[just] the walking dead in a horror film” (55.) Teuwhile there are no actual zombies in
The RoagMcCarthy makes it clear that, in postmodernitg, aveall zombies. Again, we
know a zombie when we see one.

The most consistent and moralistic grand narrdtiedather tells the son is a
particularly un-postmodern one, that they are tq@otl guys.” This happens throughout
the novel; for instance, when the son asks if theyld ever kill and eat a dog or a
human, the father tells him no, and when the ska a#ly, it is because they are the
“good guys.” “We will always be [the good guysitie father assures him (McCarthy
77). Good guys “don’t give up” (137). Thus, likAm Legendefore it,The Road
comments on the concept of an inherent or trangsendorality. In the former novel,
Matheson casts doubt on the existence of a tradecémoral code, showing that the
majority constructs morality for the purposes ofimening power. Neville has that
power and the apparent moral high ground for tfs fiart of the novel; in the second,
the vampires claim botihe Roadmplies the opposite.

For most of the novel, despite the overwhelmingspdde man and the son seem
to act morally, even if it is the son who inspitee man to do so. On the road they
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constantly meet bands of cannibals and thieveshleuboy and the man act under a
moral code. Even though they have little food, theye some to a starving man on the
road. When they find a shelt&tlong since abandoned, with food and heat and clean
water, the boy insists the people who had prepdredhelter were good guys. The boy
even offers up a prayer of thanks to the “good Yawysl says that, “we know that you
saved it for yourself and if you were here we waottl@at it no matter how hungry we
were and we’re sorry that you didn’t get to eatntl we hope that you’re safe in heaven
with God” (McCarthy 146). The boy accepts his fathéales, and believes the narrative
of good guys and bad guys and a God in heavenmEmealso notes that the son is
“carrying the fire” (McCarthy 129), and the boydsnstantly being described in religious
terms: When the father washes him it is like “ani@mt anointing” (McCarthy 74); the
boy's hair is a “golden chalice, good to housed @wlicCarthy 75). The man explains to
his son that he is going to take care of him bezdes‘was appointed to do that by God”
(McCarthy 77). He even tells Ely that the boy igoal.

These descriptions (and many more) suggest thdather, in a postmodern
world where God is dead, attempts to teach higremscendent beliefs deconstructed in
postmodernity, in spite of the evidence of thatamhestruction. Indeed, Ely tells the man
that, “there is no God and we are his prophets”Gitthy 170). Other men are described
as “creedless shells” (McCarthy 28); the landsaéapkescribed as “[b]arren, silent,

godless” (McCarthy 4). Only the man and the somnsierefuse to accept this secular,

7 Notably, the shelter is off the road. While thadmffers a way to go, it offers no real
safety or succor for the pair, unlike the more nrabareas off the road, out of the
mainstream of culture.
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postmodern world despite all the evidence to thereoy. The man, however, knows
better (or should):

He walked out in the gray light and stood and Ive fea a brief moment
the absolute truth of the world. The cold relesgleircling of the insensate earth.
Darkness implacable. The blind dogs of the suheir running. The crushing
black vacuum of the universe (McCarthy 130).

This scene contrasts that of the prisoner beirggfre Plato’s cave analogy, who
discovers the truth of the sun and its warmth &gtat (representing God). The prisoner
dares to look below the surface; here the surfaed there is. The “absolute truth of the
world” is postmodernity, an existence without tregrsdence, but the man preaches
transcendence to his son anyway, seeming to prétanthere is deeper meaning. Even
as he lies, he seems to believe his words miglukiena pre-postmodern world back from
the ashes. “Not all dying words are true and thesging is no less real for being shorn of
its ground” (McCarthy 31). When the words have reaming, shorn of their referent, the
writer must still act as if they do. “Make a lifecite a litany. Remember” (31). Again,
referencing Plato and his forms, McCarthy writdsydke the forms. Where you've
nothing else, construct ceremonies out of theradrkaeathe upon them” (74). The novel
seems to hope that mere words will somehow raeseytirits that Plato wrote about, that
remembering the signifier will give life to the sifjed. The man tells the son “old stories
of courage and justice as he remembered them” (MioZ41). If there is no
transcendent truth, McCarthy seems to suggestaperinvoking it will make it real.
Unlike what Matheson does, however, McCarthy setenssiggest that these
methods work. The transcendent moral code, foants, is apparently upheld when the
man breaks it. Shortly after the man assures thehmy would not take the food, even of
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the dead, the man does steal food, out of vengeaffiee a vagabond takes the duo’s
food and clothes, the man hunts him down, nottugeet their equipment back, but also
for revenge. He leaves the thief naked and alonledrcold on the road, essentially

killing him, and rationalizes his actions. “You didmind doing it to us,” he says when
the thief protests about being left to die (McCpi2b7). Later he says to the boy, “he’s
going to die anyway” (McCarthy 259). The boy jud¢esfather based on the code. They
argue and the boy cries. When the man says, “yowtéhe one who has to worry about
everything,” the boy replies, “Yes | am . . . | éine one” (259). Convinced that the boy is
right, the two look for the thief, but never findrh That night, the man again tries to
rationalize his actions to the boy: “I wasn’t goitagkill him.” Before falling asleep, the
boy finally replies, “But we did kill him” (260).

The man here has become one of the “bad guys.” En@point on, his iliness
grows stronger and he gets weaker, while the btg/sieonger. Unlike imh Am Legendn
which moral codes are shown to be hegemonic castsirmnThe Roadmoral codes
remain transcendent. Not long after the man exasteevenge, he finally dies of his
illness. The novel is structured such that the@eadn recognize that it is the man’s
transgression of the moral code that punishes IkmMoses, he cannot get to the
Promised Land. However, his death allows the “ggugs” who had been discreetly
following the duo (but had been afraid of the fathgquick temper as evidenced in his
leaving the thief to die) to approach his son. Tiker’s sins literally keep him from
reaching redemption, while the boy does reachRhaitnised Land, a land where he

becomes part of a nuclear family.
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Unlike Neville’s death i1 Am Legengdthen, the father’s death The Roads
suffused with meaning. Just before the father dieCarthy again references Plato’s
cave: “Drip of water. A fading light. Old dreamscenached upon the waking world. The
dripping was in the cave . . . [i]n that cold cdai they had reached the point of no return
which was measured from the first solely by thatitdpey carried with them” (280). As
he dies, the father recognizes the world of thadj\as the cave; he recognizes that the
only meaning in this world is the meaning we briagt. He is leaving the cave of
illusion as he dies. The boy waits next to his d@#loer for three days. For the first time,
the novel makes reference to one of the pair’s saamthe boy invokes his father,
saying “his name over and over again,” before weandeoff in grief (281). This
invocation calls to mind the father’s earlier litegy, an attempt to bring back spirits of the
dead. The novel ends with “good guys,” a veritahlelear family of a man, woman, and
two children, finding the son after he has leftdesd father, and adopting him. “You
don't eat people?” asks the boy. “No. We don’tmdple” is the response, proving they
are good (McCarthy 284). They even waste a prediarket to cover the father’s body.
The woman talks to the boy about God, but he ctedl&od with his father and speaks
to him every day. “The woman said that was all ti@he said the breath of God was his
breath yet though it pass from man to man throdigbf éime” (McCarthy 286). These
people have found a way to survive in a world withipanscendence and yet maintain
their belief in transcendence.

However, they, while similar to the pair in thelmased moral compass, are quite
different in their methods of finding agency in pusdernity. Unlike the father, who
stays on the road—the mainstream of the postmateriety where they meet beggars
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and thieves and cannibals (“creedless men”)—thé&autamily is content to live in the
marginsoff the road. They tell the boy, “If you stay you needkeep out of the road. |
don’t know how you made it this far” (283). The mbeven implies that these people
have kept off the road and in the shadows watctiiagair throughout their journey. The
boy had seen a child early in the novel, when eiupdoa house off of the road. While the
father doubts the boy’s story at the time, the grauthe end of the novel seems to verify
the sighting. “There was some discussion about lengb come after you at all,” says
the man who finds the boy after his father die3j2Berhaps one day, they will leave the
margins and return to the road, but for now, theycantent to exist in a postmodernity
that marginalizes them.

McCarthy’s litany, then, creates a happy endingrem®ne could be expected,
implying perhaps that invoking the forms can bringm back to life in postmodernity.
However, this salvation exists only on the margirse road represents the path laid out
for people, received cultural assumptions, a patikely to change. Still, there is the
possibility for transcendent meaning and safetyh@margins. Thus the agency
McCarthy offers us iThe Roads two-fold: One can invent hope through a stubbor
belief in transcendence, hoping to change the w@rtdne can accept life in the margins
and find that, even with no real way to changewibed, one can find a way to live and
survive. Of course, this path suggests that postmmity may be temporary and that the
post-postmodern existence will be more like thegostmodern existence. The novel,
however, seems to suggest otherwise in the lasesebhere McCarthy again describes

trout in the stream, invoking, one last time, Pforms:
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On their backs were vermiculate patterns that weaps of the world in

its becoming. Maps and mazes. Of a thing, whicHccoat be put, back. Not be

made right again. In the deep glens where theyl latethings were older than

man and they hummed of mystery. (287)

This passage suggests that the forms do existhautve will never again embrace them.
In a novel as bleak &he Roadthe sudden introduction of the family in the st

pages seems unsatisfying, more a hope than reBfiat.seems the basic message of the
novel; when we are without hope, we need to inttefihe difference betwedmm
LegendandThe Roaghowever, is the level of belief in their contingg*® | Am Legend
asks the reader to find contingent meaning in masnexistentially. Meaning exists is
fleeting moments of real emotiofhe Roadasks the reader to maintain transcendent
belief in the face of postmodernity in the hope tirasome future contingent moment,
that belief will again become ascendant. While ¢hasth offer meaning, neither offers
meaningful agency.

The postmodern is post-apocalyptic, and Mathesdn\cCarthy are two who
approach the lack of meaningful agency in a woflthe “walking dead” directly though
metaphor. In both cases, the novels argue for sesefiicontingency within a landscape
that offers no transcendent meaningl Am Legendthat contingency is to find and
celebrate love when one can, while knowing thatntieenent of love is fleetingihe
Roadis similar; the love between the father and sariaar, but they both believe,
despite the evidence, that it is also transcend&hen the father dies, the boy believes he

still talks to him.The Roadargues that repeating stories shorn of their nmgacein make

those stories true through sheer belief. Howevah stories are bound to marginalize

'8 The concept of contingency will be further exptbie later chapters, in terms of
historical fiction, but particularly in the novet$é Kurt Vonnegut.
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their tellers. So, authors in a world where, aselkn noted, “individualism and personal
identity is a thing of the past” do, indeed, dtdlve something to do (Jameson 6). They
are wrestling with the very question Jameson pds#ss is a postmodern world, then
how does a writer deal with such a world, excepiviying about how to deal with such
a world? McCarthy simply rejects postmodernity anglies that it is death for an author
to accept it, fighting stubbornly for a grand néx@ McCarthy yearns to find the world
whole again, to break the trap of the familiar pasiiern post-apocalyptic narrative of
the past fifty or so years, a narrative presageMatheson. In postmodernism, it seems,
writers are trapped, for good or ill, and end uting about that trap.

Other authors have written about this postmodest-ppocalypse through
different metaphors; the next chapter will exantiogr authors, such as William Styron,
Robert Coover and E. L. Doctorow, metaphoricallyresent the postmodernity they
inherit though the metaphor of a complete los®lgidiogical history. The end of history
is also the end of the world as we knew it. Obskgath history, these writers also write

about the very trap of postmodernity that McCasthiges about.
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Chapter Two
A Distant Ship’s Smoke on the Horizon: The Post - istorical Fiction of

Doctorow, and Coover

Introduction

For some writers of the postmodern period, the-ppstalypse is the era
following the end of history. We live in Fredricnrdason’s “series of perpetual presents,”
(Jameson 20) never able to grasp a history that#ny real meaning since, deep down,
we suspect (and can provide evidence to supparivibw) the historical narrative is
biased. While Jameson seems to condemn this |dgstofy, seeing it as yet one more
example of a society that concerns itself with acefrather than depthsome
postmodern authors, such as E. L. Doctorow and R@mover see the deconstruction of
history as an opportunity to resist the receivdtlcal assumption of powerlessness in at
least three ways.

First, they deconstruct history to remind us thstdny is simply a narrative and,

therefore, a place of ideological struggle betwihase with power and those without.

19 |n fact, while Jameson and Lyotard both define pasternity, it should be noted that
Lyotard’s “incredulity toward metanarratives” mayntradict Jameson’s formulation; for
Jameson postmodernity is distinctly related to ¢afgitalism, a metanarrative that, he
might argue, drives existence today. Thus wheltgatard sees the deconstruction of
religious or scientific metanarratives, Jamesonitngge that such deconstructions are
not driven by incredulity but rather by the doll&aor Jameson, then, films likéK are
not deconstructions of history so as to make menses of the world (as we shall see
director Oliver Stone suggests) but simply an gptera successful one at that—to make
lots of money.
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This deconstruction is a constant reminder thathastyprical narrative, even one
claiming authority, is necessarily political anddwllenges the easy view of history as a
singular narrative. In truth, we only have a fict representation of history. This view
liberates us from the hegemonic historical nareaind offers a multiplicity of histories.
Second, given the space to play with historicatatawe, they actually attempt to rewrite
history, giving voice to the voiceless, rehumargzine dehumanized, and telling their
stories. Thigeconstruction of history offers a chance for the pdess to gain some
sense of agency and to resist the official nareatiweviously silenced figures, then, are
given a role in a new history. This formulation @dso allow us a more empathic view of
historical events and people, allowing us to maepdly understand those voices silenced
by the dominant historical narrative. Third, undansling that history is political, that the
powerless can be given voices in history, andjthahalism is the first draft of history,
frees authors like Norman Mailer to mix historyjpalism and fiction to wrest some
control in the present and the historical futur@nents in history are not necessarily
random, though the postmodern view might suggest #éine; rather they are contingent
and offer the opportunity resist the dominant raresand rewrite history as it happens.

Thus, even as many view the end of history as ikdeoé the world, the post-
apocalyptic trope actually allows some hope. Thespter will briefly examine how the
postmodern view of history is dominant in populaltare as seen in popular film. Then |
will examine how historicist fiction works much bsstory itself does to reflect present
concerns by examining the historical Nat Turner enitical responses to William
Styron’s postmodern nové&he Confessions of Nat Turné&inally, this chapter will
examine two postmodern authors of historicistdictiRobert Coover and E. L.
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Doctorow, showing how they demonstrate these motiessistance through the lens of

what for them is an apocalyptic moment for Amerit@ Rosenberg Trial.

History on Film and Confessions About Nat Turner

As noted, one of the tenets of postmodernity, kcethimeson famously asserted,
is, despite a nostalgic mode, a loss of history-exastence in, as he put it, “a series of
perpetual presents” (Jameson 20). In terms oftiartispresentation in postmodern terms,
history is portrayed as a story that may or mayheotelated to what was once believed
to be a true historical narrative. A novelist éminaker may tell an “historical” tale that
deals with artistic representation that may nditleally historical but is self-reflexive,
overlaying a veneer of historicity over our pres@antemporaneous) concerns. We write
historical pieces about ourselves, but thesflike history (with or without historical
accuracy3’ Thus, according to James@tar Warsbecomes a nostalgic film,

reminiscent of a time when such serials were egken on screen or on TV. While not

20 Historical verisimilitude may, in fact, be a redieg; an essay calledtatoonand
the Mythology of Realism” by Thomas Prasch shows doector Oliver Stone worked
hard to get tiny details correct about the Vietr\atar for his filmPlatoon From what
soldiers carried to the music they listened toygdetail was attended to. However,
these historically accurate details remain setqsdor a morality play that was more
about how the war felt to Stone than it was an mteyportrayal of fact. On a personal
note, having seen the filftanic, | walked away both impressed and nonplused. The
dialogue and the concerns of the story (particyliéslcritique of class structure from an
apparently more egalitarian time) had struck mareshronistic at best. A friend who
saw the film at the same time | did, and considéiatself a scholar of the (actual)
Titanic’s history, however, gushed at how everyadeif the ship was correct and that
many of the quotes and details about the sinking wract. Still, the filnTitanicis not
about the sinking of the Titanic but rather abtwt approach of the end of the
industrialized and inexplicably disastrous"2@ntury.
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about the 1930s or the 195@ar Warsfeels to an entire generation like those earlier
times.Star Warss obviously not an historically accurate film.tBlameson would argue
that films that claim to be historical (or thatithentally seem to be historical) are also
never historically accurate. Certainly, few woutdwe that a film like Quentin
Tarantino’singlourious Basterd$sic] is historically accurate—the assassinatibhlitler
therein would certainly belie such a claim. Howether film certainlyfeelshistorical and
may, in fact, act as a nostalgic mode for comicdsqmoduced during the war, such as
Marvel's Captain Americawherein the hero actually fulfills the wishesnoflions of
young boys by actually slugging Hitler, gt Fury and His Howling Commandasesd
their stories of everyman heroics during World WaA film like Steven Spielberg’s
Lincoln focuses on historical accuracy (right down to,apptly, how Lincoln’s voice
sounded) yet remains a wish fulfillment faur time. If only we had politicians who
could bring together warring factions in Congresw ithe way Lincoln did then (at least
as he did in the film)! Jameson writes that ounetyc'has become incapable of dealing
with time and history,” so our films are nostalfiat represent our current zeitgeist
(Jameson 10). In a postmodern universe, all artstliterary representations of history
are actually representations of “our ideas or stgpes about that” history that, in
essence, replace present concerns. Oliver Stgerhaps the most famous (or infamous)
film director when it comes to “historical” filmg&ertainly, films likeJFK andNixonare
not, technically, historical.

Given this fact, and Jean Lyotard’s assertionwetive in an age of incredulity
toward metanarratives, it seems that history, aneatative (famously, “written by the
winners”) is, itself, fictionalized. That is, histcal narrative as written by historians is
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also a veneer of apparently authentic historo@iecing contemporaneous concerns—a
perpetual present disguised as historical facthistorical novel is always experienced in
the context of its own time. Children are not taugbktory; we do not read history.
Rather, we read how history “feels” to #sThus, like Oliver Stone obsessing over
historically accurate details Platoonbut writing a contemporaneous morality play,
historians focus on historical accuracy to telhauitatively the narrative that they want
to tell, a narrative reflecting their own ideologliconcerns. Linda Hutcheon notes that
the narrative of history is not a factual narrativthat is, not the apparently random facts
and events that make up history (things that haypéned) but rather it is the meaning
we draw (or construct) from these facts and evéfitgory, then, is a narrative created to
make sense from the random events of histoAnd given that much (if not all)
historical fiction is self-reflexive, it follows #t historical fiction, in part at least, is an
attempt to make sense of the present. Certaingrtegp this phenomenon is that art has
infiltrated culture in unforeseen ways. Historigmar8ey Karnow is quoted as noting that,
for most high school and college students, the fiieK is the truth” (Carnes 273).

David Halberstam’s contemporary review of the fiffatoonsuggested that “thirty years

from now, people will think of the Viet Nam War Batoon” a piece of hyperbole not

21 Historians often recognize this possibility and sciausly try to be more accurate and
less subjective in their historical writing; thietfocus on primary documents in
historical texts rather than on retrospective rieves.

22 This formulation comes from, among other places, the chapter “Re-Presenting the
Past” in Hutcheon'’s The Politics of Postmodernism. For more, see Hutcheon, Politics.
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so far off the mark (Halberstam, qtd in Hillstroi®532% But part of the phenomenon is
also the incredulity toward metanarratives; histoag been a metanarrative throughout,
well, history. In postmodernity that narrativegisestioned. This questioning leads to
further reworkings of the historical narrative. Wihgeople who build the past are dead,
who interprets their existence?

This reworking or reclaiming of the historical retive by postmodern authors
can be called the novelization of history, a pheaoom that owes itself to man’s desire
to pull meaning from random events—that is, to fmdicture in chaos. That meaning,
given the form and content of postmodern art (asileed by Walter Benjamin and
Linda Hutcheon) is always necessarily ideologi¢ais basic concept of history as a
narrative is examined here through William Styroffee Confessions of Nat Turner
novelization of the historical man and his “confess.” Who was Nat Turner—the
historical figure, the myth or the man?

Reviews of his book, released in 1966, dealt nganith the problem of Styron’s
lack of historical accuracy. Styron seems to saiskif up for this criticism in the
author’s note before the contents page:

| have rarely departed from the known facts abaatt Nuirner and the revolt of

which he was the leader. However, in those ardesenhere is little knowledge

in regard to Nat, his early life, and the motivagdor the revolt (and such
knowledge is lacking most of the time), | have aka myself the utmost freedom

of imagination in reconstructing events—yet | trreshaining within the bounds
of what meager enlightenment history has left umiathe institution of slavery.

23 Some veterans of the war certainly did not apptedhis view. “Such a possibility
disturbed [them as they] contended that Stone @dianh excessively grim picture of
American behavior in the war” (Hillstrom 235).
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Despite this caveat, critics complained that Stysas far too loose with the facts of Nat
Turner. Herbert Shapiro, writing about the book @sdritics, suggests that Styron
should be allowed quite a bit of leeway here. “Oiirse it is true that a sensitive artist
seeks to imagine himself in the shoes of his charscseeks to identify with them, as the
method actor seeks to imagine himself the persiyrtadi portrays on stage” (Shapiro 99).
Therefore Styron should be allowed to fictionaliwea certain extent, Turner, although, “
.. . one can expect the historical novelist toehtamiliarized himself with what
documentation was readily available. Styron dogsappear to have done so” (Shapiro
101). Little in Styron’s book directly contradidtse originalConfessionpublished in
1831—and the few details that do, Shapiro arguesyielevant. However, Shapiro, like
many critics, seems to want it both ways—whilewitgy Styron to stray from the

factual, he demands that the author be “true” ¢oditails about Turner’s life that matter
to him[Shapiro], regardless of the documentation. “Themot a scrap of evidence,”
writes Shapiro, “that Turner was contemptuous sfdwn people” (Shapiro 101). Nor is
there any evidence he wasn’t. While seeming to &tlgeon’s side against other critics,
Shapiro also points out inaccuracies. Who decideslifference between major and
minor inaccuracies? Obviously the subjective reeiehimself does. Shapiro also attacks
some white critics who defend Styron. When Eugeerdsese writes that the detail of
whether Turner had a wife (Styron does not inclidecharacter of his wife) is
unimportant to the story that Styron tells, Shapirges derisively, “In writing about a
white historical figure, one wonders if any repuéascholar would contend that the
existence or the non-existence of a wife did natenat all” (Shapiro 102). Of course, in
a contemporary political climate, the charactethefwife takes on ideological
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significance. The issue of Turner’s supposed loistvhite women (in Styron’s novel)
takes on political overtones in the 1960s. Hisedraccuracy seems to be important
sometimes and not others, but the difference igawtial or historical, but rather
ideological. The search here is not for the “triM&t Turner, but for the one who best
represents one’s political views. Indeed, a gogdiment could be made (and, in fact, has
been by Seymour Gross and Eileen Bendétigtory, Politics and Literature: The Myth
of Nat Turne) that there is no way to know the ‘historical’ fier. Gross and Bender
argue that the *historical’ Turner that each crégiokes is at best an historical myth and,
at worst, an invention of the political agendal tritic. Thus the question must be
raised whether it is possible to be truthful whetting a historical narrative.

First of all, as Kenneth Greenberg suggests inntineduction to the historical
The Confessions of Nat Turnéji]t is best to begin by noting that Nat Turrnemot the
author of the original’he Confessions of Nat TuriiéGreenberg 8). He, and Gross and
Bender, note that the man Turner supposedly coedees Thomas Grey, has his
fingerprints all over the original document. Gregructures the work . . . decides when
to quote and when to paraphrase,” and makes af lise murdered whites. The only
witnesses to the actual confession were Grey andertimself. Even the certifications
of authenticity strike Gross and Bender as “too Imiwdfort as if to cover up an obvious
fiction (Gross 492). In fact, Turner, who will s@ogiently become an ideological
weapon used by many different sides on the raeibhte, is first turned into such a
symbol by Grey himself. Grey'Bhe Confessions of Nat Turn@presents the first effort
by someone to make sense of the Turner murdensnihgnd the first effort (though
certainly not the last) to use Turner to inciteahparanoia in a select population, by
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instilling fear in Southern whites, offering “evidee” of the evil nature of African
Americans and arguing against abolition. GrossBerder determine that Grey was “ . .
. a very shrewd man who knew precisely what hedweasg and why; and that his
pamphlet is a political document in the most basitse of the word” (Gross 492). Grey
makes a “deliberate attempt to depict Turner assagssed, deluded, religious maniac so
as to short-circuit any disturbing thoughts abbetinstitution of slavery” (Gross 493). In
an attempt to explain Turner’s actions Grey pdmts as a maniac to delegitimize
Turner’s righteous argument against slavery. InyGreersion, Turner is
schizophrenic—he has visions, he can read withavihly been taught, and he hears
voices. While many of these details may be truestracholars agree that Turner was
unlikely to use certain phrases and words thatapgpeoughout the document. Gross and
Bender note:
For example, in the opening paragraph of the “Cssifa” Turner says
that his early childhood “laid the ground work b&t enthusiasm which has
terminated so fatally to many, both white and bJaid for which | am about to
atone at the gallows.” Since Turner was convindati®supernatural support of
his insurrection, we would hardly expect him toreleterize his religious
commitment as “enthusiasm” since by th& t@ntury the term had only
derogatory connotations, as is clear from Grayerlase of the word. Moreover,
how can we possibly reconcile the idea of havintatone” for his “enthusiasm”
with his response to Grays’ query concerning Tuseelings of guilt—*Was
not Christ crucified?” Atone implies a sense ofgoeral wrongdoing; the
identification with Christ implies rectitude andifgacrifice (497).
There are, of course, many more examples, showatg3ray (or Grey, depending on the

source) at the very least heavily edited and perivagented much of théonfessions

creating a fictional character called Nat Turner.
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Clearly, Styron was not the only writer to inverttaracter named Nat Turner for
his own political or literary purposes. Many otlversions of Nat Turner have existed in
the intervening years between these two. As GnedBander write, “Unwittingly, the
Confessiongdirectly or indirectly, set in motion a processeverse mythologization by
giving the antislavery intellectuals a romantic $ghwhich they could recreate in terms
of their own passionate convictions” (Gross 50Qrri¢t Beecher Stowe, for instance,
took literally Turner’s phrase, “was not Christ cified,” and re-invented Turner into a
messiah figure in her appendix to 185Bt®d. In her version, Turner becomes a
“sacrificial prophet of emancipation” (Gross 50@ther anti-slavery proponents did the
same, and folklore grew among the slaves themsdlvesaction, slavery proponents,
portraying Turner as maniacal or evil, propagated mersions of the Confessions. These
versions were published, some with additions amaeswith subtractions, in an effort to
sway public opinion. Often, “these materials wesedirepeatedly . . . as if its source
were the original Gray pamphlet” (Gross 498). Theméentworth Higginson, an
abolitionist, first details (or invents) what thetic Shapiro found so important—Turner’'s
wife. In his 1861 chronicle, “Nat Turner’s Insurtien” (which he attributed to
newspaper accounts of the massacre rather thaotifessionsHigginson “delves” into
Turner’s “past.” “He has a wife whom he cannottpod from sexual ‘outrage,’ scars on
his body which may have come from white hands,abdnd of blacks that ‘had been
systematically brutalized from childhood’ and winad seen their wives and sisters
habitually polluted by white ravishers” (Gross 50IR)us, Styron is not the first white

writer to sexualize Turner’s story. Incidentallgptigh importantly from a political
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perspective, Higginson also portrays Turner aslugs@and compares him to John
Brown.

Styron is also not the first writer to assume Euimidentity in the first persoff.
William Wells Brown, a former slave, does just tirasixteen pages of highe Black
Man, His Antecedents, His Genius and His Achiev&neublished in 1863. Gross and
Bender point to Brown’s “novelistic bent” (he wrdteee separate and very different
versions of his own autobiography) as he inventsendetails about Turner which may or
may not be true. The point is, of course, “[iJperhaps impossible by now to unscramble
all but the most salient facts of the Turner insation from the legendizing matter which
has been spun around it . . . ” (Gross 499). Rathese materials are political treatises
using what the authors claim is the “real” (in eaele different) Nat Turner as a political
symbol. Styron does the same thing couched inltesdl white guilt and surrounded by
the specter of the Black Power movement in the 496@ tries to use Turner to make
sense of history and of his own zeitgeist. In othierds, he does nothing different than
any other writer—including Grey—has done when wgtabout Turner, or, possibly,
any other historical event or personage. The bottoens thatThe Confessions of Nat
Turneris, at the least, a good reminder of the waystti@narratives of history work
within the context of their times and ideology.

What all these versions have in common is thetfeattthey are altories—
indeed, they are all Romances, elevating the hareail{ain) to legendary status—that is,

raising up the individual, focusing on the emotadrthe hero (or the victims), all in an

24 Of course, one could argue that Grey himself asduhoener’s identity in first person
his original “confessions.”
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attempt to answer the question that the simple fembnot answer: Why did this
murdering rampage happen? Grey’s version suggagisus fervor or insanity; Stowe’s
version, a righteous response to slavery; Styrordg actually be the most nuanced
version, offering psycho-sexual reasons, as wehagamut between Grey’s religious
maniac and Stowe’s messiah. However, they all gteéanfind meaningby telling a story
and each seems to assume that meaning is theeefooiod, rather than constructed.
Sometimes, as we've seen, that meaning is moreargi¢o the author or his time, but we
assume it is there. Why?

Humans are, biologically speaking, pattern-seekimgnals, argues Michael
Shermer in his boollow We BelieveThis pattern seeking rises, he writes, from natura
selection. We find “patterns in nature even wheyttio not exist or have no real
significance” (Shermer 34). He points to peoplarsgesay, Jesus in a tortilla, as a simple
example. Citing evolutionary biologists, he suggdisat this pattern seeking nature is an
offshoot of evolution, explaining, “[tjhose who vegbest at finding patterns (standing
upwind of game animals is bad for the hunt, cow unams good for the crops) left
behind the most offspring. We are their descenddihis problem with seeking and
finding patterns is knowing which ones are meanihghd which ones are not” (Shermer
38). This difficulty explains the widespread belefastrology, for instance, in which
people imagine patterns that do not exist. Shepugts to an experiment conducted by
psychologists Stuart Vyse and Ruth Heltzer, invava video game. One group was
given points for specific successes they had irtiggng the world inside the game; the
other was simply given points randomly. Both grospBsequently claimed that points
were given in patterns; the group given points canig founda pattern to the scoring.
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“We seek and find patterns because we prefer tw the world as orderly instead of
chaotic, and it is orderly often enough that thiategy works” (Shermer 62). We expect
narratives to be teleological and thus imagine thatiom events are cause and effect.
Given this search for order in what is sometimesnalom, chaotic world, it is not
surprising that humans then find teleological paten history. Shermer offers the
“Bible Code” as just one example—certainly conspjrtheories such as those proffered
by the filmsJFK or The Da Vinci Codare others. There is a meaninglessness to JFK’s
death; our pattern-finding brain instead finds niegna pattern, a conspiracy, a cause.
Shermer also cites Madonna, speaking shortly Bfiecess Diana’s death, asking that
the audience stop gossiping about Diana and “lookhie deeper cause” of her “tragic
death.” Shermer notes that Madonna asks us taelloy stories—itself a pattern-
finding (or creating) mechanism—about Princess Bilevat the same time finding her
own pattern and offering her own meaning to theloam event. However, Shermer
writes, “Princess Diana died an ignoble [and diadly common] death, and that does
not make for a very interesting story” (143). Adilmed versions of Richard Matheson’s
| Am Legengpeople want to find meaning in meaningless déedtb.true story of
Diana’s death has no heroes nor villains nor megrso we construct our own.
Interestingly, this is the same argument proffdrgd\rthur Miller when discussing the
factual discrepancies from the Salem Witch Tridl$692 and his play on the subject,
The Crucible The addition of an affair between John Proctat Ahigail Williams
makes the story more interesting, gives us hemewvitlains, and allows the audience to
find meaning and relate to a 400 year old eventoftdoes much the same thing in his
update ofThe Confessions of Nat Turnéfumans are pattern-seeking creatures.
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It's a short jJump from pattern-seeking to storytgjl Shermer points to another
experiment by psychologists that shows that stsgl@mnten logic problems, are far more
likely to solve those problems if they are couchred story, “especially one involving
people and relationships in which the studentdadetect cheating and rule breaking in
social contracts” (Shermer 149). It is not hardame to the conclusion that humans are
not just pattern-seeking; they are also pattgeating That is, they like to tell stories,
even if they are not true, to explain a randomterise. However, anthropologist Misia
Landau takes that a step further, according torBéer‘arguing that stories are not just
aboutour reality, they helpreateour realities” (Shermer 149). He quotes her aggay

Narrative then is . . . a defining characteristiteman intelligence and of the

human species . . . We have certain stories, qr sigactures, for organizing our

experiences. Each deep structure comes in manyprsrand in several different
modes. For example, the Cinderella story is emleddéjust in fairy tales but in
novels, films, operas, ballets, and television sho®ome narratologists, stressing
the central role of narrative in human experiemaayld further argue that we

have not only different versions of stories bufeti#nt versions of reality which

are shaped by these basic stories. (Shermer 149)

As in postmodern epistemology, all stories areresftal to other stories. Certainly, one
can see different embedded stories among the \wviensions oThe Confessions of Nat
Turner. The messiah of Stowe’s version, for instances Moses, does not live to see the
Promised Land of abolition. In Higginson’s versiannonstrous system drives a good
man to righteous rebellion, much like the mongteviary Shelley's~=rankensteinGrey
presents us with a madman from birth, a villairveni by religious fanaticism. These are

tropes, often used in fiction, but now appearing/irat are ostensibly historical works.

Humans use narrative to make sense of their readityd the ultimate narrative is history.
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Historians might argue that the narratives theg@néare unbiased and free of such
unconscious (or conscious) manipulation, but higtar are human too.

History is, itself, an interpretation of chronologi events, an attempt to make
such events make sense to historians or a contanypaudience. At its simplest level,
for instance, 2% century readers must have™@entury concepts explained to them as
they read 19 century history. However, historians, as they aterstheir audience, also
weave a narrative out of the chronological evdnthis book Metahistory Hayden
White writes that historians create stories, us@ua modes of emplotment and
argument and ideological implication, in part, tegresent processes of selection and
arrangement of data from the unprocessed histaecalrd in the interest of rendering
that record more comprehensible to an audiencepaftecular kind” (White 5).
“Emplotment,” according to White, provides “the “em@ng” of a story by identifying the
kind of story that has been told (White 7). In otherds, one can examine the plot
structure of a particular historical text and digaothe type of tale—Tragedy, Comedy,
Romance—an historian is telling and one will dismowhat moral or point the historian
may (unconsciously) want his readers to walk awdly.\Wistories are also “maotifically
encoded”—that is, chronological events are fitteth\notifs (White 6). Rather than
simply listing such events, historians will assgguses, effects, terminations, or
resolutions. This ‘emplotment’ and these ‘motiflgancoded’ histories are likely related
to Landau’s embedded narrative. Of course, histerguggest that they do nothing of the
kind—the difference between history and fictionsices in the fact that the historian
‘finds’ his stories whereas the fiction writer ‘ients’ his . . . [but] invention also plays a
part in the historian’s operations” (White 6-7) sktirians may decry, for instance,
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William Styron’s rewriting ofThe Confessions of Nat Turpéut, White argues, they
alsomake stories out of history for an audience oirtb@entemporaries.

Clearly, there is a difference between an hisébaccount and one invented from
whole cloth. In one instance, at the least, onect@tk sources and research methods to
come to a conclusion as to the veracity of theohish’s work. However, in a Lyotardian
postmodernity, the line between the two seemsuprhbre than ever. Films lik#K,
Titanic, or Saving Private Ryaare attacked or praised for their historical aacyr(or
lack thereof), but they are really part of a lalgend that suggests that people routinely
accept that history, itself, is fictionalized. Whaiscussing the veracity of history as
opposed to his ‘historical’ films, Oliver Stonerelitor ofPlatoon, JFKandNixon notes
that historians argue that his films, unlike writtastories, are intensely subjective. He
explains, “I don’t think you can ever put togeth@robjective viewpoint” (Stone 260).
The implication is that if all history is subjeativand fictionalized to an extent, why not
demonstrate this fictionalization by making thattfaf fictionalization more obvious?
“[W]e as dramatists are undertaking a deconstraatichistory, questioning some of the
given realities . . . [presenting] an ambivalend ahifting style that makes you aware that
we are watching a movie and that reality itselhiguestion” (Stone 260). Stone finishes
by noting that he, as an artiahd historians are attempting to find “truth” in they of
history, but, “[t]he truth is elusive, so we mustie at it from a combination of the

conscious and unconscious lives of the individg&tone 261).
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Whether Stone accomplishes the goal of makingfibednalization” of history
more obvious is debatabf2Still, in many ways, Stone’s attitude is consistgith the
postmodern view, suggesting no qualitative diffeeshetween history and fiction. In the
end, historical film (and other narrative vehicles=)ds to symptomatically represent the
ideology of the zeitgeist of the time of the filnpsoduction rather than the time period
that the film claims to represent. Indeed, filmds&s have focused on film’s symptomatic
meaning for some time. David Bordwell and Kristinompson, for instance, in their
classic film studies textbookijlm Art, focus on the symptomatic meaning of film. Such a
view is supported by Linda Hutcheon’s contenticat il art, at least in a postmodern
age, is necessarily political. Hutcheon sees atmodern art as inherently political (or,
at least, ideological) and so, too, are all naresti(or deconstructions of narratives) of
history. In her formulation past events have, ijémppened, but we only have access
to them via various sorts of historical texts. Singes, “past events are givemeaning
not existenceby their representation in history” (Hutche®ulitics 78, italics in
original). Past events come to signify within tHeological construct of particular
history. The lessons we learn from history aredessooted in the political attitude of
the historian or the political zeitgeist from whittte historian writes. Past events have no
meaning unto themselves; we instill them with megnhrough our (necessarily)

political narrative.

25 Certainly,JFK offers nothing to the viewer to suggest that wreatshseeing is fictional
(and, indeed, the aforementioned poll showing npex@ple believe Stone’s version of the
killing of JFK than any other belies his point.)sHiewer films, likeNixon which
features the ghost of Nixon’s mother talking to fiiener president, go out of their way
to show that the narrative is being altered however
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Part of this attitude, at least in Stone’s and @tig cases is, | would suggest, due
to the Baby-Boomer Generation from which they gp(end Stone represents) which
learned to distrust authority. As Stone himseliespgrowing up and having been fed
“official” lies about Vietnam, one tends to distrudficial versions. “But from what |
know about history,” he says, “not only from my g@nal experience of it in France and
Russia and America, in Vietnam and Asia, but alemfreading—I know that many of
these subjects are ambivalent” (Stone 259). Cdytaone can understand, having seen
the Soviet model of history digested for decadethbymasses, that history at lecesh
be subjective (or even created) and, perhaps, mays be so. Stone’s “deconstruction”
of history, then, is one that is not about theipaldr story, but rather, about history
itself. Not coincidentally, Stone’s generation iscethe generation in which
postmodernism waxes. Robert Coover’'s noVvak Public Burningand E. L.
Doctorow’sThe Book of Daniedre, in many ways, a perfect postmodern deconsgiruct
of history along these lines, by way of detaileslyghological, sociological, political and
symptomatic studies of the Rosenberg trial. Botlhh@is seem to sense an apocalyptic
moment when the supposedly righteous United Stdtese to execute two apparent
innocents, and since that moment, we have beeawglivi the post-apocalyptic landscape
where history has ended.

The Rosenberg trial has, for many reasons, begtefdor many authors of
American literature; the trial is, itself, a revi@gl and pivotal and apocalyptic point in
American history, highlighting the (often legitineatfears of the Cold War consensus and
the abuses of power that arose from such fears &time in history can often be a lens
through which Americans can see themselves atthethbest and their worst. Indeed,
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many writers reexamine the entire McCarthy peradten through thinly disguised
historical narrative$® In much the same way the modernist writer John PEss0s
focused on the trial of Sacco and Vanzetti as elpm in modernist America’s
existence, so too many postmodern authors have tmmew the Rosenberg trial as a
focal point in our postmodern existence, part efrtnclear Armageddon that gave birth
to postmodernity. As the truth of Vietham had exqubthe lies of history for Oliver

Stone, so, too, the Roseneberg Trial exposesdbh@tia righteous nation and even of the
rationality of the modernist (enlightenment) epistéogy for postmodern writers. The
trial, deconstructed, reveals the hegemonic nattitiee historical narrative and, thus,
“reality itself is in question” (Stone 260). Apogatic language indeed!

Two of these authors, John Coover and E. L. Dowtpedmost simultaneousiy
wrote about the trial from the vantage point of sdmenty-five years after the event.
Both novels see the event as the end of modermshpearhaps the first step into a post-
apocalyptic postmodernity that offers little meagiirl agency. That postmodernity can
be seen as the world after the apocalypse of WWdd Il—and, indeed, the atomic age.

For these authors, this historic moment marks titeaé history itself.

26 Arthur Miller famously wroteThe Crucible ostensibly set in seventeenth century
Massachusetts, to highlight how much the McCar#mgrimgs were, in fact, like witch
trials. So even contemporaneously, we see an awtfitomg about his time through the
veneer of historicity. The phrase “witch hunt” lssce come into vogue in large part due
to Miller. When asked by the HUAC about the siniflas between his play and the trials
he found himself facing (he was even denied a paisEpsee the first overseas staging of
The Cruciblein Europe), he noted that a comparison betweehwbevents was
“inevitable” (gtd in Sagan, 248).
27 Doctorow’sThe Book of Danielvas published in 1971; CooveiTfie Public Burning
in 1976, though after some years of legal wrangling
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Doctorow’s novel,The Book of Daniepublished in 1971, recreates the trial
through the fictional point of view of the (now gvn) Rosenberg children. The reader is
asked to empathize with formerly iconic (or eventooversial) but voiceless characters.
In effect, Doctorow humanizes the Rosenbergs, Isotattempts to humanize their
accusers and killers. Doctorow also seems to stigfggshistory is a dehumanizing
hegemonic narrative invented by historians andfdashas become clear due to the
Rosenberg trial; in effect, his generation livesiconfusing postmodernity (an
incredulity toward metanarratives) in part duelte trial itself. We are left wondering
which history to believe, in effect, putting an dnchistory as a teleological narrative, but
also given a multiplicity of narratives from whitt choose.

Coover published he Public Burningn 1976, and his novel, far more
postmodern in style than Doctorow’s, accomplisteses of the same achievements.
However, its deconstruction of the narrative otdng is more pervasive and frightening
and it makes the contention that believing in atdnical narrative at all is dangerous.
The trial itself, in Coover’s formulation, represemiutcheon’s concept of history—that
of constructing meaning or truth from random evente trial, much like history (the
search for truth in an historical narrative) isham; there is no truth, no progression, no
meaning. There is only a hegemonic or victoriousatae or a verdict. However, we as
a nation are so soaked in a triumphalist histoneatative that to recognize that narrative
as false is not only difficult, but also dangerdi live in a world where teleology is an
illusion, and history has ended. Any attempt ta fineaning in this post-apocalyptic
landscape (that is, to make meaning from histonpyrogress) is doomed. The novel
seems to imply that history must be constructedHerpresent to make any kind of sense
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of the past to the masses. The construction obtyisthen, gives meaning to a
meaningless present, indeed, a meaningless exasteacbeing aware of that
construction may allow for actors to create countaratives. Thus, both authors offer

the possibility of a multiplicity of contingent hesical narratives.

The Rosenberg Ride at Disneyland: E. L. Doctorow'$he Book of Danieland The

Trial of the Century Re-imagined (Take One)

E. L. Doctorow’sThe Book of Daniehttempts a reclamation of history,
particularly the apocalyptic moment of the Rosegb¥arals, using as characters the
(fictionalized) Rosenberg children, particularlgtblder son, Daniel. In this novel, set in
1967, the Rosenbergs are re-christened “Isaatsand the novel follows the now-
grown son Daniel as he investigates both his &s{Busan) recent entrance into a mental
health facility and his own (and our nation’s) brstas regards his parents. That history,
Daniel deduces early on, has led to his sisteéalkdown, as Susan says to Daniel during
a visit, “they’re still fucking us” (Doctorow 19Paniel’s attempts to investigate this
mysterious phrase (with the pronoun-without-anteogtthey,” not to mention “us”)
causes him to not only meet with Susan’s friendsatlaborators (she has taken in with
late 60s radicals and has become an icon to theprgsenting the effects of the system
as both the daughter of socialists and of parahésllby that system) but also to

investigate, perhaps for the first time, the cirstemces of his parents’ executions. Thus

28 This name is, of course, as Biblically chargedhasrniovel’s title. Esau and Jacob were
the sons of Isaac and, of course, Jacob’s lineags gs Daniel and Jesus.
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Daniel embarks on a study of American history. mbeel is, in many ways, a personal
search for historical truth in a postmodern age.

The novel allows the reader to investigate witmiBk that he is a seriously
flawed character is important. Daniel seems to takéhe characteristics of both Biblical
sons of Isaac—Esau and Jacob. He seems by turimid@nd loving. The reader is
allowed to empathize particularly with flashbackshe child Daniel; the scenes of his
having, as a child, to deal with his parents’ iceaation and execution allow the reader
to see the human side of what has become overatmi@nic moment. Rather than
simply seen as a symbol, the Rosenberg Trial is 8eeugh the innocent eyes of a child
who, sometimes selfishly and sometimes throughrreet!, just wants his parents home.
In this way the novel essentially gives voice te toiceless, the voices silenced by the
hegemonic historical narrative. Daniel describesjristance, the children taken to
protests of the trial. The boy has to constanthginel Ascher (their guardian) that Susan
is “only a little girl, you know” (Doctorow 30). Tik works as a reminder to the reader
and the rest of America as well. Daniel feels “¢hewd as a weight that would crush
him to death” as his hat falls off his head anddses Susan’s grip. “Ascher was pulling
him on and Susan disappeared in the closing ragsd him” (31).

These scenes are effective. In the adult Danie#sory, when the Isaacson’s are
arrested, the young Daniel and Susan cannot compdeh The reader cannot help but
empathize with the two children who are about geltheir parents in ways they cannot
possibly understand and the guilt or innocencéefisaacsons becomes irrelevant.
Despite the iconic status that the trial will takke despite the hyperreal status of the
children of the Rosenbergs, this empathy worksegpkhe events of the trial real, or at
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least to feel that way for the reader. That s&d,adult Daniel often takes out his anger
on his step-parents and his wife. Daniel beatsvliessand thus, as we will see with
Coover and Nixon, the narrator ®he Book of Daniak revealed as flawed. However,
those flaws are not designed to present a parodsather to show him, too, as real, as
human.

Daniel looks back in an attempt to understandisiter’'s words. Who are “they”
and who is “us” and how are “they still fucking wEiyway? The immediate and obvious
answer, given her use of the word “still,” is thia@ US government is still fucking over
his family. They “fucked” the Isaacsons by Killitlgeir parents and they are “still
fucking” them through possible harassment. Ind&edan’s most recent political cause
was not designed to change the system but simglyoie her parents’ innocent. She
attempts to use what political agency she has fasv@rful symbol, to be sure) to
discover the truth in history. And if she, so closehe actual reality, needs to somehow
rediscover and reinterpret history, how can anygse know what history is? Doctorow
also goes out of his way at the beginning of theshto question (parodize) the truth of
historical narrative by occasional commentary. #As trivialize the lived experience of
the children, Doctorow notes, “many historians hagted an interesting phenomenon in
American life in the years immediately after a war [of] emotional fever for fighting a
war [that] cannot be turned off like a water faucet This is a phenomenon noted by
many historians” (33). The repetitive use of thiel@nalytical phrase this “phenomenon”
noted by unnamed historians and the use of passiee all work to undermine these

historical observations. They are essentially neglass, especially to a child. Historians

67



(and history) it seems are also fucking “us.” Higtis presented as cold and detached
disinformation.

Susan and Daniel have become icons and representieageneration, the
generation of Oliver Stone, borne of a moment liaatan official history that even those
closest to it distrust. These are the “real” chenacfrom that history dealing with the
“real” emotional consequences and history is urnegah to them. Thus, the “us” here is
also the generation of an historical moment, thenert when everything changed, the
children of a psychologically post-apocalyptic Amsar Doctorow raises the specter of
the Bomb, the specter that haunts a generatioplgitmrough commenting on the
Rosenberg Trial, but he also raises it in the dgsons by Daniel of his childhood:

| remember standing on the porch of our house oakR&/Avenue. It was a
warm afternoon and | had scraped my knee on tlevsilk. My mother came out
to tell me that an atom bomb had been dropped panJd looked up in the sky
over the schoolyard, but the sky was clear. Iistefor the sound of the bomb,

but the sky was quiet (109).

Expecting the destruction to come from the enenaniél instead realizes that “we”
dropped the bomb on “them.” From that moment oeyyghing had changed. What had
once been a world of certainty is now uncertaim, #i@ Rosenberg Trial (or the
Isaacsons in this fictional version) is a symbalho$ uncertainty. “Of one thing we were
sure. Everything is elusive. God is elusive. Retrohary morality is elusive. Justice is
elusive.” (54). Daniel, like the generation of @iStone, longs nostalgically for a world
that makes sense, that has meaning, from his posgg/ptic viewpoint.

Susan and Daniel are searching for their pargats,but they are also searching
for an historical narrative that allow them meafihggency in a world in which they

have become not human but iconic. All of the peeyie interact with them, either see
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them as a symbol of injustice or evil, but to th#®isgs, each of those people “is just one
of the thousands of intruders in my life, in mytai%s life—one of thousands of guides,
commentators, counselors, sympathizers and hotdensinion” (37). The novel takes
the reader from the real (the suffering of thedieih) to the symbolic (the children as
icons.) Like Nat Turner, the children “belong” inpablic space. Echoing the reflections
of Jean Baudrillard’s “precession of simulacranfr& mulacra and Simulatigrithe
children of the Rosenbergs have no connectiongdréal” Rosenbergs and thus, the
Rosenberg Trial never really happened; rather tbment is iconic, a simulacrum which,
in the end, represents nothing, even to those démblved. That people ascribe
meaning to historical events may be inevitable,fmute of those meanings can touch
whatever profound truth exists in the moment. Amast with an inability to reach any
such truth, Baudrillard would argue that no sucithtiexists, and nor does any relation
between the symbolic (the public Rosenbergs andc¢h#édren) and the real (the actual
Rosenbergs and their children.)

Through Daniel and Susan’s quest for historicdlamation, The Book of Daniel
essentially shows that we live in a post-apocatyptistmodernity at the end of history.
Baudrillard wrote about Disneyland: “The imaginafyDisneyland is neither true nor
false. . . The world wants to be childish in ortiemake us believe that the adults are
elsewhere, in the ‘real’ world and to conceal thet that true childishness is
everywhere—that it is that of the adults themseilvhe come here to act the child in
order to foster illusions as to their real childisks” (Baudrillard 13). Referring to the
imaginary of Disneyland as “infantile degeneratidaudrillard’s point here is that,
“Disneyland exists in order to hide that it is thesl’ country, all of ‘real’ America thait
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is Disneyland . . . to make us believe that the[mdsAmerica] is real, whereas all of Los
Angeles and the America that surrounds it are ngdoreal, but belong to the hyperreal
order and to the order of simulation” (Baudrillaitalics added, 123 At this level of the
precession of simulacra, we have no access te#iand thus, the real does not exist for
us. This truism holds in terms of the historicalrative. Historical events become
symbolic and are no longer pure events; this haayad been the case as this chapter has
noted for such events as Nat Turner’s insurrecttmwever, in our postmodern existence
historical events anenmediatelymediated. History and present events are no |amger
but constructed or, as Baudrillard would call théhyperreal.”

Thus, it is not surprising that the climaxidie Book of Danielakes place in
Disneyland and that it leaves the reader questipthia very fabric of history, meaningful
agency, and reality in a postmodern landscapeofAllaniel’s attempts to look back and
make meaning from the death of his parents havhilado what he assumes and hopes
will be a dramatic confrontation with Dr. Selig Miish, the witness whose
“confession® led directly to the Isaacsons’ convictions. Mirdsdaughter and son-in-
law, Linda and Dale, acting as his intermediaryl @nly agree to meet with Daniel in
such a public space as Disneyland. This settimgvalDoctorow to write at length about
Disneyland and, by extension, the world in whichlwe. Noting that it is a world of
capitalist value, Doctorow writes, “The ideal Digtend patron may be said to be one

who responds to a process of symbolic manipulahahoffers him his culminating and

29 In some ways, Baudrillard is describing historiggma fiction and historians’
obsession with the facts of history. The outcrfictonalizing history simply makes us
believe that there is a real history, while thetrtrig that all history is constructed.

30| use quotes here because the novel makes clahthconfession is suspect at best
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quintessential sentiment at the moment of purcl{a8&). He then makes an extensive
list of corporate sponsors. The point is that Dysaued is a Jamesonian postmodern
structure, one that offers what we might take todad experience but which is actually
symbolic experience and one which is, in the emdply about money. However,
Doctorow goes further, noting that Disneyland is working model for all existence in
postmodernity:

Obviously there are political implications. WhatsBeyland proposes is a
technique of abbreviated shorthand culture fomtlasses, a mindless thrill, like
an electric shoc! that insists at the same time on the recipieftts psychic
relation to his country’s history and language hisdature. In a forthcoming time
of highly governed masses in an overpopulated wthid technique may be
extremely useful both as a substitute for educadiuah eventually, as a substitute
for real experience (305).

What Doctorow is proposing here is Baudrillard’'sgession of simulacra. If we are not
careful, we will find ourselves in an existence wheur “rich psychic relation” to

“history and language and literature” will be lbstcause, as we continue to use
“shorthand.” The symbols of that shorthand willyphecome connected to other symbols
of shorthand and will no longer connect to the fhatory and language and literature.”
For Daniel, Disneyland represents this fear. Hesdue, however, in a particularly
Jamesonian touch, that what Disneyland does libtiaranything else is handle crowds
and move people around. This, he notes, is Disndiddreal achievement” (305).

Daniel's—and by extension, Doctorow’s—disdain fasieyland and what it represents

is palpable.

31 The myriad references to electricity, shock, amttebcution are legion in the novel—
examples of Doctorow’s sometimes grim humor in aeh@about a public electrocution
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When Daniel finally confronts Mindish, it is appr@ately in Tomorrowland, the
land of the future. Mindish is riding in a toy aghen Daniel first sees him gripping “the
wheel waiting for the new run to begin. His arms bare, he wears an Hawaiian shirt.
He is incredibly old” (307). In short, as Dale sedaniel, Mindish is senile. Daniel’'s
confrontation, then, comes to naught. History remmaistant, unknowable. We are
already in the Tomorrowland that Doctorow has wdme about. However, there is one
instant of the “real” here; just as Daniel and $usiad their parents have become
empathetic to the reader in this novel, so, toesdbe novel's apparent antagonist, the
man whose confession sent the Isaacsons to thaingld.inda cries as she introduces her
senile father to the man whose parents he killedtddponds, “It's Denny?” Doctorow
adds, “For one moment of recognition he was redttodife. In wonder he raised his
large, clumsy hand and touched the side of my fidedound the back of my neck and
leaned toward me and touched the top of my heddpailsied lips” (309). This is the
final moment of the confrontation and it seemsa aad emotional one. However, it has
no connection to the past or even of the realibyiad it; that it takes place in Disneyland
(and, in particular, Tomorrowland) suggests thé&ndlly recognizes the unreality of
everything else around it and the future.

There is no satisfaction for Daniel, no truth todigcovered, and no closure.
Immediately, the prose moves on to, first, a desiom of the wonders of modern science
keeping people who essentially are already dead &r a few more days. “Recently in
Houston, Texas, surgeons implanted a new hedneibaody of a fifty-four-year-old car
salesman whose own heart was killing him. Two wexdtes the surgery, the salesman
rejected the new heart” (309). There seems a mgl@sgness in this attempt at survival,
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especially as we exchange hearts. These peopleteestnike Doctorow as dehumanized,
mere zombies. Doctorow is again painting postmdteas post-apocalyptic. Then, the
novel depicts, a final time, how Daniel and Susavetbeen and still are held up as icons
from both sides of the political spectrum. In afifashback, as they (as children) are
prepared for one rally, Daniel notes, “There wagiastion about the signs” that the
demonstrators would use around the children. Whatllgl they say? But the implication
from Daniel is clear; the childreare the signs. “Our public experiences were
heartstoppers. The image was of two good, finddidn. Those who were close to us
knew better” (310). The implication is Linda Hutomés—that at its heart, everything is
ideological. The children, too, are dehumanized.

Finally, the executions follow and Daniel notestiti&he truth was beyond
reclamation”(312). Doctorow decries postmoderniggduse it does not help us to find
truth. Such is our reality. The novel then spiit®imultiplicities, offering three different
endings, suggesting that multiple views of histoigy become the norm in the
Tomorrowland of postmodern America. The third polesconclusion sees Daniel pushed
out of the library by radicals taking over the carsp‘Close the book, man,” one such
tells Daniel, “what’s the matter with you, don’ty&now you're liberated?” (318). This
third ending seems to suggest that it is a misitaklee first place to seek meaning or
truth in history; the moment now is what mattersalfmoment may be contingent.
Applying the philosophy of Hannah Arendt here, tinéy way to be free from history is
to act in that contingent moment. She writes, fi#dti®n and freedom are not the same. . .
. [L]iberation may be the condition of freedom bytno means leads automatically to it”
(Arendt,Revolutionl9). Unlike what Oliver Stone suggests, being hited (disabused)
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from the mantle of an official history is not thense as freedom. To be truly free, we
must “close the book” on history and act.

This, then, is the liberated world that Doctorayswe live in—a world where
we have, indeed, disabused ourselves of the nttadrhistory is truth. We are
“liberated” from the “shackles” of overarching mesaratives like history. However, in
such a world, what meaning is there? History hasime so hyperreal as to make our
very existence hyperreal. This post-apocalyptid$aape seems to offer little hope for
the future and no meaning for the present if weehavaccess to the real. We are
convinced, through this received cultural assunmptibat action is irrelevant. The novel
suggests that the only hope for agency and resstansuch a landscape is an acceptance
of this reality and an attempt to create contingedividualized (multiple) histories from
this perspective. Robert Coover,Tihe Public Burningwrites one such individualized
history while he also, like Doctorow, deconstrutis teleological narrative (though in a

different way.)

Comic Book History: Robert Coover’'sThe Public Burningand the Rosenberg Trial

Re-imagined (Take Two)

Robert Coover also sees the Rosenberg trialsas af apocalyptic moment, a

realization of the ambivalent and chaotic naturevioat will become the postmodern era.

The protagonist and narrator of Coovertse Public Burningset during the trials, is a
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historical Richard Nixoff, then Vice President to Dwight D Eisenhower. Nixaorks at
the apparent behest of the nationalist historiealative to make sure the Rosenbergs are
tried and, if found guilty, executed. The narratofenistory that Nixon has come to
believe—indeed, the one he was taught in schoalglaough the media—is profoundly
nationalist, a parody of Manifest Destiny. At tintes character of Uncle Sam appears
and speaks to Nixon. Nixon describes Sam as,
a figure gaunt and grand, the emptiness of agksiface, and on his
back the burden of the world . . . pinning a MBaidge on the American soldier
of the FEAR patrol . . . [h]is eyes burning fiercéke Mandrake the Magician’s,
a transfiguring glory in his bosom and a wad ofvelra his jowls . . . with a smile
of Christian charity [and with] the Pow'r that hattade and preserved us as a
Union. (64)
Sam is more than a symbol of power. He appearsxom\as a sort of eternal superhero
watching over the fortunes of the US. “He’s beemuuotted ever since [the American
Revolution] to propagating the Doctrine of Self-Branination and Free Will and
bringing the Light of Reason to the benighted amgksstitious nations of the earth, still
groping clumsily out of the Dark Ages” (8). Nixoagerly accepts this comic book
narrative, in part because it is so pervasive arghrt because he sees himself as an
historical figure, invited by Sam to be as her@d.acoln or Washington.

The narrative is also a way for Nixon and the Arteani masses to make sense
from an apparently random historical narrative—efinesents the tautology of Manifest
Destiny. America is a great nation; therefore Aweeswas meant to be a great nation and

is guided by an invisible force, the superhero knaavNixon as Uncle Sam. Coover

parodies the official historical teleological ndiva that has, in his time, long since

%2 The use of Richard Nixon as a narrator (and iartiqularly savage way) is one of the
reasons the novel’s publication was delayed.
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ended. Nixon finds evidence for Manifest Destinyhia words of one whom he calls the
“primordial incarnation” of Sam, George Washingtéiere Coover begins what will be a
familiar trope of the novel, quoting, for his owarposes, historical or contemporaneous
figures (generally through the eyes of his narjatMashington, “once put it: ‘No people
can be bound to acknowledge and adore the invibdnel which conducts the affairs of
men more than the people of the United States.\Estep, by which they advanced to the
character of an independent nation, seems to hee#e dhistinguished by some token of
providential agency’ (8). Thus, Nixon finds meagiprovidential, in historical moments
that have created the nation he loves, and seesaindom narrative, a teleological
progression driven by Uncle Sam. Coover writes,

Throughout the solemn unfolding of the Americanadle, men have
noticed this remarkable phenomenon: what at the embseems to be nothing
more than the random rise and fall of men and ideése starts and sudden
brainstorms, erratic bursts of passion and apéitigf setbacks and partial
victories, is later discovered to be —the lighfofierica’s gradual unveiling as the
New Athens, New Rome, and New Jerusalem all in cm@&e€essary and
inevitable sequence of interlocking events, a é¢ivinde, as it were, bringing the
Glad Tidings of America’s election, and fulfillitge oracles of every tout from
John the Seer and Nostradamus to Joseph and Adaim (8r9).

This misunderstanding of history as teleologicahiis Hutcheon’s warning: “past events
are givermeaning notexistenceby their representation in history” (Hutche®uwlitics

78, italics in original). And while this history,iaccording to Nixon, manifest, to
paraphrase Eisenhower himself, it is more so n@&3)Lthan ever: “Something like this

force [Uncle Sam] seems to have been at work @i tve world these past few weeks:

everything tumbling irresistibly into place” (9)ndle Sam also spends the novel
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spouting garbled clichéd phrad&&we rips what we sew!”) (64), phrases that ctelur
(as Nixon had) learn in grade school and thatessentially, meaningless memes for
American Manifest Destiny. He quotes presidentsstany books, reminding us, for
instance of “Honest Abe.”

Uncle Sam has battled throughout history agairesethl forces of what Nixon
calls the Phantom, who, in his present incarnat®a,communist super-villain. The
novel establishes the Phantom as the force thpir@tsthe Rosenbergs to betray their
own country and also the force fighting againstRosenberg executions. At times the
Phantom seems to be winning this battle—such as \Bl@reme Court Justice William
Douglas declares a stay of execution for the sleadafaitors. Nixon firmly believes this
narrative of the super villain. He says, for ins@nwhen ruminating on the guilt of the
Rosenbergs, that, “Of course, they had had congrésshe Phantom, | truly believed
this, they had touched the demonic and were saled/aand their deaths, | knew, would
kill a part of the Phantom” (144). The basic carifbf the novel is established in a
blistering parody: The much-derided (by the 19%dsn Coover is writing) Nixon in his
younger anti-communist incarnation, works with plwsver of Uncle Sam to discover that
the Phantom had successfully tempted, and thus eldntime Rosenbergs. By extension,

the parody allows the average American to quesherauthority of Uncle Sam himself

33 Among the many such quotes are: “For we hold thregls to be self-evident: that
God helps them what helps themselves, it's a matéemof marchin’; that idleness is
emptiness and he who lives on hope will die withfoot in his mouth; that no nation
was ever ruint by trade; and that nothin’ is saotih death, taxes, God’s glowin’
Covenant, enlightened self-interest, certain unalde rights, and woods, woods, woods,
as far as the world extends!”( 7)
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and the triumphalist narrative. It is a caricat@@astiche, of history and, in 1977, a
particularly effective and amusing one.

However, that parody is also not far from the acteality of the early 1950s.
Molly Hite explains: The Public Burningboth literalizes and exaggerates the ideological
shift [of the Cold War . . . ] rendering the keyl@&Var premise of an overarching Soviet
threat as an article of theology: not a pragmatipaditically theorized assessment of a
volatile international situation, but an elemenbefief, grounded on direct revelation or
the authority of someone claiming direct revelatighite 86). In other words, this view
of history is not simply the imaginings of a flaweéuibristic character; it is the received
cultural narrative of the nation, a spiritual oligmus vision, at least as it seemed during
the Cold War consensus of the 1950s. Coover eskedslithis contention by directly
guoting contemporaneous politicians and media, asgdine New York Time$ime
Magazinegets special treatment, for instance, presentéigegsoet laureate of America,
providing a framework for that triumphalist narweti For example, writing abotliime
Magazine’'sresponse to the initial Rosenberg verdict, Coonmtes the magazine
directly and puts that quote in verse:

it
was a
sickening and
to Americans almost
incredible history of men
so fanatical they would destroy
their own countries & col
leagues to serve a
treacherous

utopi
a
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Coover also quotes newspapers and celebrities(ptikticians like Eisenhower
himself$** from the time period. The Rosenbergs’ judge, fistance, Irving Kaufman,
has part of his verdict written in verse:
| believe your conduct in putting into the handshe Russians the A-
bomb years before our best / Scientists predictessid would perfect the bomb
has already / Caused, in my opinion, the Commumgigression in Korea, with
the / Resultant casualties exceeding fifty thousamtlwho knows but millions
more of / Innocent people may pay the price / Qfrytoeason. Indeed by your
betrayalyou undoubtedly have altered / The course of hydtwthe disadvantage
of our country (25, italics in original).
So, not only Nixon, but also all these myriad histal sources seem to equate
communism with the Phantom, a view that is confolrmethe Cold War consensus of the
age. This use of direct quotation demonstratesttieataricature is very close to the truth
of how Americans, particularly within the scopetioé Cold War Consensus, viewed
themselves and their country.

Of course, writing as he is in the midst of thg@®and the Watergate hearings,
Coover has given readers a character that thegmezoas deeply flawed. Therefore
Nixon’s comic-book view of America is tied to thataracter and we see the narrative for
the comic book it is. Coover deconstructs histaryteat we may take a more nuanced
view than Nixon’s. However, the echoes of otherstgd, such a¥ime reinforce the
popular conception of the pastiche. According t@&w, this comic-books the lens
through which Americans view and viewed their higto

This deconstruction and demonstration of a simplistrrative is not all Coover

does. Nixon also equates his (triumphalist) nareatif history against those who would

34 Indeed, Coover quotes verbatim (again, transcrilsinggrse) one of Eisenhower’s
complete speeches as an “Intermezzo” to the novepbges 149 — 156.
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deconstruct that narrative (presumably, people@kever!) as one of a meaningful
existence versus mob rule. “In a larger sense,’anddxon about the Rosenberg trials,
“I recognized this was another round in a contdstivhas been waged since the
beginning of time between those who believe inritjlet of free expression and those
who advocate and practice mob rule to deny that,figot noting the irony of the
statement (208). “A mob, you see, does not acliiopgatly. Those who make up a mob
do not think independently. They do not think ratitty” (207). To disabuse oneself of
the comic book concept of Manifest Destiny is tbigationally, outside the modernist
notion of enlightened thinking. To deny the naxmatis to become a mob, to act
emotionally, and life would not make sense. As Hitées, “The constant danger for the
anti-communist inhabitants of this world is nottttiee Phantom will prevail but that he
will be revealed as non-existent: for as a guaramitthe fundamental unreality of his
followers, the Rosenbergs in particular, he musthashakable reality himself, and his
reality, too, is an article of Cold War faith” (ldi©1). Nixon depends on the existence of
the Phantom as much as he does on Uncle Sam dughvedrid will not be a world of
mob rule—his world will make sense. The existenic#ne Phantom and Uncle Sam
allow his belief in teleology to sustain him in asp-apocalyptic world without history.
The need for a scapegoat means that the Rosenleaggsition will bring sense

to the world. Rene Girard, in his essay, “The PéaiguLiterature and Myth>® notes that

35 This essay, obviously, is about plague narratiliesiever, the plague narratives
feature the same thematic clusters (the second@lafgsocietal breakdown; mimetic
doubling; and scapegoating) as do post-apocaligis, particularly since World War II.
Thus, the “scapegoat” almost always appears in &leh, including Am Legendand all
its filmed versions. Someone “guilty” must die kattorder can be restored, the old
world brought back, or a new world born.
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the scapegoat acts as way of bringing a world thnis chaos back to a familiar order
and that return reinforces the narrative of thg@egaat’s guilt. “The positive effect of
such a transfer [of the scapegoat], the end oftises, must necessarily be interpreted as
a confirmation . .. as absolute proof that tleal'culprit" has been identified. A faultless
relationship of cause and effect appears to hagr bstablished” (Girard 842). The death
of the Rosenbergs will defeat the forces of irmadility and chaos—the very forces that
Nixon might equate with postmodernity.

Also, as noted, Nixon has a personal hubristicaedsr wanting to protect and
promote this triumphalist narrative—he sees a placaimself in this grand historical
metanarrative, sees himself being added, figurigtive Mount Rushmore. Part of this
delusion is certainly his wanting to be president his view that presidents, as agents of
Uncle Sam, are special. “[I]t must be admittalll American Superchiefs [presidents] are
‘men of destiny’” (161, italics in original). Buhose who more willingly allow Uncle
Sam to use them are even more special. When Samoses” Nixon at this precise
moment, the Vice President is, “shaken, but oddligd felt like | was very near the
center of things. There’s been a point to all tafggr all, | thought. . . . | felt swarmed
about with fears and absences. Paradox. But pfetected at the same time. | had a
feeling that everything in America was coming tdgetfor the first time: an emergence
into Destiny” (95). The religious language contisuas he says later, in the glow of the
successful execution of the Rosenbergs, “I felgleih out, touched by a special grace, a
unique destiny: | was God’s undercover agent iacular world” (526). The Rosenberg
Trial is the time for Nixon to shine: “l was luclenough to be alive just at the moment
we were, for the first time, really getting up stedt was our job now—it would be my
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job—to bring this new order of the ages to the wehsbrld. . . . [Eisenhower] was only
preparing the way for the New Order that it wasdagtiny, and through me the destiny
of my generation, to bring to the world” (59). Thfare, he willingly accepts and
promotes the comic book view of history and acguallows himself to be used byf.
He essentially gives up his own free will to theraave.

He does all this despite, deep down, recogniziegandom nature of life and
history. “After all, I'd become Vice President dfet United States of America by a chain
of circumstances not all that different [from thed@nbergs’], one thing drifting into the
next, carried along by a desire, much like theoseach the heart of things, to participate
deeply in life” (128). Rather than accept the randwature of both his life story and the
postmodernist historical narrative, Nixon choosebdlieve the modernist teleological
narrative which both offers meaning and a placeawior for him within that teleology.
He “felt like one chosen” (80) and notes that he ha. . long since learned that with
Uncle Sam nothing was mere happenstance, you Hedeio to him with every hole in

187

your body™’ (81). He speaks, throughout the novel, of beirgetli by Uncle Sam to
bring down the Rosenbergs. Their guilt or innocasdgelevant to the narrative. Nixon
sees an historical moment here, through whichgloyifecing his will to Uncle Sam'’s, he
can achieve immortality, like Washington and Lincbkefore him. History becomes self-

fulfilling.

36 Of course, in the end, this acceptance may turricobé a mistake as history (in the
form of Uncle Sam) anally rapes Nixon with the Wlagton monument in what has to be
the most memorable scene of the novel.
37 This line, no doubt, offers a grotesque foreshadgwaif the anal rape scene.
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Nixon also compares history to the Rosenbergitgalf (and, by extension, all
trials and the justice system.) Just as he recegrie random nature of history and his
life story but chooses to believe a narrative titdrs destiny, Nixon also recognizes the
artificiality of the trial process. Coover estahks Nixon’s view of trial as theater—
indeed, he reminisces about a play he was in asiiagyman, Ayn Rand’llight of
January 18'. In that play which was essentially a trial in aththe audience acted as the
jury, Nixon notes, “. . . there was no final camibn to be drawn, no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’
judgment, the evidence was ambiguous, the testimoniradictory . . . [d]epending on
our various performances, the verdict changed show to show.” Nixon played the
DA in the show and, “prided myself on winning maights than | lost—one of my most
successful roles actually” though he “would havetajust as much pride in winning for
the defense” (120-21). Nixon sees no need fohtouta correct verdict in this theater;
what matters is the performance. What people conbelieve from the performance is
truth.

This play represents a postmodern view of histong that takes into account
perspective. One wonders what these other “rolestrat Nixon is referring to—
certainly a reference to his political career. i aefers to the “artifice of a courtroom
trial” (124). Nixon then notes that the prosecutatprney in the Rosenberg trial
understands quite well the concept of a trial benaye about performance than truth.
“The genius of Irving Saypol . . . was how wellinaderstood all this [theatricality] and
used it in the Rosenberg trial. He even stole dmeyolines from the play” (121). Nixon
never questions the morality of the trial, since ‘tiasic conviction” based on his chats
with Uncle Sam, is that “the Rosenbergs were gaitiyell” (81-2). Nixon sees the trial
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as a play wherein the players are willing pawnthehands of either Uncle Sam or the
Phantom:

Not only was everybody in the case from the Judgdawn—indeed, just
about everyone in the nation, in and out of goventymyself included—
behaving like actors caught up in a play, but weetmed moreover to be aware
of just what we were doing and at the same timauofinability, committed as we
were to some higher purpose, some larger scriptveere, to do otherwise. (117)
Then he notes that Rosenberg’s lawyer did not deryagood job of creating

what we might call a counter-narrative to thathe prosecutors, despite getting the facts
right. His story does not resonate to the juryh®American people. “Thus, the
Rosenbergs and their lawyers were the only oneseshetarsed, and were in effect having
to attempt amateur improvisation theater in thestnad a carefully rehearsed
professional drama. Naturally they looked clumsg ansure of themselves . . . and so, a
bit like uneasy liars® (121). The prosecution, on the other hand, ratfeat focusing on
truth, instead weaves convincing fiction, and makeg lies more believable,

. . . to make what might later seem like nothingentan a series of
overlapping fictions cohere into a convincing seanioke of historical continuity
and logical truth—at least long enough to wrestiigt\gverdict from the
impressed jury. True, [the prosecuting attornegpaaplished this more with
adjectives and style than with verbs and substancg122)

For Nixon and, presumably, the government and thdi@ the importance in a trial lay,
not in finding a true verdict, but rather in it®#tricality, in its coherence to a logical and

aesthetic narrative, even if that narrative disgglisnmorality or even randomness. A

trial is about style, not substance—a damning gmital view of America’s justice

38 Clearly, based on the public’s view of the 197@sychced Nixon exposed as a clumsy
liar himself, this is another ironic line.
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system. The trial is akin to hiding a postmodeimlitg beneath a veneer of a modernistic
fiction.

Nixon conflates the very concept of a jury triai{gustice system) with historical
narrative. Even in the above quote, that conflaisgoresent—a “historical continuity” is
an important part of the trial process. As in alfrivhen it comes to a historical narrative,
justice or truth or even facts are all irrelevamtat matters is the resonance of that
narrative; the story needs to make sense and rsaitgelf teleologically. A trial is a sort
of introduction to the theater that is history: TR@senberg Trial wasa'little morality
play for our generatior. . .] our initiation drama, our gateway into kisy” (120, italics
in original). Thus, we see history as a trial wiretbere are facts presented, but the
coherence of the narrative matters more than tte.fdvhoever writes the more
persuasive narrative gets to define the meaningbehose facts. Nixon muses, “What
was fact, what intent, what was the framework, wira$ essence? Strange, the impact of
History, the grip it had on us, yet it was nothing words. Accidental accretions for the
most part, leaving most of the story out . . . .aMhwe broke all the rules, played games
with the evidence, manipulated language itself, endistory a partisan ally?® (136).

For Nixon, both trials and history are scripted.

Uncle Sam cements the connection of the theatfiasmal with the theatrics of
history since both deal with the past, a past telwive have no connection and thus one
that the powerful and/or persuasive get to define:

Hell, all courtroom testimony about the past is ipso faoth a
teetotaciously a baldface lie, ain’t that so? Mdwms! Chicanery! The ole gum

39 This is another ironic line from Nixon since he hafscourse, made history a “partisan
ally” by tying it to Uncle Sam.
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game! Like history itself—all more or less bunkHenry Ford liked to say . . .
the fatal slantiindicular futility of Fact! Appearees, my boy, appearances!
Practical politics consists in ignorin’ facpinionultimately governs the world .
.. and so a trial in the midst of all this fluxdaa slippery past is just one set of
bolloxeratin’ sophistries agin another. (86, italin original)
Of course, in this case, two people are executedalthe persuasive sophistry rather
than concern for the truth. Coover demonstratesmistery, not truth, that those in
power are both seduced by and promulgate, has tnaseffects on those subject to the
powerful and persuasive. The narrative of histerlgggemonic. Witirhe Public
Burning, Coover has essentially described the postmodemm of history, to paraphrase
Lyotard, a “history” of which we should all be imclulous. The triumphalist view of
history is presented as false. However, wondersiNifwhat is the alternative” (104)?
Coover demonstrates that the historical narraiveway to make sense from a
random existence, even is small ways. Nixon’s wifat, is incredulous when he uses the
word “accident” to explain his demeanor one mornthg implication being that there
are no accidents. So he re-examines the questtbdewides that it is not accidental and
that his earlier run-in with demonstrators wadaict, the cause of his demeanor. Nixon
muses, “Perhaps this is true, I'd thought. Aftérlaktory is never literal. If it were, we’'d
have no pattern at all, we’d all be lost” (CooveB2. Therefore history has to be “read”
to understand what it “means,” and without thagiptetation, people would be “lost.”
Nixon sees any attempt at deconstruction of thiehcal narrative as simply another
tactic by the Phantom. Having equated history vintithing but words,” Nixon notes,
Of course, the Phantom was already onto this, whs? Ahead of us
again. What were his dialectical machinations ifthedissolution of the natural

limits of languagethe conscious invention of a space, a spookyi@atiino-
man’s land, between logical alternatives? | lowedébate both sides of any
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issue, but thinking about that strange space wdxrt made me sweat. (136,
italics added)

What Nixon has essentially described here is lds & a postmodern perspective, a
perspective that allows no overarching truth bthiena series of different lenses,
different spaces, from which to view reality (ostaoiry.) The Phantom is decidedly
postmodern.

There is a moment ihe Public Burningn which, in the public square near
where the Rosenbergs are to be electrocuted, ngeaeéms to dissipate. Nixon loses his
pants and, trying to distract the crowd from tlaistf he tries to give a speech. The mob
laughs at him and calls him a liar, beginning te geough his words. Panicked, suggests
that standing in front of them with his pants dosamonstrates his adherence to the
truth, and urges the crowd to the same, and thewsuit. All across America,
“Cowboys were dropping their chaps, the Pilgrirhg, Riverboat Gamblers . . .
governors and judges, secretaries and bureaucratg483). Uncle Sam sees Nixon’s
actions as a cheap stunt, but Nixon, caught upemtoment fatefully announces that
everyone in America has his or her pants down,@x{dacle Sam himself. So Sam
obliges and, as he does so, darkness falls.

It is “the nighttime of the people” (487). Americagee behind the veill—America
as it truly is rather than the triumphalist narratihat Nixon and Uncle Sam attempt to
sell. Rather than the triumphalist narrative of ldreéam, there is no narrative at all.
Unable to make meaning, crowds become mobs andmme amorphous blobs.
Nixon notes that meaning itself disconnects froalitg “In the nighttime of the people,

everything is moving and there is nothing to graldlof. The very pavements seem to
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dissolve into an undulating quagmire” (487). Irsttnighttime of the people,” the
triumphalist historical narrative collapses antbs and postmodernity reigns. The
people try to make sense of historical momentschaohot piece them together. Coover
invokes Arthur Miller'sThe Crucible(playing in a theater down the block) and equates
the darkness and madness of the street with theisvafthe 1% century Massachusetts
setting of the play: “[i]t was not easy for thesople, the people of Salethfor the edge
of the terrible wilderness was close by, full ofstery, dark and threatening, the Devil's
last preserve” (490). The darkness of the wildesmegonflated with the darkness of a
postmodern view that holds no anchor for traditistst
Amid a crescendo of ticking clocks, mad diaboliealghter, shattering

glass, and recurring notes of impending doo-oomgitola squatters and gloomy

birds, frat rats and dirt farmers, puritans, pogisliand brainwashed vets rise now

to intermingle with those of coffinmakers and crawewards, desperadoes and

draft dodgers! What is truth? What is perversity®hie nighttime of the people

it's all one. (491)
Truth itself, or rather the constructed narrativattCoover has already revealed to the
reader, is lost. The narrative collapses, for thoghe street, for Nixon, and for the
reader himself. The result is confusion and deap tee end of the world as we have
known it. The crowd panics as nothing makes sem#igeim, and the reader is left to try
to find meaning in an apparently meaningless pa&ssag

Nixon sees this lack of meaning and truth as nefati, but it is in fact the

postmodern view—that is, as Linda Hutcheon haseatgevents are given meaning by

the narrative rather than having inherent meanivg.make meaning through the

40 Here, he makes the connection that the peoplelefiSa the play and the people of
America now on the streets awaiting the Rosenbengstution are one in the same
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narrative of history, not of history itséff.Nixon attributes this breakdown to the
Phantom, but the reader can see it is really sirap@ck of historical metanarrative.
What is interesting about the moment, though, 18 tiee crowd—representative of the
American public—responds. They are frightened agdpable of dealing with this lack
of meaning. They need their lives to make sensev@oseems to suggest that, while we
do live in a world without inherent meaning, weednarratives, particularly some sort of
metanarrative, to survive, to make sense of thesHaostmodernity, for the average
American, really is the end of the world. Of coyrdacle Sam takes advantage in this
particular contingent moment, by “saving” the croam pushing his narrative of the
Phantom against their fe&rin the end, the crowd re-embraces Sam’s narratide
“[n]othing has really happened, they're all stilay! It's like coming out of a scary
movie—nothing but camera tricks, the illusory mas\wend disasters of Cinerama and 3-
D, th-th-that’s all f-folks! Lights up and laugh!The people begin “encouraging each
other to shake a leg and [make] a generally rauappeal for national unit§® (496). It

is a catch-22. We need narratives to make sensstofy, but those narratives are
hegemonic. Uncle Sam’s triumphalist narrative takasl in part because we fear the

alternative.

Coda: History as a Novel

41 She also notes that that meaning is always idemahgi
2 One wonders what might have happened if someotreiorowd had managed to find
his way to the stage and take command of the ageniinmoment—this is the one hope
of postmodern historical narratives, that thosdasmesl by history act in contingent
moments.
43 This “national unity” that demands the executionha Rosenbergs, of course.
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Robert Coover allows the reader to see an actwalnd¢ruction of the
triumphalist historical narrative within his nové@he picture he paints of a postmodern
reality is a frightening one—indeed, it's apocalgptt is Fukiyama’s end of history, at
least in a Jamesonian sense. Suddenly, people/iageih a perpetual present, a world
without a teleological historical metanarrative yath multiple narratives) within which
to find meaning. To somehow deconstruct the heg@anwairrative of history that
continues to drive itself is to also face a worlithwut apparent anchor, without truth.
Coover seems to offer little hope that Americarestaave enough to take this step, that,
when we see the narrative fall apart before ous.eye will fear meaninglessness and
grasp any truth to avoid it. Perhaps Coover’'s dénmnt, then, offers little hope. Indeed,
even as, at the end of the novel, Uncle Sam sodmNzxon with the Washington
Monument, Nixon notes that this crime is happenathe nation too. But, he still
accepts his fate: “Whatever else [Sam] was, hebgastiful . . . the most beautiful thing
in all the world” (534.) His last words to Uncler8arofess his love. Nixon stands in for
the American public here. The words of Susan Isaaos Doctorow’sThe Book of
Daniel are apt here, as history is “fucking” Nixon andcking” us and, even as it does,
we accept that fate lovingly.

In a future postmodernity, then, how will the Anoam public react? The only
hint is the children’s reaction to the Rosenbergcexion: “fascinated by the first two
jolts, they are now bored by the third.” They d8khat’s history?” and complain, “that
they want to go home or go see Mickey Mouse ottluiseoilet” (510). This response and
its evocation of Disney also hearkens backhe Book of Danieln a postmodern sense,
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history has become a Disney ride, with the exeoutictwo potentially innocent people
boring by comparison. Whether this view is a pregi@n or a regression depends on
one’s view of the “nighttime of the people.”

However, at these moments of complete breakdowaypatalyptic moments such
as the darkness in Times Square (which, itselérseto the execution of the Rosenbergs,
the apocalyptic moment for Coover and Doctorow]lre Public Burninghere is a
contingent chance for competing narratives to uhfgkes, Uncle Sam re-establishes
control, but at that moment of darkness, the oppatyt does exist for other narratives,
perhaps those marginalized by Uncle Sam and otteerise. What Coover offers here is
a moment of contingency, similar to what criticl&nleman suggests is offered to Billy
Pilgrim at the end of Kurt VonnegutSlaughterhouse-Fiv&, a chance to take control of
his fate. Only this contingency offered by Coowenot simply a chance for personal
agency, but for a social movement. If, in these moi® of doubt, the marginalized can
gain the stage (in social/political terms, the stegn refer to any form of media), the
“mob” might be introduced to a new historical néi@, one that gives voice to the
voiceless and humanizes the actors of history. & beatingent moments are paramount.
We must be aware of these moments and offer, wigecaw, a more nuanced
multiplicity of narratives that allow for more thame voice. Using the character of
Richard Nixon, a disgraced ex-president at the ofqgublication, Coover equates the
moment of the Rosenberg trial with the contempotémited States in the mid-70s. This,
then, is a moment of contingency for history—bwrtiperhaps every moment is such a

moment.

44 This formulation will be examined in the followiradpapter
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Norman Mailer, in his 1968 bodkhe Armies of the Nightocuses on such a
moment in history to demonstrate this idea. Malksentially argues that journalism, as
the first draft of history, is inherently subjeaiand, therefore, often fictionalized. The
subtitle of his book is “History as a Novel; thesbas History,” suggesting that these
are one in the same. Like Coover, Mailer qudtese a blurb about the infamous 1968
March on the Pentagon and Mailer’s part in it. Rentspends several pages describing
his ego, his drunkenness, his overworked machisim@reed, his sexism and his
misanthropy. His “history,” then, seems to beconmaaal-gazing exercise in solipsism
(he constantly refers to himself as the “Beasttheathan any attempt at an unbiased
history (or even a history at all) of the March.oliher words, his “history” becomes more
about him than of what he is ostensibly writing @b &lis reasoning, however, is similar
to Coover’s attempt at deconstructing the very éi¢history.”

To write an intimate history of an event which @adts focus on a central figure

who is not central to the event, is to inspire imdiate questions about the

competence of the historian. Or, indeed, his hdslermotive. The figure he has
selected may be convenient to him rather tharcatito the history. Such cynical
remarks obviously suggest themselves in the cradicair particular protagonist

[Mailer himself]. It could be said for this histari, there is no other choice.

(Mailer 53)

Mailer has set up his audience for the same sadalization that Coover has come to.
Having been introduced to the flawed “historiaimg readers recognize that the history
is, itself, fictionalized and flawed. After givirtge readers a sense of the historian, Mailer
then recounts his history—a novelization—of the dhaon the Pentagon. He allows his

version to be compared to the ostensibly unbiasddactuallTimeversion to provoke

the reader to decide which is more unbiased andhwikimore “true.” The answer, of
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course, is neither; the only difference is thatIktahas allowed the reader to see his bias,
to see his attempts at fictionalization, whilienehas not.

The real question, then, is which version becormeat least influences, “official”
history—and the fact that two versions exist, airse, negates the entire concept of
“official” history. In effect, Mailer deconstrucjeurnalism and, by extension, history.
This view, it seems, is the predominant one toddwat-éveryone is biased and that
objectivity is a fool’'s goal. The goal, for Mailand Coover is a multiplicity of historical
narratives. This multiplicity echoes the (threefi®inf Doctorow’s novel. But, like the
radical says in the third version, “Close the baokn . . . don’t you know you're
liberated?” For both Doctorow and Coover, this newlerstanding of historical
narratives as multiple and contingent offer sonmgfhike liberation, if not true freedom.
There are opportunities here to weave history Bappens. Participants must grasp
contingent events and create multiple narrativaswhill allow for agency and resistance
to less humanistic narratives (the hegemonic metatnzes of History, Religion and
Triumphalist Government) and tell their own, hunséigi histories. As we shall see, Kurt
Vonnegut who, also, assumes a postmodern postdgpseademonstrates how such a
feat might be accomplished from within postmodegraind how contingent moments can

lead to individual and possibly social transforroati
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Chapter Three
This Is Not How | Am: The Paradox of Transformation in the Post — Human Fiction

of Kurt Vonnegut Jr.

Kurt Vonnegut, like E. L. Doctorow, Robert CoovE€grmac McCarthy and
Richard Matheson, sees the postmodern period @asposalyptic. In such a world,
characters, that in former times might have beetagonists, seem more like zombies,
buffeted about by fate. Critic Josh Simpson writ¥®nnegut forces his readers to
consider what it means to be human in a chaotienaibsurd, and irrational universe”
(Simpson 262). Todd F. Davis is more direct: “Voguies belief that the universe is
purposeless is not his main theme; it is his assiomip(Davis, 11). Postmodernity is
Vonnegut's canvas. Vonnegut's apocalyptic turnljilan be traced to the moment
when he climbed up from the bomb shelter as a peisof war in Germany and beheld
what the Allies had done to the non-military targeDresden with their fire-bombing.
As he famously wrote, “Dresden was like the moow,naothing but minerals”
(Slaughterhous&78). Or perhaps the moment was years later wagretitioned the US
government for information about that fire-oomborgy to be told that such information
was top-secret. The point is that, as Coover anttddow watched the modernist world
dissolve in the deconstruction of the nationalrst historical narrative through the
Rosenberg trials, Vonnegut's faith in a transcehdarrative was shattered when he
witnessed first hand that military machinery in fupposedly righteous United States

trumped individual moral choice. Vonnegut's writirggfull of characters that seem
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unable or unwilling to act in the face of the ovhelming tragedy borne of World War
Il, unable to act in the post-apocalyptic postmadgrof the late 20th century.

While all his work wrestles with this dilemma, Vagut really hit his stride in his
fourth novel,Cat’'s Cradle in which the postmodern metaphor is presentedworld
destroyed by ice. The novels that follow, then,raegaphorically post-apocalyptic—their
worlds exist, yes, but that existence is similathat described by Richard Matheson in
Am Legendin which, “Time was caught on hooks. Everythitgpsl fixed” (Matheson,
69) and “Choices seemed pointless now. What dithiterwhathe did? Life would be
equally purposeless no matter what his decisiori (fatheson 72, italics in original).
Particularly in the three works that folld@at’'s Cradle—God Bless You Mr. Rosewater
(1965); Slaughter-House FivEl968); andBreakfast of Championd972) —Vonnegut
presents characters who seem to have no meanagguaty, no way to resist the powers
that be. However, Vonnegut also presents charastevsact, and act ethically, regardless
of received cultural assumptions about powerlessridsese characters demonstrate the
concept of transformation, and offer a sort of himpa post-apocalyptic postmodernity.

As an ACLU attorney who calls himself the “Libekéewer” shows in a
YouTube video called “Fox News Obituary Trashestitonnegut,* when the beloved
author died April 11, 2007 at the age of 84, thg Rews channel ran an obituary. That
obituary, in addition to being at the very leastiaftering, also repeated the assumption
that Vonnegut's fiction and life reflected a hekdaattitude toward meaningful social
change. While giving a nod toward Vonnegut’'s pregiee views, the obituary calls

Vonnegut’s philosophy one of “despondent leftiserhaps predictably for someone

45 The video can be found at the liriktp://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1SiVasR2Gzo
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who calls himself the “Liberal Viewer,” the narrataf the video notes that even at
Vonnegut’s death, FNC cannot bring itself to simptgise the author without
commenting on his “leftist” political views, whicbf course, deviate from those of the
network. However, equally egregious, in my viewthis use of the word “despondent,” a
word that suggests a despairing surrender to #tesstiuo. That status quo in Vonnegut’'s
novels includes a dying, polluted planet, a rampaifitarism, and a consumerist
capitalism that defines the meaninglessness oli\e@s—in other words, the post-
apocalyptic landscape of a Jamesonian postmodernity

To be fair, the writers of the Fox obituary are tiw first critics to see in
Vonnegut an overwhelming fatalistfiBut other critics see, instead, a pragmatic
postmodernist, a voice speaking for the disposdesse that recognizes the
hopelessness of reality but strives to work withie framework of that reality to make
the most of such an existerféeHowever, | argue that Vonnegut is, rather, an afgn
change who demonstrates in his work the concepansformation. Characters are
transformed in Vonnegut's works through acting edhly despite a narrative that
suggests action is impossible or irrelevant. Ttaegformation, not the intended effect of
the action or its goal, is what truly matters. larWegut’s novels, most characters act like
zombies, but the possibility of re-humanizationséxi In fact, Vonnegut’'s prose demands

free action rather than resignation in the facevarwhelming metanarratives of

46 See Uphaus and Messent.
" See Davis and Klinkowitz.
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powerlessness, particularly within Jamesonian aratdrdian postmodernits?
Regardless, Vonnegut's message is certainly nqtlgifrdespondent.”

A quick look at some of these critical views vd#émonstrate these differences.
Within the scope of postmodernity critics have f@dion Vonnegut’'s obsession with
free will or the lack theredf’ As postmodernity is Vonnegut’s canvas, his charact
accept received cultural assumptions about meaniagency. Fate is not the meaningful
dictate of absolute purpose, but rather an ideodgiarrative that inscribes the
discursive practices of hegemonic authority. Charatearnthey have no free will. The
actual question of free will, then, is moot. Fomsocritics (and, apparently, Fox News),
his novels suggest a depressing fatalism. Robdraugpand Peter Messent, for example,
see Vonnegut’s response as resigned—that is, ay @iwealing with a postmodern life
in which humans have no control. In the face ofésrthat devastate the world, Billy
Pilgrim in Slaughter-House Fivean only control how hieels thus, given space to
exercise his imagination, Pilgrim can find comfout cannot meaningfully affect reality.
“The novel's one word conclusion—‘Poo-tee-weet?-egarves the terrible dilemma of
human imagination trapped within the historical teoth of death [and]. . . reinforces the
pattern ofimaginedhappiness projected against the backdrop of statigfuphaus 170,
italics added). Other critics, however, such asaddhy, and Jerome Klinkowitz, see

Vonnegut's “fatalism” as a simple pragmatic appfocpostmodern existence. They

48 As noted in the introduction, there are as manindafns of postmodernity as there
are theorists in the field, however this work fagsi®n Lyotard’s “incredulity toward
metanarratives” and Jameson’s late capitalist podémity.

9 For Vonnegut, free will equates closely to a sérneaningful agency—the ability (or
inability) of a character to make actual meaningfubices rather than culturally imposed
selections, and act in ways that resist habitnairoreceived cultural assumptions.
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argue that Vonnegut challenges the status quorglyppragmatic terms—in doing what
we can from within our post-apocalyptic existenzéiting comfort to those who need it.
John May, for example, writes, “We may not be allennegut is saying, to undo the
harm that has been done, but we can certainly Kgly because they are people, those
who have been made useless by our past stupiditgr@eed, our previous crimes against
our brothers” (May 28). A third critical view sugge Vonnegut’'s responses to power are
improvisational. Critics like Daniel Cordle and TbE. Davis agree that Vonnegut
suggests we act pragmatically when we can, butsalggest that, because of the
contingent nature of reality, that pragmatic reggocan sometimes be efficacious.

Acting in just the right situation can effect rehlange, but those situations are rare.

My view is closest to third critical camp, but Vagut's demands for agency do
not simply reduce to the pragmatic and are alssimaply a negotiation within a web of
power. Rather, action—direct action as opposetdoretical contemplation—can lead
to transformation, and that transformation itsefates meaningful agency. Vonnegut
asks his characters to act, and action can onlgdragvhen characters reject all received
cultural assumptions that claim to be truth, inaigdhe assumption that meaningful
agency does not exist in this postmodern post-dpoea Like the children in E. L.
Doctorow’'sThe Book of Daniekveryone in Vonnegut's books (and by extensidrgfal
us) has become iconic, Baudrillard’s simulacra.idgethically in the face of a narrative
that delegitimizes such action creates space Hoatsafor that agency and humanizes or
authenticates the actor. For Vonnegut, acting fnothin a narrative that denies free will
is what makes one heroic—or human, essentiallytiogean individual subject in an
post-apocalyptic postmodernity that denies anyestlyity. Such action in the
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postmodern condition is tantamount to the philogoptennah Arendt’s concept of
(individualized or social) transformation, the difénce between liberation and
freedom®° This moment of action, for Vonnegut, is the monfrtransformation.
Perhaps we have been convinced by postmodernityvihare all zombies, “doomed to
collide and collide and collide,” but free acticanctransform us and make us human
again (VonnegutBreakfast224). That transformation itself is as importantay other

possible result of the action.

Postmodern Religion:Cat's Cradle

Vonnegut ends the world with ice-nine@at's Cradle published in 1963n this
apocalyptic novel Vonnegut overwhelms the readén aharacters who seem to have no
real agency. These characters, including the mmarchthe novel, John, certainly seem to
be buffeted by a fate over which they have no @n#&nd by the end of the novel, that
destiny leads to the destruction of human life antlic Thus, it is easy to make an
argument for Vonnegut’s “despondent” fatalism. Gensely, critics such as Todd Davis
see, rather, characters that negotiate this fasebgpting narratives of love (epitomized
in the novel as the narrative of the Vonnegutidigitn of Bokononism.) This view sees
the novel as a sort of primer on how to survive—acichumanely if not with agency,
from within a chaotic and postmodern narrative eamnglessness. The choice seems to

be destiny or chaos. The constant reminders afkadhagency, of apparent

50 For Hannah Arendt, only men who act are free, g®esgd to those who are simply
liberated. Freedom implies action; liberation ireplthe possibility of action but is
dependent on the actions of another (to allowltbatation.)
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despondency, are overwhelming. However, the ovdmihg nature of the prose acts
mimetically, representing howfieelsin a postmodern existence where resistance seems
impossible. So ilCat’'s Cradle Vonnegut is in essence establishing his postnmoder
world. He then shows us characters—Julian Caste-amold Minton—whado act in
meaningful (if ultimately fruitless in terms of tigeals of their actions) ways in this
world. These actions present the hope of transfooma-of characters that resist the
postmodern assumption of powerlessness.

Cat’s Cradlebegins by introducing the narrator John—or Jorfah: had been a
Sam, | would have been a Jonah still—not becatseéd been unlucky for others, but
because somebody or something has compelled needbdertain places at certain
times, without fail. Conveyances and motives, lmmthventional and bizarre have been
provided. And, according to plan, at each appoistmbnd, at each appointed place this
Jonah was there” (1). This opening is a classiogsa of Vonnegut’s use of passive
voice as a stylistic device. Such a grammaticahftands itself to the passivity of
Vonnegut's characters; passive voice implies dotitna—an object “being acted on”
rather than a subject “acting.” Even Vonnegut'sigraatical style comments on agency.
Like a zombie in a post-apocalyptic landscape, exarators in Vonnegut’s novels do
not act; they are acted upon. This first parageapb intimates the narrator’'s acceptance
of his fate. John has accepted a metanarrativhjsrcase, a religious or transcendent
one, which works to deny agency. The use of “Joretthe narrator's name forces the
reader to consider the problem of free will in Ghanity. If God knows all that is going
to happen, how do we have free will to make realads that can alter that future? The
biblical Jonah is told by God that he has free,willd is then tolavhat to doby God (to,
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in this case, preach his Word). Jonah choosesrai tvhat God asks, and tries to escape
his responsibility. He is swallowed by the fistkega back to shore, and, eventually, he
accepts God’s narrative and preaches God's Wordis@oncept of “free will” in the
Biblical Jonah's case is satirical (or, at leashic.) In the face of the metanarrative of

the Christian God, Jonah has no true freedom. Hieamted in that he is given free will,
but he cannot act on that free will, as God demé&miservice. So through the lens of
Arendt, Jonah is liberated, but not free; his frmadlepends on another. Whatever
agency Jonah has is not meaningful. Vonnegut'sacterof John/Jonah comes to the
conclusion that he, like the prophet before hins, be@en driven by destiny, a conclusion
he draws because of his belief in Bokononism.

In Cat's Cradle Bokononism is a religion invented by a charlaBokonon, who
like John, came to the island of San Lorenzo dsiven by fate. His religion, which he
himself calls a “pack of [lies]” (VonneguGat's 191) is designed to make people who
have no recourse feel better about themselveshaidives> San Lorenzo, as it turns
out, is the perfect place for such a religion tmsp The people are so poor because,
“God, in His Infinite Wisdom, had made the islandrthless” (125). Bokonon decides to
build a utopia here—an illusory one that will madeople happy regardless of their lot in
life. As he writes in his religious “Calypso,” “lamted all things / To seem to make some
sense / So we could be happy, yes / Instead of tedysd | made up lies / So that they all

fit nice” (127). In many ways Bokononism represeahtsview of those who argue that

*1 An argument can be made here that Vonnegut s$ytizereligion after the Dadaist
movement which, as described by Greil Marcus irbbiskLipstick Traceswas a
philosophy that, “was a slipknot, your basic Sopkig-A: everything | say is a lie”
(Marcus 179).
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Vonnegut suggests we can control only how we Bt world may not make much
sense, but we can choose to believe lies that mhakem like it does.

Bokonon'’s religion is quickly naturalized. Vonnegutorld is chaotic, but
Bokononism provides illusory meaning in a worldhaitit meaning and everything
“makes sense.” Everyone on the island becomes ar@wkst, even those who claim to
be Christiar?? Bokononism is improvisational, a sort of postmadesiigion. Unlike a
metanarrative like Christianity it does not offerversal rules and morals to guide
action. Rather, morality is improvised. Todd Dawistes that since, “Vonnegut, like
other postmodernists, believes that claims forahjgy and neutrality no longer hold
water” (Davis 9), then we must create our own fsieaand Bokononism represents this
process. It is a cultural turn toward postmoderni§his view is different than simply
believing in illusion for the sake of feeling bett®avis views Vonnegut as a

“postmodern humanist® who sees no transcendent narrative but preachdadss

®2 Christianity remains the “official” religion of ®a.orenzo so that the island nation can
maintain good relations with the U.S. and Bokonwamis officially outlawed, though
even the island’s dictator, Papa Manzano, is dgadbokononist.
3 Of course, there is a basic problem with Davis&sts. Even though he establishes that
“daily, local activity” is how a “postmodern humatii acts, that action is still based upon
an overarching view of humanism, modernist or ant] becomes, as Al Cacicedo notes
in a review of Davis’s book, “a fixed point in tpestmodern chaos” adding that
Vonnegut’'s emotional response based on humaniemtdtive, local, and non-assertive
though it is—fills the void with a transcendentu@lthat, as Davis shows, remains
absolute regardless of the fictive context” (Cadaé17). In other words, Davis seems to
suggest that Vonnegut is not just attempting tstélse mandate of powerlessness
imposed by postmodernity, but also, despite higdsituction of universal values,
postmodernism itself. Cacicedo writes of Davisiedis that, if true, “ . . . then the future
that Vonnegut envisions is post-postmodern, cedtenee again on a transcendent
subject—not God or a master narrative but the iddad human” [as opposed, perhaps,
to the universal human of a modernist humanismg¢iggao 117). | believe this last
formulation is the closest to the truth. Despitevi®a claims, he seems to argue that
Vonnegut is not pretending to believe for the sakagency, but ratheactually
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anyway.

Vonnegut's movement toward action throughwiniging of fiction appears to
transcend the modernist paradigm, recognizing limalist nature of reality and
the postmodern deconstruction of narratives. Thiggsehistories—small
localized narratives for living—that Vonnegut o8eare based on traditional
humanist values but do not operate within a graardative or totalizing schema

as such narratives once did. For Vonnegut, tleenever a dogmatic claim to
“truth.” (Davis 13)

While denying transcendent truth Vonnegut stillsaribes to a form of malleable
humanism, depending on the situation in which wethoough Bokononism. According
to Davis, Vonnegut embraces humanism peagmaticapproach to effecting change,
rather than a philosophical or theoretical one. klosv, the absurdity of such a religion
should also be clear. In Bokononism, “it is notgbke to make a mistake” (Vonnegut,
Cat’'s 203). Whatever happens is meant to happen. Therefther than an inspiration
for ethical or resistant action, Bokononism actthassame sort of mandate of
powerlessness as postmodernity and works as afdddnifest Destiny. No action
cannot alter fate. Bokononism inspires only apatifiers liberation but not freedom.
The characters of San Lorenzo accept their fatie avtiappy resignation, even as they are
essentially enslaved and ultimately die in massides. The improvisational ethics of
Bokononism are no panacea.

John says at one point that Bokononism tells hia, tlisod Almighty knew all
about me, after all, that God Almighty had somdtgrelaborate plans for me” (69). This

belief makes hinfieel better about his situation certainly but also nsakien accept his

believing in a transcendent humanism (though, gtalot a modernist humanism.)
Thus, as Cacicedo points out, Davis argues thah¥gut does follow a metanarrative of
ethical action. Were this not a postmodern exigeaach a path might not seem trite or
nostalgic
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fate, for good or ill. The narrator has conflatkd situatedness of Bokononism with a
faith in destiny. His rejection of Christianity f@okononism is ironic. Other characters,
Bokononist and Christian alike, however, also teemselves blown by the winds of
fate>* Davis argues that Bokononism, because of its elranging dogma and its
confession that it is a lie, shows the flawed timgkn a grand narrative and, therefore, is
a better way of approachirdl narratives. “Absolutism, the absurd belief that'smsvn
ideas are unerringly correct, that one's actiong Ineadriven by an essential good or
purity, leads to the dark conclusion@ét's Cradlé (Davis 63). However an ever-
changing illusory narrative is just as bad as aohltist one—no character that believes
in Bokononism (including John/Jonah) does anythigrevent the end of the world
because in the belief of the religion, “it is natspible to make a mistake” (Vonnegut,
Cat’'s 203). If Bokononism really is a critique of the muedrrative of religion, it is a
complicit critique, one that, as Jameson would S&mnforces the logic” of the
consumerist capitalist postmodernism from whiatsigs (Jameson 20). A “malleable
humanism” fails to provide meaningful agency.

The world ends, destroyed e-nine,in part because so many characters
(caricatures, really) meekly accept their fate believe various fantasies—some of them
Bokononist, some of them Christian, some of thetronalistic, some of them

scientifically teleological, and some of them rom@rFranklin Hoenikker, for instance

54 The Crosbys, for instance, seem nonplussed whewdHd ends around them and
continue to live as if nothing has changed. FranKioenikker talks about a “Fata
Morgana” that draws him to San Lorenzo. “Gentlessban nuzzled Frank's pleasure
craft to the shores of San Lorenzo, as though Gardted him to go there” (83).
Bokononism teaches that “it is not possible to nakeistake” because everything is pre-
ordained (203).
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who actually gives theee-nineto Manzano (who will then accidentally releasend a
destroy the world) feels that it is his destingltnso because he believes the fantasy that
he is as scientifically clever as his brilliantifat (who inventedtce-nine) If Vonnegut is
making an editorial comment here, it should be antiv@t a belief in destiny and/or the
acceptance of a cultural assumption of a lack ehay kills everyone. Even as everyone
dies, everyone remains resigned to fate. Johnswitéhe Mintons (the American
ambassador to San Lorenzo and his wife) dying roicelly, hand in hand, without even
an apparent effort to save themselves; he writéssobwn “ritualized” (280yesponses to
life after the apocalypse; and, in fact, Bokonos ledt word that the only sane response
to this insane worlds an acceptance of fate. The religious leader recemais suicide

and thousands of people—including the beautiful 8ekill themselves, because
Bokonon notes, “God was surely trying to kill thgmossibly because he was through
with them, and . . . they should have the good reento die” (271). It is, as John even
notes, a depressing and cynical end. Yet, in tlishaf hopelessness, Vonnegut (or
John, at least) tells of a few characters thairewbn-habituated ways, regardless of the
situation, and regardless of the expected resultief actions.

These characters have no illusions; they recoghetethe comfort they give
others will be fleeting and that any resistance thiger will be futile. The telos, or goal,
of their actions seem hopeless in the hegemonratna in which they live. However,
they take action anyway and, briefly, become mbaa tcaricatures. They become
protagonists. Agce-nicedevastates the population of San Lorenzo, Julesti€and his
son, “set out on foot . . . to give whatever hopé mercy was theirs to give” (285). John
refers to the Castles’ actions as “meaningful vitlial [and] heroic” and he praises them
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(285)>°> Ambassador Minton, too, becomes a protagonist, spleaks truth to power.
Before the celebration of the San Lorenzan veteohigorld War 1l (the “hundred
martyrs to democracy,” who had died in a torpedacatbefore their ship even got out of
the harbor) he, the official representative ofth8., gives a speech. However, he acts
contrary to the received cultural assumptions sfdasition (ambassador), his nation,
(the U.S.), and the situation (a “patriotic holityaf254). He is, in fact, an actor who
changes his own lines: “He had a written speech hiih—fustian and bombast . . . [but
he] put [it] away.” He announces, “I am about tostmnething very un-ambassadorial . . .
| am about to tell you what I really feel” (25%)The speech, then, while praising the
dead, also wonders at the absurdity of sendingli@nl off to die. Should such things
really be celebrated, asks Minton? “The answeeg gn one condition: that we, the
celebrants, are workingpnsciouslyand tirelessly to reduce the stupidity and vicrmass

of ourselves and of all mankind” (255, italics adgeMinton acts unhabituatedly and

urges those around him (and the reader) to alsdeditierately.

% Indeed, as a few critics, including Stanley Schatte noted, at times the characters’
very names suggest Vonnegut's opinion of theiroasti Julian Castle’s initials (JC) seem
to represent Christ.. “Julian” suggests the Ronwamce of (modern) Christianity, while
“Castle” works intertexually with Kafka’'s novelhe Castlewhich is, more or less,
about a God no longer there. Other names of caresfcharacters also have
significance. As noted, “John” and “Jonah” are artpnt Biblical references,
representing both the questions of free will ini€tanity, but also, perhaps, the Gospel
of John (in this case transcribing the actions akdhon rather that Jesus.) Other
characters have names that are intertextual, eamiliyoting historical or literary figures
or natural or religious phenomena: Newt, for ins&g both identifies as grotesque
(representing a newt or a salamander) and als@alyconnotes a great scientist, Isaac
Newton (though the shortened version of it suggistsNewt does not live up to the
name—much as Franklin Hoenikker does not live upisg;mamesake of Benjamin
Franklin.)

*% |t is hard not to hear Vonnegut speaking direttdlthe reader through this speech. He
does something very un-novelist—he tells us exduily he feels.
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These characters are transformed; however, thereasger sees results. They act
freely, but in both cases, die soon after and tbddastill ends. As seen with many of the
weak characters i@at’s Cradle Vonnegut feels for those who seek illusory solace
because of how painful life is; but hespectgshose who refuse those illusions and act
with deliberation anyway. In the introduction toeoof his earlier noveldother Night
Vonnegut writes, “We are what we pretend to be.w8anust be careful about who we
pretend to be” (v). In much the same way, Vonnegight suggest that we must pretend
our ethical work has meaning and efficacy even frathin a metanarrative that assumes
it does not because that improvisation will defivieo we are, and becoming a subject—
becoming “human” —is, for Vonnegut, itself an attesistance. Regardless of the
metanarrative that surrounds them, Castle and Mifit@ meaning in their own
narrative of situational ethical action.

Cat’s Cradleand Bokononism provide a template for Vonnegutisasional
ethics and resistance that evolves in the nexrievels. Here Vonnegut tries to find a
way of expressing the concept of localized and owigational ethics, what Davis would
call his postmodern humanism. However, both Bokasrorand Davis’s formulation
seem futile. Julian Castle manages to alleviatlesng (at the likely cost of his own
life), but he does nothing to change the world elvise, Ambassador Minton’s speech
changes nothing. However, Vonnegut still celebrdtese actions because the characters
are transformed from zombie-like caricatures acfgoh to characters who, instead,

resist, and deliberately act themselves.

Postmodern EconomicsGod Bless You Mr. Rosewater
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Vonnegut’s next novel i&od Bless You Mr. Rosewatdihe postmodern post-
apocalypse in this novel is MarxisResewatedescribes a landscape charred by late
capitalism. Again, Vonnegut overwhelms his readasswith Cats’ Cradle God Bless
You Mr. Rosewaterorks by making the reader feel the overwhelmiegse of
powerlessness, of having one’s fate determines titme not by religious narratives but
by economic forces. Most of the characters in thweh even the rich ones (who may be
liberated, but not free), seem to live at the wbineconomic circumstance. Like zombies
who clamor for brains in postmodern horror filmtsgde characters clamor to “slurp” at
the “money river’Rosewatefl22). However, among all these characters—inclutheg
poor Rosewater County inhabitants, U.S. senatessyance salesmen, lawyers and
those, like the presumed protagonist, Eliot Rosewabrn into enormous wealth—is a
different sort of character, Harry Pena. Pena seemmor character, only appearing
briefly in a scene in which he is contrasted witadFRosewater (a poor insurance
salesman) and then merely referred to by othegs. IBut Vonnegut, as he does for Julian
Castle and Ambassador Minton@at's Cradle praises Pena for choosing to live
deliberately in spite of a capitalist/consumeritrative. In a novel of impotent men who
have no agency, Pena is portrayed as a deeply fimeesman who makes real choices.
He is the only character who seems to live an auithexistence. And it was not always
that way; Pena was once an insurance salesmanlhandehad to transform his life

(through action) to reach this point of authenyicit
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God Bless You Mr. Rosewaistikely Vonnegut's most expositional novélThe
reader never sees Pena’s transformation. Rathesttasnuch of the back story, that
transformation is referred to and explained, bwvenshown. The novel introduces a
character that has been transformed and that hasthentic subjectivity in a Jamesonian
postmodern existence, but does not demonstratentiaient of transformation. And as
with Cat’s Cradle Vonnegut first overwhelms the reader with whass to be
“despondent leftism.”

Born into the Rosewater fortune, Eliot Rosewater mare than enough monéy
to do whatever he wants; in America, after all, Mes power. However, though
liberated because of his wealth, he is not fre®fcapitalist system. When he attempts
to use his wealth to help the poor and sick of R@aser County, his father, lawyers, and,
eventually the rule of law itself intervenes. Heynuge his money in any way he chooses
except to give it away, because giving it away giélaizes the very system that gives
him apparent, though not actual, agency. Eliotlct ke the Biblical Jonah again—
liberated, but not free, given apparent free will bnable to actually use that agency to
change the status quo. When he attempts to givk samas to supposedly undeserving
people while living among them, the lawyer Normauagidari comes to the obvious
conclusion that Eliot is insane and begins thddadtstrip him of his fortune. Acting on

one's free will again—and to help humanity, no4essly seems to prove that one

" Much of the novel is written in back-story, traribed notes, or letters. Very little
actually happens in the story making it one of Vaguit’'s most passive novels. The
beauty ofGod Bless You Mr. Rosewatess in that exposition, however. At one point, in
a letter to his heirs, Eliot Rosewater tells adrigiof the Rosewater Foundation that can
be read as a sort of new historicist critique ef American historical myth of manifest
destiny and Horatio Alger.
58 $87,472,033.61 to be exact
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doesn't really havemeaningfulagency.

Because of an accident of birth, Eliot Rosewaser & very different life than the
poor people of Rosewater County (who seem very rlikehlthe poor of San Lorenzo)
and even than his distant cousin, Fred, who ligesifvay in Rhode Island. Money, in
America, is a sort of Manifest Destiny. Becauseéshich, he is expected to speak and act
a certain way, accepting the hegemonic discoursieeofvealthy in the capitalistic
metanarrative of the US. Instead he chooses tahveng the poor and give them
bundles of money that doesn’t really help thewatiion at all. The poor and ugly,
meanwhile, are just that, and unable to improvenedves, even with Rosewater's
apparent Christ-like unconditional love.

Vonnegut has written another satire, this one iaesat the American capitalist
system, in which money dehumanizes, either thrdwayling it, or through desiring it,
and dehumanization for Vonnegut means a loss ohimgul agency. Money makes
people act like zombies. Try as he might, Eliotre#trdo as he wishes without appearing
insane, and if he appears insane, then he loséibénity to act. His father explains to
him, referring to his squalid office, “If this wetlee set on a stage, when the curtain went
up, the audience would be on pins and needlesy éagee the incredible nut who could
live this way.” Eliot's innocent question followSWhat if the nut came out an gave
sensible explanations for his place being the waspl' His father responds, “He would
still be a nut” (220). Perception is reality. Tdddvis compares Rosewater to Kilgore

Trout, the destitute science-fiction writer who Baater admires (and who will appear,
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in some fashion, in each succeeding Vonnegut ndVele notes that the capitalist
system here is the “grand narrative” much likegieln was inCat's Cradle.Trout's
narratives, science fiction stories with moralg, e sorts of smaller, local narratives
humanity needs, according to Davis. “As is oftem ¢ase in Vonnegut's world, those
who have stories to tell that may improve the difdhumanity toil in obscurity and
poverty, while those who rule the social and finaheorlds spin narratives of injustice
and inequity that destroy the human spirit” (Dak2y. Trout’s stories, off-the-cuff as
they are, reflect the improvisation of Bokononism.

Critic and Vonnegut biographer Jerome Klinkowitze®that one of the reasons
Vonnegut often chooses science fiction as a gdardnimself or his character Kilgore
Trout) is that the “secret” of science fiction [§]ie same as Vonnegut's: knowing that
reality is not an absolute condition but only a lamnaescription changeable from
describer to describer and completely relative ating to culture” (Klinkowitz Effect
71). Trout’s solutions (and Trout offers a solutfon Eliot near the end of the novel, one
that may save the Rosewater fortune) are impraoursat Eliot Rosewater waxes poetic

when talking about science fiction as a form, nptimat science fiction writers are,

59 Many critics, including Schatt, have noted Kilgdmut's—Ilike Julian Castle’s before
him—connection to the name of Jesus. The deatllasiduction is implied in his first
name (either as a contrast or a reminder of Chréath on the cross) and the “fish” is
implied in his surname, representing the origityahlsol for Christ. Regardless, as Christ
taught with his parables, Trout will teach with B8ence fiction stories for the next few
novels. Indeed, even Vonnegut himself makes thepanison directly irGod Bless You
Mr. RosewaterTrout is described physically as a “frighteneging Jesus, whose
sentence to crucifixion had been commuted to inopngent for life” (162). When Eliot
asks Trout why he shaved his beard, Trout’s resgansgeference to his appearance and
his job (society’s “greatest prophet’s” job at eatting stamp redemption center”) (19), is
“[t]hink of the sacrilege of a Jesus figure redesgnstamps” (267)

111



the only ones talking about theally terrific changes going on . . . with guts

enough taeally care about the future, whieally notice what machines do to us,

what wars do to us, what cities do to us, what &ilgple ideas do to us, what
tremendous misunderstandings, mistakes, accidedtsaastrophes do to us.

(Vonnegut,Rosewatel 8, italics in originaf}°’

Thus, science fiction—and particularly Trout’'s werkeems to offer a new sort of
Bokononism—improvised parables that can offer paihethical action. However, Eliot
is drunk when he makes the former pronouncemendtsisa throughout, depicted as
schizophrenic. As Vonnegut explains, the reascensei fiction (at least Trout’s works)
and pornography are often conflated is that whey trad in common, “wasn’t sex but
fantasies of aimpossiblyhospitable world” RosewateR1, italics added). While
parables, these stories remain impossible fantaBieat’s stories are like Bokononism—
illusions that may make one feel better, but tHfgrano real change.

Eliot is not the only rich character to considefigg his money away; Stewart
Buntline once considered such an action as wellwaig talked out of it by his lawyer,
McAllister. McAllister tells him to accept the wéife is. “Giving away a fortune is a
futile and destructive thing. It makes whinersted poor, without making them rich or
even comfortable. And the donor and his descendstsme undistinguished members
of the whining poor” (179). Wealth, then, is pretained, and whether one has it or not,
one’s life is ruled by it. IrGod Bless You Mr. Rosewatére received cultural
assumptions about money are what drive peoplertersier free will. Eliot himself

seems to prove McAllister's words prophetic. Wik never see Eliot’s ultimate fate

beyond his being confined to an insane asylum, evee@ that his doling of money helps

60 Note the italics are likely meant ironically hetieese writers are not “really” noticing
any of these points Eliot raises.
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no one. Indeed, when he gives money to one ofdiisrits” to buy a motorcycle, that
person dies in a motorcycle accident. Despitertiention, working within the system
kills rather than cures in this instance. Notalya of his “clients” ever get out of their
hardscrabble lives; rather Eliot gives them morey tonvinces them that things are
better when they are not. The lazy are still lakag;sick are still sick. As Stanley Schatt
writes, “such action does not solve these peoptddlpms; it merely postpones them”
(Schatt 72).

Eliot’s distant cousin Fred Rosewater, meanwlisiends his time trying to sell
insurance because he is convinced that he nedastits economic survival. He hates
the job, but he is resigned to his fate. His fathrea similar situation, had killed himself;
if fate doesn't intervene, Fred will follow suiS6ns of suicides often think about killing
themselves at the end of a day, when their blogdrsis low. And so it was with Fred
Rosewater when he came home from work” (£3&till, when he discovers a book that
recounts his family history, he is amazed thatshbé descendant of Scotch nobility.
However as he reads further in the book, he digsde a particularly Vonnegutian
twist) that it is hollow; it has been eaten outbgggots. Only the arrival of Norman
Mushari at his front door stops Fred from hangimgdelf. Much like Eliot has done with
the poor people of Rosewater County, Mushari offeéesl the possibility of money—
Eliot's fortune—to postpone his troubles and keepflom suicide, at least temporarily.
There is a dull inevitability in the lives of theg and middle class; and the rich, who

have the power to do something to change it, anginoed by cultural assumptions to

61 This is a particularly powerful line when one renters that Vonnegut himself was
the “son of a suicide.” His mother killed herseliile Vonnegut fought in World War II,
a story that Vonnegut himself tells Breakfast of Champions.
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choose not to.

There are three character€dnd Bless You Mr. Rosewatgho seento use their
free will. Eliot, obviously, is one of them, fortiame. Even though he “cannot,” he gives
away bits of his fortune, at least until the Ielgaltle begins to prove that he is insane. His
reasoning is then examined and Trout, of all peamees up with a convincing reason
within the metanarrative of capitalism for Eliosistions. Trout explains that Eliot is
conducting an experiment to see whether it is ptes$o love unconditionally, to “love
people who have no use” (VonnegRbsewateR64). The lesson for the capitalists is that
such an experiment, applied universally, is dootoddil. However, applied surgically,
the sentiment dovetails nicely with Davis’s viewpaistmodern humanism and Jerome
Klinkowitz's view of pragmatic resistance. Trouttes one specific example of such
postmodern humanism—that of Eliot's (and, by extamsvVonnegut’s) love and respect
of volunteer firemen. Trout says to Eliot,

Your devotion to volunteer fire departments is veaye . . . for they are . . .

almost the only examples of enthusiastic unsel@skrio be seen in this land.

They rush to the rescue of any human being, andtewmt the cost. The most

contemptible man in town, should his contemptildeage catch fire, will see his

enemies put the fire out. And, as he pokes thrahglashes for remains of his
contemptible possessions, he will be comfortedmtield by no less than the Fire

Chief . . . [tlhere we have people treasuring pe@gl people. It's extremely rare.

So from this we must learn. (266)

This is the lesson that Davis and Klinkowitz anlestcritics suggest we take from this
novel. Rather than resisting, we must do what wefian within the metanarrative to
bring comfort to those who need it. Live within ttepitalistic narrative, yes, but

volunteer. John May’s earlier observation is jusapt here: “We may not be able,

Vonnegut is saying, to undo the harm that has deee, but we can certainly love,
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simply because they are people, those who havernade useless by our past stupidity
and greed, our previous crimes against our bratlistay 28).

However, Vonnegut problematizes this view. Elidtee will is, as noted before,
not really free. Rather than actively using hisraxye Eliot has simply changed his
narrative (like John/Jonah becoming a Bokonont$ierathan a Christian) so that he
might feel better about his actions. InevitablgelBuntline (and others) before him, he
has returned to the life of leisure. The book entls Eliot finally giving away all his
money to the poor in what he believes will be a icelgsolution: “Eliot fell silent, raised
his tennis racket as though it were a magic wafwdd ‘tell them,’ he began again, ‘to be
fruitful and multiply’”(275). Eliot has accepted dut's narrative, a narrative borne from a
science fictional perspective and, thus, one aseHfantasies of an impossibly
hospitable world” (21). Davis sees this acceptdnta localized narrative) as positive.
He writes, “the most important task before us ifind narratives that create purpose”
(Davis 74). However, this “solution” offered by &llieither need not be taken seriously
or can be seen as inapplicable to the capitalistiity of life outside the asylum. He is
painted as truly schizophrerfftDespite his father’s protestations that Eliotases this
action takes place in an insane asylum, and omdy Efiot has woken up and lost some
two years of memory. His actions in such a statebear little legal weight. Trout's

narrative does create an illusory purpose for Elibe question is whether it does

%2 Scenes of Eliot’s schizophrenia abound in the hderhaps the most telling is when
he answers the “red fire phone” only to discovés ot someone calling in a fire, but
rather his poor client Mary Moody calling simplytadk: “Goddamnyou for calling this
number . . . [s]tupid sons of bitches who makeaig\calls on a fire department line
should go to hell and fry forever!” When she caléek on the other line, Vonnegut
writes of Eliot, and his response to her sobbinhgt he “honestly didn’t know [why she
was upset.] He was ready to kill whoever had maaechy” (213-14, italics in original).
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anything more significant. As Stanley Schatt poousg the playful way in which
Vonnegut writes this final passage (using the enatket as a magic wand, for instance)
suggests a fantasy. Even though Eliot has brolkendnce again from the capitalist
narrative, he will accomplish little in reality. Batt notes, “Eliot's last act is shrouded in
ambiguity. . . . Vonnegut paints such absurd peguhat the godlike Eliot evokes
laughter rather than devotion” (Schatt 79).

The lawyer Norman Mushari also seems an activeachar, however, his actions
are not free. Money has dehumanized him. Despjieag to have agency, Mushatri is
doing what's expected—he has bought into the redetultural assumptions of the
capitalist narrative, a narrative taught to hintenw school. According to his professor,
Leonard Leech , “a lawyer should always be looKorgsituations where large amounts
of money were about to change hands” (4). Leecarsanitself demonstrates the blood
sucking nature of this system. Mushari is takebyirthe learned desire to be rich, and it
makes him evil—indeed, the only real villain in aflVonnegut's novels. His love of
money is learned behavior.

One character, Harry Pena, does seem immune ttethenanizing and
emasculating effect of the capitalist system. Hesdwot seem to care much &oy
narrative and, like Vonnegut, revels in deconstngcthose narratives. Fred Rosewater
wishes he could be like Pena, who was once, likd,Fan insurance salesman before he
decided to work in the outdoors as a fisherman. Wasked by Fred if he “liked” the
“picture of a French girl in a bikini” in thRandy Heralchewspaper, Pena responds
incredulously, “That’s not a girl. That's a piedepaper.” Fred demurs, and Pena shows
how easily Fred falls for the narratives placeframt of him:
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You're easily fooled. . . . It's done with ink orpgece of paper. That girl isn’t
lying there on the counter. She’s thousands ofsvaileay, doesn’'t even know
we’re alive. If this was a real girl, all I'd hate do for a living would be to stay

home and cut out pictures of big fish. (153)

As Schatt describes him, “[s]urrounded by lesbianshomosexuals . . . impotent
utopic dreamers . . . and ambitious asexual lawyresa is the only heterosexual in the
novel” (Schatt 76). Indeed, few characters, inaigdtliot himself, manage to
procreaté Eliot, for instance, once finds himself with aeeion. “Oh, for heaven’s
sakes,’ [Eliot] said to his procreative organ, ‘howmelevant can you be?”(93). Vonnegut
writes that Pena, however, is “one of the few nmeRisquontuit whose manhood was not
in question” (152). In other words, in Schatt'sdieg, equating masculinity with power,
Pena is one of the few men in town who has meanirgfency. The rich diners at the
Jolly Whaler watch him and his sons work each dayé harbor. The family responds
by urinating over the side of the boat. “Fuck 'dmteys. Right?” says Harry (184),
showing contempt for the upper classes and, bynsiie, the whole of the capitalist
system. But as with Julian Castle and AmbassadatdviiinCat’s Cradle that agency
may well be in vain in terms of a specific goal. ihCaroline, Fred’s wife, asks if “men
like Harry will always win?” she is told that théght against the inevitable. Bunny
Weeks, who in addition to owning the Jolly Whaled &owtowing to the rich patrons

inside, is also a director of a bank, notes thatHe broke. “Bunny, to his credit, was not

happy about this. ‘That's all over, men workinghntiteir hands and backs. They are not

63 Those who do procreate—Buntline and Senator Rogsewat instance—manage to
do so only once and their descendent line seentse@do stop after giving birth to
lesbians or to utopic dreamers who will have nddcen of their own. Harry Pena,
meanwhile, has three apparently fertile sons.

117



needed™ (186). Still Pena earns the respect aératharacters and of Vonnedit.

Working outside, making something of his life, Pewakes jealousy even among the
wealthy patrons of the restaurant. Caroline eves ba is “so much like God” (184).
Pena is not dehumanized by the effect of moneys free. Others may discuss how to be
liberated; Harry Pena simply acts. This is thealléhce between mere liberation and
freedom to philosopher Hannah Arendt—the differdoeveen contemplation and
action.

Vonnegut sets up this distinction by making the parison between Fred
Rosewater and Pena. As noted, Pena was once rékle & insurance salesman. Told by
a doctor that “working inside” was killing him, Peabruptly and completely changed his
life.®® “Harry became what his father had been—a tragfislan” (152). This change is
given as a quick back-story, but the implicatioth@t this “very healthy man” (150) was
once exactly like Fred—weak and subject to thetaligi system. Then, in a moment of
unplanned action—a moment of improvisation—he catgty changed his life. As we
will see with bothSlaughterhouse-FivandBreakfast of Championghis transformation
is similar to Hannah Arendt’s view of individuahtrsformation, creating a “very healthy
man” in the midst of many sick men who live thérek in response to capitalistic
whims.

Fred Rosewater, the Buntlines, Norman Mushari, ®efosewater and even

% Note Vonnegut's editorialization here: “to his dit¢’ Vonnegut, too, is sad that Pena
and those like him—apparently authentic individéadse losing in the hegemonic
narrative of late capitalism.
® The reader is never told how, exactly, workingdess “killing” Pena; | would argue
that it was simply making him inhuman. And “workiirgside” here can be read as
“working inside a system” rather than outside iagainst it.
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Eliot all appear weak (and, in most cases, litgriatipotent) next to a man who not only
“had a head and shoulders like Michelangelo migivehgiven Moses or God,” but also
three healthy sons (151.) While not showing theleeghe moment of transformation,
Vonnegut has painted a picture of the result—a wiam follows no narrative written for
him and who has agency amidst characters who b@ednomic demand®ena’s
transformation allows him to live authentically wéhihose around him worry about
pornography and money. While the reader eventledigns that Pena is failing (at least
in capitalistic terms), he himself does not seestrdught and, indeed, is even disdainful
of the very system that calls him a failure. Incael full of characters who have become
more like zombies in a late-capitalist system, Hsraatransformed character, one who

rises above the received cultural assumptions gimwuér equating to money.

Transformation of the Postmodern:Slaughterhouse-Five

The novelSlaughterhouse-Fiviacuses on Vonnegut’'s apocalyptic moment—the
firebombing of Dresden, which the author witnessedhis novel Billy Pilgrim,
probably the most famous of Vonnegut's protagonistsnstuck in time, apparently has
no free will, and seems to fit the perspectiveatélist critics. Pilgrim, too, like Jonah in
Cat’s Cradle faces the problem of free will in Christianityuggposedly kidnapped by the
alien Tralfamadorians, he can see his future asgst, so how can that future be
changed? He accepts the Tralfamadorian narratitienef and, Vonnegut notes of
Pilgrim: “Among the things Billy Pilgrim couldn't@nge were the past, the present and
the future” (VonnegutSlaughter60). Many critics see this acceptance as a psyghuab
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device for dealing with a reality Billy cannot couwit(the postmodern chaos of
Vonnegut’s canvas and the character’s witnessirtgeotlestruction of Dresden in
WWI1); his wounded psyche creates the Tralfamadasriaho teach him how to accept
his fate meekly, and his life becomes bearablebélieves the comforting
Tralfamadorian narrative. Critic Josh Simpson,ifgtance, notes, “[Billy] created
Tralfamadore as a way of escaping his troubled prastat light, his Tralfamadorian
existence must be approached as an escape meclmnismled in mental instability but
... [w]ar psychologically wounds Billy Pilgrim’Simpson 267). Stanley Schatt writes,
“Slaughterhouse-Fivis built around the irreconcilable conflict betwdese will and
determinism” (Schatt 91). Schatt sees no resolutidhis conflict. Rather he sees
Vonnegut's message of one of smiling “through teamsl, unable to alter political
situations, being compassionate. Schatt writes ithiatimportant that, “no matter
whether there is free will or not . . . [we] lovéa@mever is around to be loved” (Schatt
96).

While Schatt is right about the need for compasdierand other critics miss the
resolution, in part because they assume the orily &gency is an effective one, one that
accomplishes its goal, and the metanarrative dihpagernity reaffirms this position. As
with the earlier novelsSlaughterhouse-Fiv@verwhelms the reader mimetically, making
it seem as if nothing can possibly resist or affeetpowerful machinery of militarism
that drives reality at the end of the"2@entury. Then, presenting characters that actually
act in the face of such a powerful metanarrativaanégut explores more deeply the
concept of transformation and meaningful agencype the narrative that nothing can
be done to stop war, Vonnegut writes his World Wabovel in the midst of the Vietnam
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conflict and presents himself as Lot’s Wife—beanwithess to tragedy and choosing to
speak about it and thus, creating a self thatteethie received assumptions of
powerlessnes$laughterhouse-Fiveéemands agency rather than denies it.

Slaughterhouse-Fiveublished in 1969, is Vonnegut's “war book,” ok he
claims he had been working on since his experiesa@POW in World War Il. This
novel has taken him some twenty-three years teHir®Df course, central to the novel is
Vonnegut's (and protagonist Billy Pilgrim's) witsesy of the massacre of Dresden. The
disjointed, postmodern style and non-chronologstaty telling suggest that Pilgrim’s
mental state reflects Vonnegut’'s own attempts ¢e faresden and the writing of the
novel. Jerome Klinkowitz explains, “Blaughterhouse-Fivihe correlation to Billy's
time travel and adventures on Tralfamadore is VVgatie own experience in wishing to
write about his Dresden experience, being frusiraterying to do so the conventional
way and finally breaking those conventions in ortdeget the job done” (Klinkowitz,
Effect,88). The Tralfamadorians, who can see all of tieteosit before them, laugh at
Pilgrim when he mentions free will. One notes, €l\sited thirty-one inhabited planets
in the universe, and | have studied reports onhumelred more. Only on Earth is there
any talk of free will” (86).

Tralfamadorians, reflecting the received cultusssianptions of Americans in the
mid 1960s, know they cannot stop war so they tushral eye. “There isn't anything we
can do about [wars],” one notes, “so we simply tlaok at them. We ignore them. We
spend eternity looking at pleasant moments—likeyoat the zoo” (117). This view
gives them a comforting perspective on death ak Wehen a Tralfamadorian sees a
corpse, all he thinks is that the dead person lmthcondition in that particular moment,
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but that the same person is just fine in plentgtber moments” (27). Therefore, when a
Tralfamadorian sees death, he responds with “§ods.®® Pilgrim and Vonnegut take
up this phrase throughout the novel (the phraseagmver a hundred times); both the
narrator and Pilgrinseento accept and be comforted by the Tralfamadorialogdphy.

Some critics, like Philip Rubens, see Pilgrim’swief time as a worthwhile
deconstruction of chronological time that Vonnegfiiérs as a more optimistic way of
reading history. In this reading, Billy Pilgrim lieroic, offering a new way of seeing the
world to the novel’s readers that will, like thealfamadorians, ignore the bad and focus
on the good. The “view of . . . punctual time, xa€etly the concept that Billy Pilgrim, the
novel’s hero, rejects; he escapes into the inchgadiptimistic world of . . . pure inner
duration” (Rubens 68). Billy Pilgrim certainly sesmomforted by this concept of time
and, as an as an optometrist, he tries to makgalisnts “see” this new and comforting
reality. In much the same way, Vonnegut may beagyo help his readers understand
and accept the Tralfamadorian view.

After all, as many critics, including Schatt, hanated, Vonnegut has written a
Tralfamadorian novel, one which jumps around, appidy randomly, rather than follows
a chronological narrative; the novel itself seemeefect chronological time. Rubens
writes, “Working back through real time, real histto pure inner duration, Vonnegut
finds, in the ashes of his psychic Dresden, an enxtddnope for man. History is not once
and for all, but a multiple and ever-present nomposed of good moments—those

which make men ‘brave and kind and healthy and y1agRubens 70). The

® This quote seems to offer a rather inhuman resptmpeople seeing body bags from
Vietnam on TV.
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Tralfamadorian philosophy helps veteran characesas with the horrors they have faced
in the war. Robert Uphaus makes a similar contanaoguing that Vonnegut'’s insistence
on Pilgrim using his imagination is an attemptit@ifmeaning (or space) in the face of
overwhelming death. He draws the conclusion thiy Bilgrim in Slaughterhouse-Five
actually creates a new space for action by invgrdinew narrative—but that that
narrative (and his action) will do little but offsolace to himself. “[Billy] can only
imaginatively reconstitute his life in human histday creating an alternate history in
inner space—the history of man as seen in Tralfamal terms” (Uphaus 169). Given
space to exercise his imagination, Billy can fingbat of happiness but cannot alter
reality outside of his own psyche. As noted earligre novel’'s one word conclusion—
“Poo-tee-weet?"—preserves the terrible dilemmaurhan imagination trapped within
the historical context of death [and] . . . reicks the pattern of imagined happiness
projected against the backdrop of slaughter” (UghHEZD).

However, according to critic Daniel Cordle, Pilgrisnactually offered space to
alter his philosophy through Vonnegut’s time-tranglliterary technique. The only time,
in the midst of the war and the senseless destruofi Dresden, that Billy Pilgrim cries
is when he is shown how his mistreatment of twsésihas hurt the animals. Many
critics note that Pilgrim cries because, unlikeftrebombing of Dresden or the
Holocaust, overwhelming situations over which Ritghas no control, hdid have the
ability to control his own treatment of the horskesa scene that references Nietzsche’s
supposed collapse as he protected a horse frorg beaten by the animal’s coach-
driver, Pilgrim is given the chance to act as Niele did, to be an advocate of kindness
for the horses. The novel, while it ends with tire’b ‘poo-tee-weet’ also ends, due to
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Vonnegut’s deconstruction of chronological timestjnefore the moment that Pilgrim
finds the horses he will mistreat. The apparerghydom novel actually presents the war
story of Billy Pilgrim in chronological order—excefor this ending. Thus, Pilgrim is
given the space to make a different decision asithel ends. “By taking us back to the
moments just before [the horse and wagon] episédenegut . . . leaves Billy with a
moment of choice” (Cordle 175). Billy has a chafmetransformation; whether he takes
it, of course, depends on whether or not he rejbetJ ralfamadorian view that teaches
we have no free will. With this clever formulatiadhg novel rejects the Tralfamadorian
philosophy.

While it is true that the Tralfamadorian philosopeygomforting to Billy, it is
hard to accept, after readiffpughterhouse-Fivehat any philosophy, much less the
Tralfamadorian, has made anyone “brave and kindhaatthy.” Pilgrim is certainly
kind; an argument can be made that he is also bBauteas with Eliot Rosewater before
him, he is clearly not healthy. Martin Coleman @sit“In denying the reality of time,
[Billy] is trying to find a way to carry on in thiace of the incapacitating loss and pain
produced by the war. His response is rational ané;sunfortunately his particular
method puts [his] reason and sanity at great i€ldleman 688). The upshot is that
Pilgrim loses his very humanity in believing thealfamadorians; this loss of humanity
will take on added significance when we examinectieracter of Lot's Wife. Coleman
writes,

Billy’'s view . . . is understandable if not actyadppealing . . . as Billy

demonstrates, once adopted, the attitude deadsrrsnginatory ability so that it

becomes increasingly difficult to determine whabverwhelming and what is
not. One gains a sense of peace in the world seslbis or her soul. Indeed,

Billy Pilgrim succumbs and loses time, sanity andividuality. He becomes a
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cosmic plaything. (Coleman 691)

Pilgrim has become, essentially, a postmodern zenasi Coleman sees it, he will
continue mistreating the horses, even given seaaddhird chances, because he is
unable to recognize when Heeshave control.

Conflating Pilgrim’s acceptance of the Tralfamaedarperspective with
Vonnegut's is a mistake. After all, how serioustg ave supposed to take the
Tralfamadorian view? The aliens are describedws feet high, and green, and shaped
like plumber's friends. And their shafts, which @extremely flexible, usually pointed at
the sky. At the top of each shaft was a little hauitth a green eye in its palm” (26). This
is a creature to be laughed at, not taken serioA&bp, apparently able to choose any
moment of their lives to relive, many of the Tralfadorians, in an attempt to avoid
seeing war and death, choose to constantly reldeyaat the zoo watching Pilgrim and
his cell mate Montana Wildhack fornicate and uen&urely there would be better days
to relive! Schatt also notes the line in the noYfellvery so often, for no apparent reason,
Billy Pilgrim would find himself weeping” (Vonnegublaughterhousé1) as an example
that shows that Pilgrim “ . . . accepts [the Traléalorian] view intellectually but not
emotionally. Billy is crying in despair for the ght of mankind even though his intellect
refuses to recognize this fact” (Schatt, 86-7)gfh's belief in Tralfamadorian
predestination seems comforting, but he also asd¢bpt nothing can be done to alter the
powerful forces that control him. That acceptareftects Jonah’s and Eliot Rosewater’s
liberation without freedom.

When people “ignore” war or death they become @ratidorian; they become
desensitized and dehumanized. Although never not8thughterhouse-Fivehe

125



Tralfamadorians also appear in an earlier Vonnaguel—Sirens of Titan-in which
they are described as robots. So, to become aafratforian—to accept their narrative
of time and reality—is to become a machine. Vonhaga Pilgrim are very different
people; one of them has accepted narrative thaesi@mm meaningful agency, and the
other has rejected all such assumptions that diaipe truth. Coleman writes,
Vonnegut’s novel is a road map . . . about the péjthe war

experiences] and the novel itself is an attemfiintba way meaningfully to go on

while acknowledging that pain. The strange conakiime travel [as a stylistic

device] is not a gimmick; it is a way to expressmeonflicts in experience. . . .

[Vonnegut] declares no doctrine; he invites thelezdo glean what insights he or

she can from the immediate experiences of the w@dleman 693)

“So it goes,” appearing constantly$taughterhouse-Fivdas the same effect.
The first few times a character dies and Vonnegfgines the phrase is shocking or novel.
Eventually, it becomes annoying. Finally the phnaagsses unnoticed. Reading the phrase
constantly, the reader becomes desensitized tm#issive amount of death in the novel
and he experiences the Tralfamadorian philosopimyatically. At first the line “so it
goes” is only to describe the deaths of charasterknow something about. As the book
goes on, the phrase follows the deaths of facglesple in cities being bombed, for
instance, and the phrase becomes less shockingamingful. Eventually, Pilgrim's dog
dies, “so it goes” (62). Vonnegut equates the deathdog with the death of humans.
Later Vonnegut takes the phrase to the point afi@ity. “The champagne was dead. So
it goes” (72); “Body lice and bacteria and fleagevdying by the billions. So it goes”
(84); “The water was dead. So it goes” (101). Qterfirst nine chapters of

Slaughterhouse-Fivehe phrase overwhelms the prose and becomesiefigen

meaningless. All characters seemSiaughterhouse-Fiveverwhelmed as well—there
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IS no escape and no apparent way to change thaareative of powerlessness. The
constant repetition of “so it goes” allows that sai@eling of apparent powerlessness to
be transferred to the reader.

However, Billy Pilgrim's story irfSlaughterhouse-Fivis bracketed by Vonnegut's
own description of writing that story. In the fihd last chapters, Vonnegut speaks
directly to the reader. In that first chapter, hestto explain why he took so long to finish
the novel. Among his anecdotes, he writes of tglpeople he was working on a novel
about the war and about the massacre of Dresddriharpeople he tells reflect the
cultural assumptions of powerlessness. When Vortrietist Harrison Starr, the
moviemaker, that he is writing an anti-war boolgrEteplies, “Why don't you write an
anti-glacier book instead?” There is no point intvwg an anti-war book, no point in
protesting massacres, because, “there will alwaysdrs. . . . [T]hey were as easy to
stop as glaciers.” Starr, like Pilgrim and his ékin Tralfamadorians, has accepted a
narrative that denies agency. And Vonnegut imghes he himself has accepted this
assumption when he adds, “I believe that too” (B)wever, Vonnegut still writes the
(anti-war) book. He adds later, “I have told my sdimat they are not under any
circumstances to take part in massacres and thaietlivs of massacres of enemies is not
to fill them with satisfaction or glee. | have alsedd them not to work for companies
which make massacre machinery, and to expressmphfer people who think we need
machinery like that” (19). As Davis points out,]tjsh words are not the words of a
fatalist” (Davis 80). Perhaps we are taught todwaithat nothing can be done to stop
war, but Vonnegut still demands of his children andself that they try.

In the final chapter, Vonnegut, again speakingatly to the reader, accomplishes
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two goals. First he forcibly reminds us of our desgvity. “Robert Kennedy . . . was
shot two nights ago. He died last night. So it gd&srtin Luther King was shot a month
ago. He died, too. So it goes” (210). To an auzhan 1969—and even today--
conflating Kennedy and King with lice and dogs #adteria is shocking, even after nine
chapters of desensitizing death. These lines atiotrthe idea of ignoring death as a
coping mechanism. They wake the reader from thg Bilgrim dream into the reality of
1969. Coleman notes,

When used by the Tralfamadorians or Billy Pilgrime phrase does indeed
have the fatalistic aspect that Vonnegut’s critiest to attribute to the author.
But the novelist is not his characters, and ihtrrect to read “So it goes” as
fatalistic when employed by Vonnegut himself in ttzgration of the novel.
(Coleman 693)

Here, “so it goes,” rather than simply act mimalticto desensitize the reader, actually
elicits anger or disbelief.

Second, like Ambassador Minton@at’'s Cradle Vonnegut urges us to make
pro-active choices to prevent massacres like Dredde writes, “And every day my
government [the same government that was parteofifissacre of Dresden] gives me a
count of corpses created by military science irnthden. So it goes” (210). As Davis has
contended, these lines read like a demand to rajgcharratives of passivity like those
deployed by Tralfamadorians or Harrison Starr dkyBRilgrim, and, rather, to take a
stand.

Vonnegut’s use of fiction becomes activist in nafut is his hope that he
may shock his readers into a moment of comprehenaimoment in which they
may recognize the irrationality of our political mligious practices, our industrial
or legal abuses, and move on toward a world tHitvws more closely the ideals
of his youth. (Davis 13)

As used throughout most of the novel, the phraset‘goes” bludgeons the reader with
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resignation. As used by Vonnegut when he direabrasses the reader, the phrase is
transformed into a call for action. Dresden is pémre is nothing we can do about it
now, Vonnegut seems to suggest. Butcartake a stand on Vietnam. Vonnegut adds,
“[m]y father died many years ago now—of naturalsesi So it goes. He was a sweet
man. He was a gun nut, too. He left me his gunsyThst” (210). Vonnegut has
inherited the machinery of war, but he choosedmate it. He has also inherited the
received cultural assumption that war is unavoie@pld he ignores that assumption as
well. Coleman writes tha&laughterhouse-Fivémay tell the story of what happens when
one gives up time, but the novel itself does ntbdovothe Tralfamadorian view”
(Coleman 694). Whether the pro-active ethical denswe make are effective or not,
however, is not the point.

Vonnegut, like historiographic fiction writers Caavand Doctorow, recognizes
the end of historical teleology in his post-apopaly, and he also deconstructs the
narrative of cause and effect@taughterhouse-FiveCordle uses the term “contingency”
to demonstrate Vonnegut's view of ethical causeedfett, comparing it to scientist
Stephen Jay Gould’s view of evolution. In both sageople often mistake contingency
with either randomness or with teleology. Gouldusgjthat most people mistakenly see
evolution as leading to humans, a view that giy@saeent meaning to evolution and to
humanity®’ Cordle compares this idea to Vonnegut’s storyrig|lparticularly with

Slaughterhouse-Five (apparently random) Tralfamadorian style:

®"In truth, humans are just one branch on an ewaiaty tree that does not “lead” to us,
but has, through mutation and natural selecticeated a diverse multitude of different
species, including humans.
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Significantly, in rejecting the idea that life iké a story the narrator
[Vonnegut] . . . also rejects the idea that telgmal development—a beginning, a
middle, and an end—is anything more than an illugmeither stories or life. . . .
When beginning, middle, and end are strung togethene story, a causal and
teleological development is implied, and the idesdtion of the cause driving
events is what gives meaning to the story. (Coléle)

Unlike most authors, Vonnegut does not offer megutéheologically; cause and effect
are not necessarily related. Vonnegut does notrdiaact chronology so that his
characters may find solace as Rubens suggeststhat, so they may find contingency.
Gould uses the term “contingency” as the accretfomany various elements involved
with natural selection that create the possibdity new species. Cordle notes that Gould
suggests that, if we were to “rewind” history, dahdn run it forward again, contingency
at various moments would mean that evolution wowldunfold as it had before; it
would be vastly different (Cordle 1739 Natural selection is not simply random. Gould
straddles the line between determinism and randssprentingency is neither. Cordle
then applies this concept to Vonnegut’s style asaibconstruction of chronological
time.

This perspective on the drives that shape humas,lia series of
determining accidents, rather than a consisteranmegful purpose, not only
dominates the content of Vonnegut’'s work but algulans some of the
innovative narrative devices apparent in his fictibhe sense that
beginning/middle/end chronology invests the livesharacters with a meaning
that is entirely inappropriate is reflected in tbems Vonnegut adopts in order to
subvert traditional narrative models. (Cordle 174)

The story telling irSlaughterhouse-Fivis not traditionally chronological, but nor is it

random.

®8 This explanation is eerily similar to the scen&iaughterhouse-Fivie which Billy
Pilgrim watches a war movie on television backwabasnbs fly from the ground, into
the safety of planes flying overhead, then are exahy returned to bases and buried in
the Earth.
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Vonnegut’'s deconstruction of time suggests thatarefind meaningful agency
within the contingency of the moment. Regardlesamyf future effect resistance to
prevailing systems will have (telos), Vonnegut segjg that direct action is necessary.
Vonnegut has not, strictly, written a Tralfamadorreovel. A Tralfamadorian novel is
static;Slaughterhouse-Fiveending as it does just before Billy Pilgrim willistreat the
horses, allows for contingency. Billy is offeree thpace, the contingency, to change
succeeding moments. When Vonnegut inserts hims@lfthe novel to accept the
assumption that anti-war books are useless, hesipalso on the basis of contingency.
Pilgrim, apparently told that he cannot change laingt accepts this assumption.
Vonnegut however, writes the anti-war novel desiiieeassumption of its uselessness.
Coleman writes, “Vonnegut takes up materials predidy Billy Pilgrim, but he
transforms them in an attempt to show the possitofi a life different from Billy’s”
(Coleman 694-5). Clearly, Pilgrim’s view is not wgut’s. Coleman adds,

[T]o follow the Tralfamadorians in confronting tpeoblems of change,
ambiguity, and subjectivity is tdenychange, ambiguity and subjectivity. This is
the strategy of Billy Pilgrim, not Vonnegut. .Vonnegut is not advocating
Billy’'s way of life; he is presenting it as an aptiamong others. Billy sees no
other options. . . . Vonnegut’s novel is not sordagc . . . [offering] the reader a
temporal or serial experience. The actual novektsjthe method of Billy
Pilgrim, while always remaining sympathetic to hims,it must. (Coleman 695-6,
italics in original)

Vonnegut is not the only characterStaughterhouse-Fiveho acts despite an
apparent mandate of powerlessness. Lot's Wifeddes so, and her action and
transformation inspires Vonnegut to write the naaghe first place. In the introductory

chapter, Vonnegut writes about reading the storgafom and Gomorrah. He reads of

the apocalyptic destruction of the cities—eerilyehadowing the destruction of Dresden
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that is at the heart &laughterhouse-FivaHe writes that, God tells us that “[tlhose were
vile people in both those cities, as is well knowhe world was better off without them”
(21)*° Then he notes that Lot's Wife—marginalized byBitgical narrative, existing
only in relation to Lot and not even having a nasheer own—inexplicably exercises
her free will, and resists God’s narrative. “Andt’sawvife, of course, was told not to look
back [by God] where all those people and their hohsal been. But shikd look back,
and | love her for that, because it was so humarsh® was turned into a pillar of salt. So
it goes” (22, italics in original). Vonnegut usée tword “human” here in the context of
Billy Pilgrim's fantasies to draw a contrast witralfamadorians, machines, creatures
without feeling. Lot's wife feels for those “vilepple,” and she acts. She makes a
contingent, spontaneous and apparently ineffeckeekion to resist, and bear witness, to
the destruction and so she becomes “human.” Sinanisformed.

Still, the dead of Sodom and Gomorrah are stéiddend Lot’s Wife has
apparently accomplished nothing but adding hetsdlfe list of victims. The same is
true with other characters in Vonnegut’'s novelsgg&derby, for instance, gives a
rousing speech about freedom and democracy wiRl@\& inSlaughterhouse-Fivehe
moment is transformative for him. “There are almasicharacters in this story,” writes
Vonnegut, “And almost no dramatic confrontationsgduse most of the people in it are

so sick and so much the listless playthings of moois forces . . . [bJut old Derby was a

% Here, like the inhumane character of Colonel RurdpGod thinks in a “military
manner: that . . . .inconvenient [people] . . . sdndeath he wished for very much, for
practical reasons, [were] suffering from a repudsiNsease” (192). As the government
would have us believe about Dresden (or for thatena/ietnam, or any number of
other massacres), God paints the people of Soddnsamorrah as evil or diseased. He
is the master propagandist.
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character now. . . . [He] spoke movingly of .reddom and justice and opportunities and
fair play for all” (164). Unfortunately, no one fols his lead and, in fact, the reader
knows from the first chapter that the charactel evé at the end of the novel, ironically,
in the midst of the massacre of Dresden, for stgaliteapot. Derby’s moment of
transformation is comical and satirical, but itoalsghlights the reason for Vonnegut's
deconstruction of teleological narrative. He rersing that efficacy, as epitomized by
cause and effect, is not necessarily the most itapbreason for one’s actions. While the
reader may see satire in this scene, there ig@ddoespect for the character, as
established by Vonnegut's own comment that Derlopbees a “character.” He becomes
a “character” in contrast to people who are “listi@laythings of enormous forces.”
Unlike Billy Pilgrim, Edgar Derby becomes a chaeadiecause he acts as if he has
agency regardless of the cultural assumption thaied that agency. In a novel full of
metaphorical post-apocalyptic zombies, Derby, L6¥i$e, and Vonnegut himself act

and are, each, rehumanized. Acting in contingermhamis when narratives suggest such

action is futile is transforming.

Demonstration of Transformation in Breakfast of Champions

Critics who see Vonnegut as a fatalist also paiireakfast of Champions,

Vonnegut's most overtly postmodétand post-apocalyptit novel echoing the robotic

70 Characters exist only at the whim of the authcgreéhs equal billing for

advertisements and pornography (the book begirsawitisclaimer about the title and

Wheatiesand features juvenile line drawings by the autifoemong other things,

underpants); there is equal billing as well foestific “facts” and authoriasides; and
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attitude of Pilgrim an&laughterhouse-Fiv8 he world Vonnegut paints Breakfast of
Championsgs one that is both Lyotardian and Jamesoniann€guat himself says that, he
is writing, “about life. Every person would be eig@s important as any other. All facts
would also be given equal weightiness. Nothing \adaé left out. Let others bring order
to chaos. | would bring chaos to order instead”r(Megut,Breakfast?15). In the midst of
this post-apocalyptic chaos, howevBreakfast of Champiordemonstrates more fully
Hannah Arendt’s concept of transformation. Agaimiegut overwhelms his reader with
the apparent meaningless postmodern existence,tioaiyerepresenting the
hopelessness of the chaotic reality in which we.lithen the character Rabo Karabekian
is transformed at the end of the novel, actingresgadhe metanarrative that the author
himself has written. This transformation leads tindegut’s own rebirtrBreakfast of
Championgddemonstrates the concept of transformation agtt@sacter acts on his own,
specifically resisting the author’s intention. liha might seem to be his most
despondent of novels, Vonnegut shows that actiamageates meaningful agency
through individual transformation and hints at sbtiansformation.

The apparent plot @dreakfast of Champiorfsllows Dwayne Hoover and the
returning Kilgore Trout as they both, separatelgkmtheir way to the Midland City Arts
Festival. Due to a Trout short story, “Now It Cae Bold,” a mentally ill Hoover
convinces himself that he is the only creature Wigle will, and that his existence is an

experiment by the creator of the universe to seethes one free-willed creation will act.

there is little (if any) character development. These camalread as examples of
postmodern stylings.
"L Pollution and military devastation has turned thiserica into a post-apocalyptic
landscape.
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Thus liberated by this “realization,” Hoover reacislently and harms eleven innocent
people, convinced they are really “unfeeling maekjhbefore being dragged off to
prison (266 Hoover accepts the narrative presented to himrbytTust as Billy

Pilgrim accepted the narrative presented to hirthbyTralfamadorians. Todd Davis calls
the Trout story “mechanistic and fatalistic” (Da®s), adjectives easily applied to
Tralfamadorian philosophy. As with the Tralfamadarphilosophy, Hoover's new view
of life culled from the Trout story is comforting him in the face of terrible forces
seemingly beyond his control. For instance, Dwasanes, “I used to think that [racism]
was such a shame,” and adds “I used to think #etred chair [the death penalty] was
such a shame. | used to think war was such a shamé-automobile accidents and
cancer.” But now his new philosophy has changedittitude and comforts him: “He
didn’t think they were shames anymore. ‘Why shdutdre what happens to machines?’
he said” (270). Dwayne’s new view of life reducélses humans to machines or to
mindless zombies.

These zombie-like charactersBneakfast of Champiorgo through life
automatically, not deliberately, or as philosopHannah Arendt might say, they act as
they have been habituated to act. A truck drivising a lift to Trout, for instance, stops
to eat when he sees a sign that says “Eat” (91gr&kers are described as machines that
do not make any real choices; rather they maketsehs as if from a menu. “Everyone
had a clearly defined part to play—as a black pgrademale high school drop-out, a

Pontiac dealer, a gynecologist, a gas-conversiomeounstaller’ (146). Women give up

72 In a way, Hoover’s view of people as machines eshiemfoord’s “thinking in a
military manner.” He is able to attack and injtinem in part because they have become
inhuman to him.
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their free will freely: For the sake of “comfortésafety,” women “trained themselves to
be agreeing machines instead of thinking machi(e$0). When a character sneezes,
someone responds with a “God bless you,” a phnaféesed in meaning in a former
religious metanarrative but now simply “a fully amotatic response many Americans had
to hearing a person sneeze” (75). Prostitutes al@mp to take “their free will away
from them, which was perfectly alright. They didwant it anyway” (74).

This postmodern post-apocalyptic America is Jameasguriven only by the
narrative of late capitalism. As with Cormac Mc®git names irrhe Roadwords or
phrases that once represented something sacregportant, are now meaningless, shorn
of their meaning, due to a capitalist postmoderMijnen Trout wonders why someone
would name a trucking company “Pyramid,” notingttha has never seen “anything that
was less like a pyramid than this truck,” he igltthlat such a name helps with sales
because it has “a very nice sound” (112-13). Whstohcal language becomes signifiers
without referents, history itself is lost in Jame'sgpermanent present. The character
Beatrice Keedsler notes, “The past has been retidhamenless [and] . . . home . . .[is] just
a motel” (201). To represent Jameson’s view ofptb&modern breakdown between high
and low culture, the Midland City Opera House beedinst a movie theater and then a
warehouse for the Empire Furniture Company, “ebenigh there were still busts of
Shakespeare and Mozart and so on gazing down fremithes in the walls inside”
(188). The Sacred Miracle Cave is ironically nameedit is neither sacred nor a miracle.
The Cave, like Disneyland does in Doctorowlse Book of Danieldemonstrates
Baudrillard’s procession of simulacra: The Caveuess an attraction called “Moby
Dick,” just a boulder painted white and which, dagollution, had faded so that, “[h]e
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ain’t even got eyes anymore” (120). What was onliteary masterpiece based on a real
whale has become a faded tourist attraction, whalonger even represents a fictional
whale or even its representation.

Vonnegut makes it clear that none of the characesllydo have free will, (if
one believes the narrator) if only because Vonnegaostantly inserts himself into the
novel to manipulate them, a move that ecHalasighterhouse-Five. Breakfast of
Championsgs fiercely personal, and Vonnegut has noted tkaicide is the heart of the
book” (VonnegutWampeters281). Of course, suicide is the ultimate act sudaing to
a metanarrative of powerlessness, of despair. magcters in this post-apocalyptic
landscape that Vonnegut describes live lives oétqdesperation, acting mechanically or
habitually, often, as with Billy Pilgrim, for theke of solace. Dwayne Hoover's insanity
is blamed on “bad chemicals” in his brain, someglomer which he has no control (14).
The recently paroled Wayne Hoobler follows a prisohedule on the outside, unable to
secure a job, and longs to go back to prison wiiferenade sense.

For Hannah Arendt, freedom is not inner or contextiyg but rather active. Thus,
characters like Hoobler, while liberated, are molytfree. This contrast is demonstrated
when Kilgore Trout sets his parakeet, Bill, freenfr his cage. After Trout opens the
window as well, the bird flies back into his cagenove that Trout describes as
“intelligent” (35). Bill is liberated but withoutction he is not free. Liberation does not
necessarily lead to meaningful agency. Vonnegiésacters are like Trout's parakeet.
The author inserts himself into the text to conttyaremind the reader that, even when
characters do something they themselves mightxpsag, it is only because Vonnegut
has made them do it. When Hoover does somethingraptly extraordinary, it is only
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because, as Vonnegut says, “| wanted him to” (258¢n though he has free will he
cannot act on it, just as Jonah’s “free will’@Qat’'s Cradleis ironic. This malaise of
habituated action seems to affect the author ashasitis characters. Even Vonnegut
himself seems to have accepted the overwhelmingpgessness within postmodernity.
When Kazak, the guard dog, barks at the authortheagnd of the novel, Vonnegut
describes, in a long passage, how the chemicéaiis ibrain force his automatic response.
“Everything my body had done . . . fell within thermal operating procedures for a
human machine” (297). Vonnegut, like Dwayne andahoand Billy Pilgrim before him,
does not initiate action; rather his “actions” anesult of chemicals in his body. When
Trout is “released” by Vonnegut at the end of tbeal, the character responds like his
parakeet. He wants the author to take control ®fifa again: “Make me young, make
me young, make me young” (302)!

Due to people's automatic responses to advertigiegAmerica oBreakfast of
Championss a polluted mess. The fish in the Sacred Mir&adge had become extinct
and “industrial waste” had ruined the tourist ¢it#9); West Virginia was “demolished
by men and machinery and explosives to make ityael its coal” (123); the Walt
Whitman Bridge is “veiled in smoke” (105). In adimeminiscent of Bokonon, Trout
explains one reason why pollution is so prevalemiatit's the way God obviously wants
it. “’l realized,” said Trout, “that God wasn't apnservationist, so for anybody else to
be one was sacrilegious and a waste of time’ (8haractersvantto be zombies or
robots. Francine Pefco, for instance, becomestasslave for Hoover—a sick man—
because of her romantic notions of love: “This mesue was willing to agree about
anything with Dwayne, to do anything for him ”.(164). Bill the parakeethoosego
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go back in the cage. Hoobler wishes he were stjbirison: “He missed the clash of steel
doors. He missed the bread and the stew and ttieepst of milk and coffee” (194). This
habituated resignation works, as did the Tralfamadanodel for Billy Pilgrim, as a
coping device. In a world this polluted, this racikis sexist, this dark, the choices made
by society make sense only if there is no agendgeerwill. As with Billy Pilgrim’s
response to the hopelessness of war, these charabt®se to accept the received
cultural assumption of powerlessness to explaimm fgychological situation and find
comfort. Vonnegut even writes of himself:

As for myself, | had come to the conclusion tharéwas nothing sacred
about myself or about any human being, that we akmachines, doomed to
collide and collide and collide. For want of anyitibetter to do, we became fans
of collisions. Sometimes | wrote well about cobhiss, which meant | was a
writing machine in good repair. | held no more sdoess than did a Pontiac, a
mousetrap or a South Bend Lathe. (224)

Suicide may, in fact, be the centeBryeakfast of Championbut in what
Vonnegut himself calls the “spiritual climax of $fbook” (224), once again a character
acts deliberately and authentically. This timesiRiabo Karabekian, a postmodern artist,
who resists the narrative that denies agency aoonhes the agent of spiritual
regeneration. As Vonnegut is manipulating his ctiara left and right, including
Karabekian, the painter suddenly acts on his ovais $cene is where Vonnegut himself
is “born again” (224) and it demonstrates the pogfdransformation. Vonnegut writes,
“I did not expect Rabo Karabekian to rescue mead treated him, and he was in my
opinion a vain and weak and trashy man, no artial’a(225). Vonnegut, like God with

Lot's Wife, sees a character that he createdhthabntrols, do something tha does

not expectA character, seemingly without agency, demondratgncy. Interestingly, in
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light of Davis's contention that Vonnegut is a postiernist (although, as he notes, a
“humanist” one), what Karabekian does is rant alpmstmodern art. In the midst of that
rant, he explains why his painting, apparently nmeglass stripes of orange on a canvas,
is a masterpiece—because it is a painting thatwsheverything about life which truly
matters, with nothing left out. . . . Our awarenissall that is alive and maybe sacred
about any of us. Everything else about us is deachmery” (226). Karabekian claims
that humans are machines without meaningful agenagh as received cultural
assumptions and even government propaganda migbésu However this machinery is
not important. “Awareness” makes us human. Theathar never explains what he
means by “awareness,” but it certainly can be tice@inother character that gives an
unexpected speech in a Vonnegut novel—AmbassadaioMinCat's Cradle who

urges us to,consciouslyreduce the stupidity and viciousness of oursedvesof all
mankind” (VonnegutCat's 255, italics added). Awareness and consciousaress
needed to resist and question cultural assumptions.

Critics tend to focus on Karabekian’s words heré see them as, for better or
worse, the heart of the novel. Davis, for instascggests that this explication by
Karabekian is “one more narrative that Vonnegut mnsg/to preach his postmodern
humanism” (Davis 90). Peter Messent is disappoibtedthat he sees as a Vonnegutian
cop-out:

To me, however, this celebration of ‘awarenessirsepist one more of

Vonnegut’s clichés. Is it, after all, enough toyreh this one word, deftly

introduced and explained, in the face of the wiohlart of universal pain,

stupidity and loneliness which the novel has presip catalogued? It seems,
rather, merely a word into which Vonnegut can coneetly retreat, just as his
tendency has been to do exactly the same things iprvious novels: to retreat

from the fact of that real pain which he presents clichéd phrases that solve
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nothing. (Messent 109)

Others, like Uphaus, see this scene as somethingtiveen—a cop-out, yes, but one
with possible hope for the future: “For reader anthor alikeBreakfast of Champioris
at once a dead-end and a possible prelude to fibetgUphaus 173).

Vonnegut however, sees the moment as redemptiveadbmecessarily because
of Karabekian’s claims about awareness. The spiésalhis not the most important thing
here—and the words, while important, are not thritsial climax of the book.” This
speech alone is not, as Uphaus suggests, a pogsehlee to liberation. It is itself
liberation. Awareness is not explained; it is destmated. It is actingvithoutor againsta
narrative—any narrative—that dictates his actidrad tnakes Karabekian's response
authentic, unexpected, rising above mere machioefgew.”

The new always happens against the overwhelming ofistatistical laws
and their probability [thus, against the overwhelghmetanarrative], which for all
practical, everyday purposes amount to certainty.The fact that man is capable
of action means that the unexpected can be exp&oradcim, and he is able to
perform what is infinitely improbable. (Arendiuman158)

Even Vonnegut says of his character, “he certanhprised me” (226). Karabekian’s
action itself is transformative and allows Vonnegube “born again.” Despite a
narrative that denies liberty, Karabekian (andslamughterhouse-Fivé.ot's Wife) are
truly free, not simply liberated in Arendt’s fornatilon. To be free and to act are the
same. To act is to give oneself something losbstipodernity, a voice or, as Jameson
would call it, a “unique subject” (Jameson 6). Saction must be, “without expectation

and compelled without previous inclination” to bansformative (ArendfRRevolution,

guoting John Adamg4). “It is the nature of beginning that somethnayv is started
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which cannot be expected from whatever happeneamtdiefArendt,Human157).
Karabekian, like Lot's Wife, does something eves drieator (Vonnegut) does not expect
by utilizing his agency, an agency apparently déhien by that creator and his post-
apocalyptic landscape.

With Karabekian’s moment of transformation andgtein mind, we can re-
examine the story of Lot’s Wife ilaughterhouse-Fivéhe story that drives Vonnegut
to write that former novel. Her looking back to mess the destruction of Sodom and
Gomorrah is the ultimate human act, transforming giging her meaningful agency, a
unique subject, and a voice despite a metanarrtitatedenies them. Without that
transformation, her actions do not matter. “Actwithout a name, a ‘who’ attached to it,
is meaningless” (Arendiluman161). Lot’'s Wife, through her action, is, made “ramh
and becomes a monument for the souls of the twesa@ind makes her action
meaningful. When writing of World War |, Arendt m@st

The monuments to the “Unknown Soldier” after WoN@r | bear
testimony to the . . . need for . . . finding a ‘whan identifiable somebody
whom four years of mass slaughter should have lede@he frustration of this
wish and the brutal fact that the agent of the was actually nobody inspired the
erection of monuments to the “unknown,” to all taeghom the war had failed to
make known and had robbed thereby, not of theileaeiment, but of their human
dignity. (Arendt,Humanl161)

Lot’s Wife, in her bearing silent witness and beaagrherself a pillar of salt, a
“monument to the unknown,” achieves much the sammpgse for the dead of Sodom
and Gomorrah, restoring to them their human digMtnnegut’s retelling of her tale
and his calling her action “human” does much threeséor her and paints her silence as,
in fact, a statement. And, Blaughterhouse-Fiv&/onnegut’s bearing withess and

presenting a literary monument to the dead of Deesdso restores their human dignity.
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The actions of these characters are improvisdtionaonditioned by what has
come before. Karabekian has no speech plannetifoevent. Lot’'s Wife does not
intend to break God’s law. Pena only becomes &ifiraan when he is told he must work
outside. Ambassador Minton speaks extemporanedislye of themexpectgheir
actions to change anything. Lot's Wife’s witnessaighe destruction of Sodom and
Gomorrah, for instance, changes nothing physiaahe sufferers. She does not look so
as to effect change; she simply looks, bears watn@scause it is tHeumanthing to do.
These characters’ actions are not ethical becdusbai may (or may not) be
accomplished but rather because the characteat altt Vonnegut’s various
deconstructions of time work to negate the teleickigarrative of cause and effect. The
actions of these characters are neither dependethiegast nor the future.

For Vonnegut, ethical action and resistance to pluverces are not simply
reducible to the pragmatic. He walks a fine lineaAB®n pragmatic action (which might
be considered from Arendt’s point of view, libetbut not truly free action) and action
that expresses human potentiality, creating agandyinspiration for others to act within
or against the postmodern mandate of powerlessWessegut, then, hints thabcial
transformation is also possible due to individuahsformation in a postmodern
landscape. Hannah Arendt notes that, accordingrtéonmulation of freedom, free
activities could “be real only when others saw th@rdged them, remembered them. The
life of a free man [needs] the presence of oth@ksgndt,Revolution23). The reason for

this public freedom is to create social transfoiorator revolution.}® There is no doubt

3 Of course, Arendt is writing about revolution imadernist (not postmodernist)
context. As Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri writeNlultitude, “Arendt’s conception
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that Vonnegut was interested in such a revolufiofact, his first (rejected) master’'s
thesig” topic was, according to Klinkowitz, about resistamnd revolution: “The topic
on which Vonnegut wished to improvise was an irgtng one: just what did it take, he
wondered, to produce a truly revolutionary movememuman affairs? Was there a
constant, a key number, a critical mass of indigldwand ideas that had to be in place for
a revolution in values to happen?” (Klinkowi&fect,16). Davis, in his booKurt
Vonnegut's Crusadgoes a long way to show that Vonnegut is an awtlooking for (or,
at least, hoping for) social change. He writepfiegut adamantly asserts that artists
are agents of change, agents with the ability tgatad or harm” (Davis 4). Vonnegut,
when asked why he writes, has said, “My motivespatdical. . . . Mainly | think
[writers] should be—and biologicallyaveto be—agents of change. For the better, we
hope” (VonnegutWampeter237).

Vonnegut’'s witnessing of Karabekian’s free actinspires the novelist to be
“born again.” The possibility of freedom, expressegublic, can lead to revolution.
Vonnegut's witnessing of Lot’s Wife’s revolutionaagt (in the form of reading her story
in the Gideon’s Bible) allows for himself to reststltural assumptions about
powerlessness and write the anti-war n@®lalughterhouse-Five/onnegut demonstrates
for his readers the possibility of transformatiom dreedom in these two novels, thus
allowing space for action. That demonstration sigieed to humanize the actors and

inspire the readers, just as Lot's Wife and Kara#oeklid for Vonnegut. Whether the

[of revolution] tends to separate the drive forifpzdl liberation and democracy from the

demands of social justice and class conflict. Beerighteenth-century revolutions,

however, and increasingly as modernity progreshesdistinction is difficult to

maintain” (Hardt, 78).

4 Eventually, the noveCat's Cradlewas accepted as Vonnegut's master’s thesis.
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characters succeed or fail in whatever they trigdmomplish is moot. As Arendt argues,
individual transformation, witnessed by others, Ead to social transformation and,
perhaps, even to revolution. This focus on changouiety is Vonnegut's main theme,
but it is not expressed in a trite way; he recogsithe difficulties of living in a
postmodern post-apocalyptic universe and he warkfidinge that universe anyway. The
fact that he faces that truth, however, can leabioe critics seeing his books as

“despondent” when they are anything but.
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Conclusion

A Fleeting Glimpse

When Fredric Jameson first wrote about postmodernhe saw it as a cultural
turn, an end to the old world. Richard Mathesonnwenting the modern zombie,
successfully prophesied such a world metaphoricallynany ways, Jameson’s
predictions and dire warnings have come true: \eenawv consumers of a globalized
marketplace driven by corporate capitalism. ThedG@hr is over and capitalism won
through attrition. The loss of the subject andltiss of any transcendent meaning imply
that we live a life on the surface. Cormac McCarthg, paints that world ifthe Road.
However, the individual subject can be reviveddi@ated). In their historiographic
fiction, E. L. Doctorow and Robert Coover show thetory need not be read as a
transcendent metanarrative nor as simply a sefiesdom events that offer no meaning.
Rather, history can be seen as contingent, giwniged power to those involved in
contingent moments. The multitudes in Tahrir Squianéng the Arab Spring are
examples of individual subjects affecting a congimgmoment in history. Furthermore,
Kurt Vonnegut shows that acting in contingent moteeregardless of the efficacy of
that action, transforms the actor, creating théjstt” that Jameson says has been lost.
Hannah Arendt’s concept of individual transformatand freedom is demonstrated in
Vonnegut's novels. These writers show how meaniregency may be found from

within the postmodern condition.
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Furthermore, the postmodern trope of zombie filmg [#erature is omnipresent
and worthy of more study. Books like Max Brookgbrld War Z° actually use
Matheson’s and George Romero’s zombies not justitigue the social structure, but
also to offer suggestions for how our new postmodasrid might look. What zombies
have done in Brooks’ novel is re-ignite the conadphe individual subject. Zombies,
Brooks seems to argue, are not just society’s Wdgaoing the fear of postmodernity;
they are also a way for us to overcome those feagaduate from masses to multitudes.
Some zombie films seem to suggest similar formoreti Romero’®iary of the Dead
certainly expresses his fear of new media, buténscope of that film, that new media
itself is used in contingent moments, to creatéviddality. Self-referencing films like
Zombieland parodies of Romero’s movies, may also have madhow. Of course,
every weekl' he Walking Deadffers one more example of how to survive as an
individual in a world of hopeless masses.

That the zombie has become the monster of choitieei twenty-first century is
not surprising. As | continue to work on this pieaestudy of the evolution of zombie
films from those that express the fear of changédse that embrace it, might well show
the same evolution described in the novels of MaitheMcCarthy, Doctorow, Coover
and Vonnegut. These films, too, seem to now sugbestoncepts of contingency and
transformation. Along with zombie films of all typethe rise in apocalyptic tales in the
popular culture in the last few years suggests bd#ar of change and a new hope.
Suzanne CollinsThe Hunger Gamesn addition to being a critique of capitalismaiso

a novel about resistance to received cultural aptionms. Whether the critiques the novel

> The film version, however, is not so nuanced.
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raises are complicitous critiques remains to be.s€lee postmodern world that Jameson
envisioned may have come to pass, yes, but wiainte new ways of resisting and new
ways of being. | hope to continue ask these questimd take this study to a broader
level.

Most importantly, however, demonstrating such goléses in literature is not
the same as making them happen in reality. Thestegtis to study social revolutionary
moments in the postmodern era and see how wetidheepts work. Vonnegut’'s
demonstration of transformation creates spacedorafor his characters. That action
may or may not lead to Arab Springs or Occupy Moeets or actual social revolutions,
and those movements may well be marginalized bgthed narrative of Jamesonian
postmodernity, turned into a “pillar of salt” if yawill. But the action also creates
individual subjects in the multitudes in those moeats, for those who choose to act. As
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri (who call this aggra subjectivity) see it, this
individual transformation is necessary for resisgaar action in postmodernity, creating
a multitude. A multitude is different from masseshe same way that a group of free
thinking humans is distinct from waves of zombegost-apocalyptic films. Multitudes
can effect change. With this subjectivity comesvitiial and social power because
“economic, social, and political questions are tnieably intertwined. Any theoretical
effort in this context to pose the autonomy of ploditical, separate from the social and
the economic, no longer make any sense” (HardtVWW8gther these seemingly anarchic
movements accomplish some stated goal is simplyhegpoint of transformation or of
the action itself.

So, using Hardt and NegriMultitude as a starting point and applying the
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concepts of contingency, transformation, and thkawakening of the individual subject,
we may better learn how to resist the hegemonitiallassumptions given to us. |
suspect that the hyperreal world of the Internet sotial media will be part of a coming
revolution, perhaps an engine of it. This revolatwll be a revolution of epistemology,
one that embraces many of the postmodern traitsJ#imeson disdains. While it may
seem easier, in postmodernity, for hegemonic utsis to control masses by
convincing them that they have no real power tongeahe world, the very fact of
postmodernity makes the concept of Hardt and Negnultitude both possible and
powerful. Activists like Carne Ross, as noted is hookThe Leaderless Revolution
have already begun to apply these ideas to redtlvaction. Ross argues that new
revolutionary movements will be interconnected tligugh social media, individual
subjects can have a great effect; that actionppesed to words, is necessary to effect
change; and that individuals must be engaged waith ether in the multitude. Ross
writes, “We are encouraged to believe that no @gethe power to change [the system].
Thus paralyzed, we are frozen into inaction. Tlasajysis of thought is the greatest
obstacle to overcome. Defeat it, and everythingpssible” (Ross xxiv). Individualized
action can have contingent effects and the toote@Millennials (Internet, Twitter,
Facebook) make the hyperreal an empowering comatr than a debilitating one. This

is the direction | plan to take this study in théufe.
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