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INTRODUCTION

In Splitting Images — Contemporary Canadian Ironies (1991), in the Introduction, Linda Hutcheon
elaborates on what she calls “[the] strange title” (1) as pertaining to the phrase from the report in
the Canadian Forum which conducted a survey on the Canadian understanding of their own
national identity — against the conception of American culture as they perceive it, but also in terms
of their own Canadianness. Implicitly recognizing the historical tendency to define the Canadian
against the American socio-cultural and political influence, Hutcheon notices that Canadians had
little trouble defining Americanness, and yet “when confronted with ‘as Canadian as...,” they
would falter” (1991: 1). The source of the issue, it seems, becomes evident in the light of the
Canadian demographic make-up and the complex networks of ethnic and racial profiles
determining the mutable or fluctuating Canadian mosaic. Hutcheon suggests, “perhaps the most
Canadian of answers would be that of a woman responding to a recent survey with the words of
my title: ‘As Canadian as possible under the circumstances’ (1991: 1). It is in this particular
response to the elusive question of what it is to be Canadian that Hutcheon finds the underlying
“self-deprecating irony” (1991: 1) crucial to potentially understanding why it is that Canadian
culture and literature abound in such “paradoxes and anomalies, governed only by the compromise
and kept strong only by moderation” (1991: 1). Similarly, in “Literary and Popular Culture,” a
chapter in Canadian studies in the new millennium (2013), Andrew Holman and Robert Thacker
deal with certain aspects of Canadian literature and popular culture — as defining Canadianness —
yet observe it “as a loose grab bag of seemingly distinctive activities, only vaguely connected”
(185). The powerful influence coming from the notorious neighbor, “the driving animus of
American culture so close by — and in many ways so similar,” (Holman & Thacker 2013: 185),
leads Holman and Thacker to believe that “Canadian popular and literary culture is often best
understood as ‘the distinction of small differences’” (2013: 185). The distance between Hutcheon’s
study, Splitting Images, and Holman and Thacker’s chapter “Literary and Popular Culture,” the
three decades, seems to offer the latter no particular critical insight that would differ from

Hutcheon’s.

With this in mind, with an even lesser distance towards the object of investigation, it seems almost
futile to endeavor to answer the question of what makes Canadian contemporary short fiction

particularly Canadian, especially considering the historical and colonial legacy it has undertaken



to revise and explore critically. Even if this study does implicitly, at this point, and explicitly in
the interpretative section, restate Linda Hutcheon’s cautious claim — that it is irony: self-
deprecating, probing, interrogating, tentative, unassertive, sometimes defeatist, sometimes loud —
that defines Canadianness: an introspective, self-reflexive and interrogative mode of coexisting
amidst the paradoxes and contradictions of multiculturality, Postmodern Interpretations of the
Contemporary Canadian Short Story attempts to deal with the specificities of contemporary
Canadian short fiction in terms of what it is that participates in its poetics, with the premise that
contemporary Canadian short fiction remains in the framework of postmodern interrogation, in

spite of claims that contemporary fiction has gone beyond the poetics of postmodernism.

To digress, in the Introduction to the collection The New Oxford Book of Canadian Short Stories
in English (1995), Margaret Atwood finds the issue of “Canadianness™ a crucial distinguishing
quality of fin-de-siecle Canadian short fiction, but also a peculiarity that undoubtedly contributes
to its poetics. However, in Atwood’s words, this particular quality, “the gene for Canadianness,”

seems to be impossible to describe or explain:

In a country thousands of miles wide and almost as tall, which covers terrain as diverse as
the frozen Arctic, the Prairies, the West Coast rain forests, and the rocks of Newfoundland,;
in which fifty-two indigenous languages are spoken — none of which is English — and a
hundred or so others are also in use; and which contains the most cosmopolitan city in the
world, the erstwhile true-blue Toronto the Good — it’s kind of difficult to pin such a thing
down. (1995: xiii)

The “Canadianness” of contemporary Canadian short fiction, the endeavor to discover the true
nature of Canadian identity and not merely against another cultural variable, but rather against the
changing socio-political global and regional backdrop, becomes more difficult to define with the
late twenty-century turn away from the seemingly grander questions of national identity and the
historical legacy of the colonial past. Contemporary Canadian short fiction, overwhelmingly aware
of the residue of its socio-political and historical transitions, becomes focused on the processes of
the present. In The Canadian Short Story, an anthology published in 1988, Michelle Gadpaille
talks about “this exceptionally strong genre of Canadian literature” (vii) as revealing a visible shift

in the direction which no longer relies on American postmodern trends or philosophical and



literary influences. However, Gadpaille explains this development as a reaction to deconstruction
and the postmodern attempts to, apparently unsuccessfully, recover from it. The implications of
Gadpaille’s claim that postmodernism merely serves as a ‘void-filling’ or transitioning stage in the
continuum of the Canadian short story (1988: vii-viii) may further be discussed in terms of the
poetics of the contemporary Canadian short story although the attitude of this dissertation strongly
disagrees with such a claim. However, this critic’s insight that Canadian short fiction sets up a
trend of its own, “to affirm story-making force for exploration, understanding, and healing, and to
create a literature out of everyday life that compels immediate recognition and identification”
(Gadpaille 1988: vii-viii) offers an invaluable contribution to the general discussion on the subject
of “Canadianness” — as Canadian critics and authors see it, the defining qualities of the
contemporary Canadian short fiction, as well as its postmodern character, as the author of this
dissertation sees them.

What Gadpaille calls the “new” story (1988: vii-viii), the form of short fiction emerging at the end
of the twentieth century indeed exhibits a different “brand of subtle subversion” (1988: vii-viii) —
the subversion that no longer tackles the intangible socio-political forces by dealing with their
apparent historical and ideological aspects, but the subversion that dissolves them in the
recognition of their material presence and manifestation at the level of individual narratives. It is
this approach that essentially enables the life-affirming qualities of the contemporary Canadian
short fiction, regardless of Gadpaille’s claims against its postmodern quality, or rather her
comments against the quality of American postmodern trends in general. In fact, any disagreement
with Gadpaille’s interpretation of the defining qualities of the Canadian short story at the end of
the twentieth century would reduce it to a petty theoretical debate on postmodernity and
postmodern poetics, which are, as will later be discussed in the section Theory, Criticism and the
Schisms, highly problematic as a framework as it has become impossible to determine which
particular ‘postmodernism’ critics are referring to when casually dropping the term. Gadpaille’s
crucial insight validating the already mentioned shift, “the story’s recent tendency to turn inward,
towards the body, the emotions, and ultimately the mind — territories that have not received
sustained or primary attention by male writers in Canada” (1988: vii-viii) additionally confirms
the postmodern turn of Canadian short fiction, as well as the plasticity of the postmodern methods
— by no means innovative or ground-breaking, essentially modernist, but employed analytically to

the individual and subjective experience of the present moment. This dissertation will argue that

5



it is precisely the underlying philosophical and ideological bases of the postmodern methods that
make postmodern criticism highly expedient and constructive for the analysis of the multiplicity
of experiences in contemporary society, and this is what Gadpaille acknowledges in terms of the

emergence of new trends in Canadian short fiction.

Additionally, in The Canadian Short Story, a study concurrent with the first edition of Linda
Hutcheon’s A Poetics of Postmodernism (1988), Gadpaille discusses the short story genre through
the wider Canadian cultural and political practice and distinguishes a notable movement “towards
the body, the emotions, and ultimately the mind” (vii). This already mentioned tendency in the
Canadian short story, according to Gadpaille, not only underscores the effort to “affirm story-
making force for exploration, understanding and healing” (vii), drawing on the material of
everyday life, but also in strongly emphasizing the topicality with regard to cultural, social,
political and economic changes. It is quite ironic that the postmodern undercurrent guiding this
movement towards the creation of a new kind of short fiction form receives negative criticism
from Gadpaille even though the postmodernist impulse is essentially conducive to it. In other
words, it is the postmodern insistence on foregrounding the liminal and the unvoiced, essentially
creating a space for the unexplored dimensions of the contemporary experience, from the
viewpoint of a multifocal-subject, that allowed for the emergence of both authors with authentic
and subjective interpretations of the narratives of the Canadian society, but also female authors
whose authorial scope no longer holds any restrains pertaining to the domestic or public space.
Gadpaille distinguishes the female short story authors’ practice from that of their male counterparts
in terms of there being a visible change, if not a shift, in the poetics of the period. This critic’s
characterization of postmodern (male) literature being an attempt to “fill the void left after the
(largely male) American post-modernists deconstructed the well-made story” (vii) is not
unproblematic, but it certainly sheds light on the emerging or yet forming trends in the poetics at
the very end of the twentieth century, and confirms the position that it is precisely the postmodern
turn that facilitated the incursion of female authors, spurred on by the postmodern political
inquisitiveness, with radically different perception of contemporaneity. Qualifying postmodern
literature as aspiring to fill a gap or ‘void’ left by modernism only draws attention to the extent of
the theoretical abstraction pertaining to both modern and postmodern poetics, but more so the

postmodern critical practice.



However, it would also be imprudent to disregard the coexistence of, at the very least, two
sensibilities, female and male, diverging from each other in culturally and politically colored
directions. These two sensibilities, at the end of the twentieth century, do not necessarily diverge
in exclusive manners, but rather they reflect the nature of the subjective experience in terms of the
social, political, economic and the overall cultural experience. This is to say, postmodern literature
at the end of the twentieth century marks a point where uniform experience of gender roles and
so-defined identity no longer holds. The discussion on postmodern poetics should shed more light
onto what it is that makes a literary work postmodern, whether there exist certain distinctive trends
within the larger framework of postmodern poetics; and the analysis of contemporary Canadian
short stories should provide insight into the qualities of the contemporary poetics, as well as reveal
whether there indeed exist such distinctive qualities contingent upon the gender of the author,
though this is not the primary focus of the study.

Gadpaille sees the tension between the “modernist and post-modernist” directions in Canadian
literature as “a sign of vigour” (1988: 118), which is in line with the argument that the postmodern
critical thought, and postmodern literature, does present an unpretentious evolution from
modernism to a more comprehensive, perhaps equally but differently subjective, interpretation of
contemporaneity. Additionally, Gadpaille singles out “the diversity of the origins” (1988: 118) and
the grass-root support on the local and national levels as the source of the variety and multiplicity
of voices constructing the literary discourse at the end of the twentieth century, and the
interpretative section tentatively addresses this event in two of the selected stories.

In the preface to Other Solitudes — Canadian Multicultural Fictions (1990), a study by Linda
Hutcheon and Marion Richmond, the latter comments that even though Canada has been “a
cultural mosaic since its early times, Canadian literature has not reflected that until the late 1940s
when “a new generation of writers looked to their cultural roots for inspiration,” and that is four
decades before the Canadian Multiculturalism Act (July 1988), “declaring as its goal the
preservation and enhancement of Canada’s multicultural heritage” (Hutcheon & Richmond 1990).
In the Introduction to their study, Hutcheon and Richmond emphasize that the exploration of “both
the lived experience and the literary expression of multiculturalism in Canada,” at the very end of
the twentieth century, stand for “conversations frequently [addressing] crucial issues, such as

racism and cultural confusions and tensions, in a direct, even confrontational manner” (1990: 1),



without censorship or any particular effort at their placing within a preferred or compulsory socio-
cultural or political framework, suggesting, therefore, a practice that is politically legitimated by
the Canadian Multicultural Act. The critics further this argument with regard to the absence of the
term ‘ethnic’, or rather its substitution with the term ‘multicultural’ in the dialogical space dealing
with questions of the ideal of multiculturalism, but also its foundational ideology in terms of “all
Canadians [being] ethnic, including French and British; the fact that the word is not so used points
to a hierarchy of social and cultural privilege that this collection wants to challenge” (Hutcheon &
Richmond 1990: 2). In a manner, Hutcheon’s and Richmond’s study reflect the late twentieth-
century influence of postmodern trends on the discourse of Canadian multiculturalism, the
postcolonial critique, in the effort to avoid the tendency to equate “ethnic” with “foreign,” which,
in these critics’ words, “has to do with the social positioning of the ‘other’, and is thus never free

of relations of power and value” (1990: 2). As Hutcheon and Richmond see it:

Multiculturalism, for all the extremes of ‘hype’ and cynicism, is real and immediate for
Canadians. [...] The multiracial and multiethnic nature of this country is made real to us —
IS written into our consciousness of what it means to be Canadian — by Canadian writers.
[...] to recognize that literature depends on the whole of culture, of history and social

traditions, without reducing diversity to ethnocultural enclaves. (1990: 5)

Almost thirty years later, Amy Ransom and Dominick Grace in “Introduction: Bridging the
Solitudes as a Critical Metaphor,” a chapter in Canadian Science Fiction, Fantasy and Horror:
Bridging the Solitudes (2019), see Canada “as a nation [that] owes its roots to twin European
colonizing powers, Great Britain and France” (1). However, this historical colonial legacy, on their
view, reveals in the Canadian literary practice “anxiety” of “varying degrees” in that literature has
served as a space for “[writing] back to the empire, questioning imperial prerogatives,
deconstructing foundational myths, and asserting the ongoing presence of aboriginal communities
and the arrival of new ones” (Ransom & Grace 2019: 1). The new communities imply a wide
category of individuals sharing and participating in the co-creative process of defining
Canadianness, “[exposing] the limitations of the solitudes concept so often applied uncritically to
the Canadian experience” (Ransom & Grace 2019: 2). Even though Ransom and Grace specifically
discuss science fiction, or rather, whatever clearly swerves away from the realist tradition, their

insight might be extended to contemporary Canadian short fiction as well since they observe the



genre of science fiction, in the contemporaneity context, as a world “in which the global rather
than the national context is central to an understanding of self and place” (2019: 3). For Ransom

and Grace:

Canada is not two solitudes, internally. Another standard metaphor for Canada is the
mosaic, reflecting Canada’s official commitment to multiculturalism and representing the
nation not as one thing or even two things (Québec and The Rest of Canada, or TROC, as
MacLennan’s paradigm often gets rephrased) but as a glittering array of different things
that make up a whole by juxtaposing and contrasting very diverse cultures and

perspectives. (2019: 2)

Coextensively to the implications of Hutcheon’s and Richmond’s assertion in Other Solitudes that
diversity should not be reduced to “ethnocultural enclaves” (1990: 5), Ransom and Grace see
contemporaneity as a space “in which disturbing trends in current politics are working to build
walls rather than bridges and therefore threaten the very idea of bridging cultural, political, and
ideological differences” (2019: 3), and reject “the antiquated notion of Canada as two (or more)
solitudes” (2019: 3). More importantly, Ransom and Grace see the socio-political trends as the
source of “the gaps (perceived or otherwise) between superficially separate groups, regions, and
ideologies” (2019: 3), and call for “the more productive attitude toward nationhood and cultural
engagement” (2019: 3) focused on bridging rather than their being emphasized as a source of
multiplicity, divergence, division, or other. Holman and Thacker’s article “Literary and Popular
Culture” echoes this position in terms of the question of “how [...] Canadians perform

Canadianness” (2013: 187), and they suggest that:

Perhaps more than others, Canadians perform their culture with a palpable sense of self-
awareness that stems from an inability to clearly define themselves. Canadian culture has
never been one thing; it has always been many, sometimes conflicting, things — French,
English, Native; eastern, western, northern; Catholic and Protestant; British and American.
Moreover, Canadian culture has always been marked with the dominant impression that it,
like the country it represents, was and is in transition; it is on the road to cultural certitude

but in no danger of arriving there anytime soon. (2013: 187)



In her study, Double Voicing the Canadian Short Story (2016), Laurie Kruk addresses this
propensity of the Canadian sensibility to cogently and judiciously reflect on the matrix of their
socio-cultural mosaic, and remain in the perpetual state of its interrogation while contributing a
subjective perspective on the networks of discourses participating in its flux. Kruk suggests that
“the twenty-first century has brought us to a time when, more than ever, individual voices clamour
to be heard, and the short story [...] embodies diverse perspectives more powerfully and
immediately than any other narrative form, including the novel” (2016: 3). Drawing on Margaret
Atwood’s elucidation of the forces active in the Canadian society as reflected in literature, the
“violent dualities” (in Kruk 2016: 1), Kruk sees the Canadian “national body of writing is attracted
to conflicts and tensions experienced [ ...] encompassing, but not limited to, the binaries young/old,
regional/international, British/American, French/English, urban/rural, north/south” (2016: 1). The
dualities and oppositions, the “long-standing contradictory identities” (Kruk 2016: 1), have been
the source of “Canada’s particularly apt literary reflection” (Kruk 2016: 1) through the medium of
the short story. Interestingly, as a form that so persistently explores the Canadian socio-cultural
and political realities, proliferate and varied, Kruk notes, the short story can be “described as old
and young, marginal and popular, modernist and postmodernist, shorter and longer” (2016: 1), but
in all its modalities, it remains within “a particularly Canadian perspective: the double voice”
(2016: 2). In her study, Laurie Kruk argues that “it is in the short story that double-voiced discourse
is most powerfully and persuasively experienced” (2016: 4), which is incidentally the premise and
object of this study, especially with regard to irony and parody as the employed rhetorical and

pragmatic textual strategies.

Coral Ann Howells, the author of Contemporary Canadian Women'’s Fiction: Refiguring Identities
(2003), a textbook and course-reader mapping out the works of nine Canadian women authors
published since the mid-1990s, observes contemporary Canadian fiction in the selection of nine
novels and one short story collection as a “a textual space where competing voices insistently
articulate differences” (12), which the author closely relates to “the sociocultural space of Canada”
(2003: 12) revealing the individual experiences populating it. Additionally, Howells notices “the
condition of liminality and culturally hybridized identities” (2003: 7) even outside of the frame of
immigrant fictions, which is also a theme arising in the analyses of the selected contemporary short
fiction in this study. In discussing the voices emanating what seem to be “different perspectives

[converging] at a very significant point” (Howells 2003: 10), Howells perceives a consistent trend
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in women’s contemporary fiction working to “challenge traditional nationalist approaches to the
definition of what ‘being Canadian’ means” (2003: 10), but also “to interrogate cultural
conventions around private and public formulations of identity” (2003: 10) within the multicultural
space of contemporary Canada in which social and cultural-historical identities come into tension
with the socio-political and cultural trends of contemporaneity. Howells sees the notion of national
identity, or “national affiliation [as] one component of identity construction” (2003: 1), but one
that might be overshadowed by the interrogation into other identity markers perceived in her
selection of fiction. Her study reveals “race and ethnicity, gender and sexuality, or education and
social class (Howells 2003: 1) as more prominently explored in the works of women’s
contemporary fiction, and in the selection of contemporary Canadian short fiction in this study,
these concerns persist as relevant as ever, both in terms of female and male authors, though the
selection here encompasses even more recent works. Additionally, what Howells notices in her
study, that “[the] emphasis will often fall on women’s counter-narratives to discourses of
patriarchal authority in the home, the importance of maternal inheritance, and women’s revisions
of traditional narrative genres” (2003: 2) coincides with the conclusions drawn from the analyses
of the selected short stories in this study, and may be complemented by the insight that these
counter-narratives are extended to the voices of the politically unrecognized, socially and
politically marginalized, culturally displaced individuals — in women’s and men’s narratives,
standing for women’s and men’s voices and perspectives — all negotiating their identities against

the fluctuating discourses in the contemporary Canadian society.

Dissertation Aims

Postmodern Interpretations of the Contemporary Canadian Short Story investigates the modes of
postmodern representation with the emphasis on irony and parody as methods that highlight the
philosophical, ideological and political dimensions of literary art, and in this case, contemporary
short fiction. The aim of the dissertation is to analyze the manifestations of these postmodern
methods in the selection of contemporary Canadian short stories and uncover how they reflect on
the culture from which contemporary literature emerges and which shapes it, as well as to identify
the cases in which the postmodern method serves to emphasize the potentially new political
dimensions of contemporary literature. The dissertation considers the rhetorical and political
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dimensions and scope of postmodern representation in the analysis of the selection of
contemporary Canadian short fiction, arguing against the position that the postmodern critical
thought in literature serves as the de-politicizing force in society. In the light of such claims that
have prompted a number of attempts in the academic circles to terminologically and even
theoretically describe the contemporary literary practice as anything but postmodern, the study
also briefly treats these trends. These attempts, loosely innovative and only in terms of terminology
in the critical and theoretical practice, represent desperate reactions to the satiated theoretical and
critical discourses of our time, yet offer nothing more than a reactionary and escapist reversion to

the aesthetic prescripts of modernism.

This study focuses the role of irony and parody in a selection of contemporary Canadian short
fiction, and their character with regard to what is generally termed as postmodern poetics, but also
the supposed trends emerging from it. The discussions focus on the use of postmodern methods,
irony and parody as methods of representation, and mention the converging and diverging
postmodern trends within the selection of contemporary Canadian short stories selected on the
basis of their topicality (gender, cultural and racial stereotypes as reflective of political, economic
and social changes in the first decade of the twenty-first century) and the narrative, formal and
rhetorical strategies employed, all with the objective to more closely contour the framework, the
poetics, within which the narratives operate, as well as investigate how irony and parody, as
methods of representation, are employed for the purpose of criticizing the socio-political and
ideological foundations of the social and cultural discourses in question. The proposition is that
the contemporary Canadian short fiction operates well within the framework of the postmodern
critical thought, but also that the new trends emerging within the vast body of contemporary short
fiction, reflecting certain topical changes cannot be considered original or straying from the main
poetic paradigm. On the contrary, any such improvements on the existing paradigm serve to
support the claim that postmodern poetics retains its plasticity due to its analytical propensity

reflected in its representation methods.

The theoretical basis of this study takes as the main premise Linda Hutcheon’s claim in A Poetics
of Postmodernism that the quintessential issue of postmodern contradictions remains relevant for
as long as literature is interpreted “through its surrounding theoretical discourses”, as a

phenomenon removed from theory and criticism, rather than as “continuous with theory” (2004:
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14). In effect, a literary work is observed as a critical work in terms of society and culture, and it
is inherently a part of a broader critical and political thought of its time. Therefore, the problem of
the definition of postmodernism in literature will be one of the starting discussion points in the
dissertation (in the section Theory, Criticism and the Schisms), followed by a discussion on the
postmodern use of irony and parody (in the section Representation Methods: The Postmodern
Blend), a chapter introducing contemporary Canadian short story (Another Introduction:
Contemporary and Canadian and Short), the interpretative section where the use of irony and
parody as rhetorical and pragmatic instruments is illustrated on the selection of fifteen
contemporary Canadian short stories (Tests, Trials and a Vignette), followed by a chapter dealing
with the short story genre and its postmodern modalities (The Postmodern Fender-Bender), a
chapter dealing with the phenomenological exploration of women’s gender and sexuality
(Constructing Stories about Women), a chapter on the nature of the contemporary-postmodern
condition as related by the selection of contemporary short fiction (The Postmodern Migrants),

and the Concluding Remarks chapter.

The review of the relevant philosophical and critical works inspiring the postmodern critical
thought — those by Jacques Derrida, Jean-Frangois Lyotard, Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault,
among others — is provided in order to explicate the philosophical, political and critical premises
at the core of the approach. The phenomenon of postmodernism is ultimately explored with the
view of explicating the manner in which irony and parody perform the function of subversive
criticism in contemporary Canadian short fiction. That is, the dissertation examines the poetics of
postmodernism as the context in which irony and parody evolve as the only viable and sensible
form of influential and potent socio-political criticism that rejects the exclusion of the marginal.
By extension, the section discussing the theory and poetics of postmodernism also reflects on the
recent, contemporary, discussions about emerging literary and theoretical trends that essentially
reject postmodernity and the postmodern literary traditions in favor of modernist poetics and its
philosophical and ideological propositions. This discussion, brief as it may be, presents a necessary
digression precisely in terms of how and why modernism-inspired, occasionally Marxist, but
mostly metamodern, contemporary theoretical and critical practice disregards irony and parody as
unproductive and essentially ruinous to artistic expression, but also for any socio-cultural and
political progress. As it may be inferred, the position of the author of the dissertation is to disagree

with such provisional and subjective claims, and provide illustrations from a selection of
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contemporary Canadian short stories ranging from 1999 to 2016 in support of the position that the
subjective contemporary views of irony and parody regarding their aesthetic value do not annul

their critical, rhetorical and pragmatic, potency in the postmodern context.

Even though the attitude that irony and parody provide space for subjective interpretation of the
social, political and ideological dimensions of literary works might strike as apologetic in favor of
the postmodernist idea of decentralized and highly subjective meaning, the dissertation, in fact,
aims to explicate how the disputed lack of vision in the postmodern, and contemporary, practice
liberates Theory from modernist liberal humanist illusions, and how irony and parody as
instruments of criticism provide insights for fundamental change precisely because of their

indiscriminate treatment of truth values and messianic visions as human constructs.

By analyzing the formal and rhetorical roles of these methods in the narratives of the selected
contemporary Canadian short stories, the dissertation explores the persistence of a very specific,
Canadian, trend belonging still to the broader framework of postmodern poetics, and yet one that
is continuous with the, however loosely, established literary canon of Canadian literature. This
trend is based on the postmodern rejection of clear and uniform value systems and is reflexive of
the singular Canadian sensibility. At the same time, the integration of pluralist values of global
culture into the social, cultural and political contexts of today, reveals in the selection of
contemporary Canadian short fiction a search for a new mode of political, social, economic and

cultural performativity.

The theoretical framework presented here will serve as key to interpret the selection of
contemporary Canadian short stories, and it will more closely define irony and parody as rhetorical
or pragmatic instruments in the context of contemporary literature. Therefore, the review of
relevant theory, among other, encompasses Linda Hutcheon’s study, lrony’s Edge: The Theory
and Politics of Irony, published in 2005, which will be used as the basis in defining these
(rhetorical) instruments, and the two opposed views on postmodern theory and literature, among
other views, will serve as the basis for the discussion on postmodern poetics — that of Linda
Hutcheon and Terry Eagleton; a critic who sees the phenomenon of postmodernism as an authentic
critical expression, and one of the most reactionary critics of postmodernism, respectively.

Hutcheon sees postmodernism through its relationship with “the dominant, liberal, humanist
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culture” (2004: 6), and she notices that postmodernism examines the dominant culture through the
prism that does not recognize a single, visionary or universal thread of reconciliation of humanist
contradictions. Hutcheon and Eagleton in their respective studies, A Poetics of Postmodernism
(first published in 1988) and After Theory (first published in 2003) discuss whether postmodernism
and its theory, as well as the poetics of postmodernism, should be analyzed as the possible cause
of the socio-political and cultural crises in the western world (Eagleton), or if they are a response

to the crises and a mode of individual resistance (Hutcheon).

This theoretical framework is constructed as the interpretative key for the selection of fifteen
Canadian short stories published between 1999 and 2016 in five volumes of The Journey Prize
Stories and two short story collections by Zsuzsi Gartner. The process of short story selection
reveals a certain number of themes and topics persisting as relevant over the course of almost two
decades, at the very end of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first century. The critical
interpretations illustrate the scope and effect of postmodern influences in the contemporary
Canadian short fiction in terms of the formal level, the narrative structure, representation and
rhetorical instruments all through the use of irony and parody. Therefore, the study deals with
irony and parody not only as the source of humor or the devices for achieving humorous effect,
but rhetorical vehicles for social, cultural and political criticism. The study will also touch upon
the issue of genre conventions, formal and other limitations that impact the poetics of the

contemporary narratives selected for this study.

Furthermore, the discussion on postmodern contemporary Canadian short story will attempt to
provide an answer to the question of whether postmodern literature is indicative of a chronic state
of creative paralysis that does not recognize a mode of expression other than pastiche and parody
for the sake of humor and self-indulging, defeatist, lament. A positive answer to this question
would justify the dismissive attitude in literary theory and criticism pertaining to the possibility of
overcoming “the postmodern condition” (Lyotard 2004), and yet another related question must be
considered, and that is the question of whether this postmodern condition truly prevents one from
overcoming the epistemological paralysis and political impotence in contemporaneity, or whether
it is, in fact, the postmodern critical thought that has provided the necessary problematizing

instruments in its interdisciplinarity, and thus the space for unguided exploration, learning and
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potentially criticism that is unburdened by ideology, messianic vision and liberal-humanist

philosophy.

The attitude entertained here is that the contemporary Canadian short story, reliant on the plasticity
of postmodern techniques, generates a space in which literature is permitted to exhibit its political
function in the context that cancels any reactionary connotation — the context of the individual and
the specific, the subjective and particular, continuous and coextensive with the Canadian cultural
mosaic. The contemporary author experiences the mutually incongruent and exclusive discourses,
but is able to observe their own ‘condition’ critically, ironically and compassionately within the
context of the contemporary situation, and find solutions not in “little narratives” (Lyotard 2004)
but in subjective explorations of their personal ones, in close ties with tradition and the historical
legacies and therefore their presence in contemporaneity. It is this trait of contemporary Canadian
literature, reliant on irony and parody due to its self-reflexive and introspective nature, that negates

the finality of the alleged postmodern position on epistemological and ontological paralysis.

The selection of contemporary short fiction includes fifteen stories by various contemporary
Canadian authors, published between 1999 and 2016, and those are: “Pest Control for
Dummies ™" and “How to Survive in the Bush” by Zsuzsi Gartner (All the Anxious Girls on Earth,
1999); “My Husband’s Jump” by Jessica Grant (The Journey Prize Stories, 2003); “Conjugation”
by Lee Henderson, “The Baby” by Craig Boyko and “Split” by Clea Young” (The Journey Prize
Stories, 2006); “Summer of the Flesh Eater” by Zsuzsi Gartner (Better Living Through Plastic
Explosives, 2011); “Monsoon Season” by Lori McNulty, “How to Tell if Your Frog Is Dead” by
Julie Roorda and “Hashtag Maggie Vandermeer” by Nancy Jo Cullen (The Journey Prize Stories,
2014); “The Perfect Man for My Husband” by Andrew MacDonald and “Mercy Beatrice Wrestles
the Noose” by K’ari Fisher (The Journey Prize Stories, 2015); “The Origin of Jaanvi” by Mahak
Jain, “Mani Pedi” by Souvankham Thammavongsa and “How the Grizzly Came to Hang in the

Royal Oak Hotel” by J. R. McConvey (The Journey Prize Stories, 2016).

The aim of this study is to illustrate the critical, ‘double-edged’ dimension in narratives generated
by the use of irony and parody as principally representational instruments in the selection of
contemporary Canadian short fiction; to highlight the plasticity of irony and parody in their

postmodern quality and contemporary use, and discuss how the phenomenon of postmodernism
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treats the general qualities of the social, political, cultural, philosophical and ideological messages
in the selected short stories. Bearing in mind the inescapable and excruciating complexities in
defining the phenomenon of postmodernism (and postmodernity), its poetics and therefore its
instruments, this dissertation retains a highly self-reflexive and auto-ironic tone in exploring and
defining the theoretical framework and interpretative key, and its applicability in interpreting the

contemporary Canadian short story.
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THEORY, CRITICISM AND THE SCHISMS

In the Preface to Modern Literary Theory, a volume first published in 1989, Waugh and Rice notice
a ‘paradigm shift’ in literary studies caused by “the sudden erosion of boundaries across
philosophy, political theory, psychoanalysis, social theory and literary criticism” (xiii), and a shift
that foregrounds an epistemological crisis of sorts (xiv). Rice and Waugh define this shift — the
phenomenon commonly referred to as postmodernism — as an “intellectual movement” that turns
on itself, as well as against modernity, as a “modern doubt turn on the instruments of its own
articulation and analysis, so that all objects of knowledge seem to be more artifacts constructed
through and within language” (201 1: xiii). This definition resounds the voices of the great thinkers
of the second half of the twentieth century, among which are: Jacques Derrida — whose
deconstruction and theory of sign opened the door for political criticism of the inherited traditions
of modernity, Roland Barthes — who illustrated Derrida’s logocentrism and Eurocentrism in his
Mythologies, Michel Foucault — whose explication of the forces constructing and interpellating
individuals in society exposed the insidiousness of the Western ethos, and Jean-Frangois Lyotard
whose work on postmodern narrative practices substantiated the arguments of the thinkers of the
1960s whose debunking of the myth of logocentrism gave impetus to a range of theoretical

discourses and movements operating under the platform of the postmodern critical thought.

In “Hear the Voice of the Artist: Postmodernism as a Faustian Bargain'” (2003), Lena Petrovi¢
explores postmodernism in terms of the philosophical, cultural, political, ideological and even
ethical implications in the literary and critical practices at the very beginning of the twenty-first
century. Exploring the crucial question of what postmodernism is in essence, Petrovi¢ turns to
Heiner Miller’s remark that postmodern art is both “a contradiction” and “inconceivable” in itself.
Petrovi¢’s comment on Muller’s “endemic romanticism” (2011: 278) addresses the modernist
conception both of an artist and art supportively in terms of the postmodern lack of such
enthusiasm for imaginative and prophetic vision, and translates it as a view that, if such a thing as
postmodern art or artist does exist, it is “an obliteration of this [modernist] kind of the creative
self, its dispersal, to use the current idiom, into a plurality of subject positions inscribed within

language” and ultimately, “the negation of art” (2011: 278). Although Petrovi¢ does not

! First published in Klaus Stierstofer (ed.), Beyond Postmodernism: Reassessments in Literature, Theory, Culture,
Walter de Gruyter, Berlin, New York, 2003, 51-77.
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necessarily reject the necessity for a term encompassing the consequences of “the massive material
and political changes — all contributing to the triumph of a neo-conservative global society — that
marked the end of the millennium” (2011: 278), the author sees postmodernism as a general and
global state of mind in which the rejection of modernist ideas, or their implied failure, either cause
a defeatist and escapist plunge into the supposed postmodern indifference and ambiguity; or the
state in which the alleged postmodern ambiguity and “anti-humanist propositions” (2011: 278)
reveal an attempt of the academic circles “to the intellectual and moral compromise by which the
postmodernism’s leading proponents have hyper-adjusted themselves to postmodernity; and their
theories, on closer inspection, to be a sophisticated example of hypocritically correct political
thinking” (2011: 279). In the article, Petrovi¢ explicates the transition from the modernist paradigm
to the de-individualized and essentially anti-humanist postmodern paradigm as exemplified by
American and European (foreign) politics and education. Petrovi¢’s interpretation of critical
thinkers, retrospectively termed postmodern by the academic community, focuses on the implied
hypocrisy of the anti-humanist acceptance or glorification of the neo-liberal capitalist system and
its socio-political and subsequently cultural manifestations. In fact, the author fervently targets not
only the conscious absence of “a revolutionary vocabulary” in the postmodern discourse, but also
its critical focus on “those traditional thinkers who did possess the kind of revolutionary
vocabulary that they themselves lack” (2011: 280). Lena Petrovi¢’s argument contra
postmodernism and the postmodern critical thought, or rather, against the specific critical thinkers
at the end of the twentieth century, touches upon a very specific and most often cited imputation
to postmodernism, especially against the background of modernism, and unambiguously in terms
of the problematics of defining postmodernism. “[Blaming] the cultural catastrophe of the sixties
on what only could have prevented it”, that is, on modernism, Petrovi¢ suggests that
postmodernists “justify their anti-humanism by seeking not only to instill the view that the liberal
humanist tradition has proved definitely wrong in its emancipatory hopes, but, in fact, to blame it
for the failure of these hopes” (2011: 280). Following this line of thought, this dissertation, and to
a great extent upholds the supposed ‘anti-humanist’ position that it is precisely the failure of the
modernist liberal humanist tradition that has proved, not “definitively wrong” but rather evidently
ineffective in its emancipatory efforts, and especially in the second half of the twentieth century,
and that the persistent refusal to admit such a painful defeat of the entire modernist visionary

endeavor opened the door for a forcefully evolved, and belated, investigative approach to the
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social, cultural and political discourses, the philosophical and ideological foundations of their

production and their implications for contemporaneity.

This approach, generally implied by the heuristic label of ‘postmodernism’, however, stands as an
autonomous yet modified modernist paradigm and, in those terms, I agree with Petrovi¢ in her
claim that “postmodern literature does not exist” (2011: 277) since literature must exist outside
any theoretical and critical paradigm imposed on the discourse by the academic or other circles
seeking obstinately a totalizing framework to explain any cultural or political production. The
emphasis, it must be noted, is on the term ‘approach’ for that is what postmodern criticism
principally stands for — a mode of critical and analytical investigation that rejects any
preconception of the existence of a totalizing and unifying explanation for the human condition on
the whole, the individual and highly subjective experience, and especially in the face of the fast-
paced global political and cultural changes. Postmodernism, then, practically stands for the
perceived rupture point in the socio-political and cultural continuum of what we term the period
of modernism and its implosion after the sixties, but particularly from the angle of the artistic or
literary forms, although they have inevitably evolved; nor merely in terms of the terminological
peculiarities of the socio-political or cultural discourses, but, more significantly, in the distinctive
approach to the critical considerations in the analysis of the political, economic, cultural and

artistic products of our contemporaneity.

As Jeffrey Nealon suggests in the chapter “Postmodernism” in The Bloomsbury Handbook of
Literary and Cultural Theory (2018), “‘[postmodern]’ is an adjective that loomed heavily over
late twentieth-century academic discourse on cultural production” (151), and being ascribed
almost exclusively retrospectively, it often stands to refer to “a certain sense of style [...] a sense
of disjunction or deliberate confusion, irony, playfulness, reflexivity, a kind of cool detachment, a
deliberate foregrounding of constructedness, a suspicion concerning neat or easy conclusions”
(151). The very term, however, can be reduced to a terminological necessity — a necessity to
differentiate between an ideological position with a predetermined terminus ad quem (modernism)
and an approach that focuses on the process of reaching any philosophical, ideological, political,
economic, cultural or other conclusions. In Postmodernism, Or the Cultural Logic of Late
Capitalism (1991), Fredric Jameson observes postmodern experience in terms of “paradoxical

slogan: namely, the proposition that ‘difference relates’” (30), emphasizing on heterogeneity and
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“profound discontinuities at the work of art, no longer unified or organic, but now a virtual grab
bag or lumber room of disjoined subsystems and random raw materials and impulses of all kinds”
(30). Jameson’s view of postmodernism as paradoxical, in the above definition specifically, further
supports the necessity of the postmodern critical thought. What is conveniently omitted in his view
of the postmodern approach is the emphasis on the impossibility of the “unification” (Jameson
1991: 30) within a totalizing framework, be it liberal humanist or other. He suggests that “[the]
former work of art [...] has now turned out to be a text, whose reading proceeds by differentiation
rather than by unification” (Jameson 1991: 30), which is precisely the problem of modernity. It is
not that the work of art has “turned out to be a text,” but that it has been a text all along — a text
imbued with philosophical and ideological discourses projected onto the image of reality and
emanated in the discourses permeating and perpetuating its existence. At the same time, Jameson
tacitly recognizes the false-totalizing value of art before the postmodern fall in observing
postmodernism “symptoms and expressions of a new and historically original dilemma [involving]
our insertion as individual subjects into a multidimensional set of radically discontinuous realities,
whose frames range from the still surviving spaces of bourgeois private life all the way to the
unimaginable decentering of global capital itself” (1991: 412). Reductively speaking,
postmodernism represents a reaction to the disillusionment with modernist corruption of the very
liberal humanist ideas it is founded on. Or, in Jameson’s view, a “fragmented and schizophrenic
decentering and dispersion” (1991: 412), or “the force field in which very different kinds of
cultural impulses [...] must make their way” (1991: 5). Jameson, much like Terry Eagleton, among
others, sees the introduction of the heterogeneous cultural impulses as a threat to “some general
sense of a cultural dominant” (1991: 5) implicating that the creation of an artificial sense of such
a construct compensates for its falseness. The potential that “we fall back into a view of present
history as sheer heterogeneity, random difference, a coexistence of a host of distinct forces whose
effectivity is undecidable” (Jameson 1991: 5), however, stands unsubstantiated in the light of
postmodern literature. Neither does postmodernism negate history, nor its own continuity with it
and the inevitable interpellation. Nealon notices that in his treatment of postmodernism, and
postmodernity, Jameson “looks more closely at the changing function of art in the twentieth
century: the first historical era where we saw the commodification and mass technological
distribution of art” (2018: 154), but notes that in the world “where factory production is the

economic dominant mode, there’s still room for art” (2018: 154). On the matter, Nealon also notes

21



that “postmodern cultural artifacts are constantly calling attention to the ways in which both the
work and the viewer are constructing, deconstructing, and reconstructing meaning” (2018: 151),
and in those terms, this critic finds that postmodern art can, in fact, reach Jameson’s undefined,
yet universal, standard by “[working] against the cultural or economic dominant of fordist factory
production” (2018: 154), which has been validated throughout history, regardless of the ever-
changing heuristic labels — art has always sought to work against the dominant, it only seems that
the modernist dominant, with the liberal humanist connotation, remains the source of romantic

nostalgia in the academic circles.

To claim, however, that postmodern critical theory is anti-humanist merely because it readily
exposes the visible and appalling hypocrisy of the liberal humanist discourse, and the privileged
and elitist practice, seems awfully reactionary, yet it is a phenomenon that is to be expected since
the proponents of the so-called modernist liberal humanism in the critical circles necessarily speak
from the positions of institutional power, and the hypocrisy imputed on the postmodern discourse
— its adamant refusal to remain at a univocal position — both expose the invalidity of the exhausted
modernist rhetoric and the duplicity of those in position whose insistence on perpetuating and
maintaining the idea that the romantic liberal humanist visionary and prophetic future is possible

in the neo-liberal capitalist society.

Furthermore, the propagation of the hollow liberal-humanist rhetoric, and particularly in the
academic circles, completely disregards the reality of contemporary politics and economy, and
artificially creates a space for the perpetuation of the bourgeois ideas for the sole purpose of
maintaining their own socio-political and economic stability. Petrovi¢ deems it “insidious” that the
supposed enforcers of postmodern ideas resorted to placing “the responsibility for ‘the social
catastrophe of the sixties’ precisely on those who sought to avoid it by a democratization of
institutions, and a change in relations of power” (2011: 279) suggesting that the failure of the
modernist liberal humanist idea lies not in the vision itself, but other factors. Agreed, it would be
difficult to argue that such a movement should be chastised for its failure to enforce a vision of a
society in which economy does not regulate politics, and in which the philosophical and
ideological foundations do not run on human fuel. It is unclear, however, if Petrovi¢ finds the
correlation between the applicability of the almost utopian vision(s) of modernist artists and

thinkers, and the ultimate failure of their implementation in the second half of the twentieth
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century, with the fact that those very liberal humanist ideas represent a very selective and uniform
remnant of the bourgeois politics and ethics. Perhaps the failure to implement the modernist vision
can be found precisely in the convenient fact that the ‘catastrophe of the sixties’, much like many
other economic, political and cultural crises affected mostly the working class, leaving the
bourgeois with the luxury to promote the modernist, ultimately unrealistic, ideal while retaining

their positions of economic and political power.

In A Poetics of Postmodernism, Linda Hutcheon discusses postmodernism as impossible to define
or describe other than in terms of very complicated continuity and, at the same time, discontinuity
with modernism in aesthetic, philosophical and ideological terms which renders the relationship
profoundly and genuinely contradictory (2004: 18). The question of whether its poetics testify to
“the decline or the salvation of contemporary art” remains of immense importance even in the first
two decades of the twentieth century, or especially so (Hutcheon 2004: 38), which evidently
creates a divide in the critical circles between those who find the cultural dominant necessary for
political and social stability opposed to postmodernist practices, and those who find the process of
examination of that very dominant necessary. On this matter, critics seem to cover a specter of
positions, but what Hutcheon, among others, decidedly emphasizes, is that the concept of a stable
cultural dominant is merely a construct. It might be added, that such a construct cannot seem to

hold in the twenty-first century.

Hutcheon raises another important subject, and that is one of the consistent use of the term in the
cultural discourse (2004: 38) — the point being the seemingly irresolvable issue of the definition of
the phenomenon itself, its philosophical and ideological grounds, as well as its evolution through
its recognized manifestations in the second half of the twentieth century and stretching into the
twenty-first century social, cultural, political, scientific and other discourses. Hutcheon builds
upon Fredric Jameson’s understanding of “theoretical discourse” as being one of the
manifestations of postmodernism and notes that “this would include, not only the obvious Marxist,
feminist, and poststructuralist philosophical and literary theory, but also analytic philosophy,
psychoanalysis, linguistics, historiography, sociology, and other areas” (Hutcheon 2004: 15)
which adds support to the argument that what is generally understood as the phenomenon of
postmodernism cannot merely be placed in the category of poetics or stand as a convenient

periodization demarcation — it is ultimately a highly analytical approach to cultural and other
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discourses, and in this vein, Hutcheon comments on Jacque Derrida’s work as indicative of the
general framework of self-reflexive cultural production, and not a particularly instructive,
prescriptive or didactic corpus or manifest that it is perceived to be. Derrida’s works, Hutcheon
argues, “belong solely to neither philosophical nor literary discourse, though they partake of both
in a deliberately self-reflexive and contradictory (postmodern) manner” (2004: 12), which
essentially represents a work of exploration from the position of the perceiving subject, but also
the investigation of the vantage point itself, and the constant questioning in terms of “[f][rom what
position can one “theorize” (even selfconsciously) a disparate, contradictory, multivalent, current
cultural phenomenon?” (2004: 13). The postmodern impulse to theorize is not innovative in itself,
yet its tenacious insistence on the demystification of certain meta-narratives and grand-narratives
of the Western societies, and, at the same time, the acceptance of the position that “any knowledge
cannot escape complicity with some meta-narrative” (Hutcheon 2004: 13), all render the
postmodern theoretical discourse an instrument, and its unfailing and consistent deconstructive
propensity the foundation for its poetics. In the Encyclopedia of Postmodernism (2001), Taylor
and Winquist define discourse as “a meaningful passage of spoken or written language; a passage
of language that reflects the social, epistemological, and rhetorical practices of a group” (2001:
101) and this definition recognizes both the existence of various interpellated discourses, and
builds upon the implication that they possess the potential to mutually affect each other because
discourse can also be described as “the power of language to reflect, influence, and constrain these
practices in a group” (2001: 101). This definition is useful in determining what it is that the
postmodern critical practice focuses on and why, among others, Jameson sees the theoretical
discourse as the genuinely postmodern phenomenon. The postmodern critical thought has long
been discussed in relation to deconstruction and its insistence on the framework of absence, and
granted, the postmodern critical thought does function from the place of dubiousness and
incredulity not only towards the grand narratives identifiable in the discourses of the present, but
also their manifestations in socio-political, cultural, economic and, virtually, all practices since it

extends its incredulity to any metalanguage, its own included.
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You Know Nothing, Jon Snow? — The Late 1960s

In The Canadian Postmodern, Linda Hutcheon reflects on the groundworks of the postmodern
critical thought, as well as the object of its criticism, if the term ‘object’ could be used loosely in

this context. Tracing “the impulse behind the postmodern” back to the 1960s, Hutcheon notes that:

[...] those years also come under severe attack from postmodernism, which always contests
as well as exploits the values that gave it birth. In the sixties, the buzz-word of culture was
(paradoxically) the ‘natural’, the authentic: flower power, rock music, sexual desire,
communes, ‘hanging loose’ —all were manifestations of the ‘natural’. What postmodernism
has done is show how the ‘natural’ is in fact the ‘constructed’, the made, the social. (2012:

12)

Following the line of thought proposed by Hutcheon above, that the postmodern critical thought
emerged as a reaction to, among other things, the concept of “the natural” and “the authentic”, in
the 1960s, this chapter deals with the period that prompted the postmodern critical thought
(postmodernism as generally understood) as a phenomenon or even a philosophical approach (as
opposed to a mere heuristic label or literary category), and focuses on deconstruction, not
particularly as a prominent intellectual movement developed by American critics in the second
half of the twentieth century, but as a concept and phenomenon popularized by Jacques Derrida in
Of Grammatology, first published in 1967. In addition to that, considering that the critical
discourse on postmodernism, and even the contemporary one, often evokes the concepts and
terminology of the 1960s, or uses these in a reprocessed and reconditioned fashion, it is vital to
establish the criteria of how these concepts, and the terminology, are treated and used in this study.
This is not to say that the attitude here should be taken as pretending to be the only adequate
interpretation of the complexities of the post-structuralist ideas emerging in the second half of the

twentieth century, but their interpretation is argued here as narrowly and precisely as possible —

2 Otherwise completely unrelated to the study, the quote, spoken by the character of Ygritte, a Wildling, in George R.
R. Martin’s A Storm of Swords, stands to both, hopefully humorously, and sincerely relate the disorientation and
uncertainty of the author of the dissertation facing the massive and daunting task of untangling the knot of the
formidable legacy of the philosophical, political and theoretical discussions of the 1960s and relating them to the study
of postmodernism, and contemporaneity. The effort, granted, has little to do with the severity of the existential struggle
the addressee of Ygritte, the character of Jon Snow faces, and yet, the sentiment is emblematic of the naiveté and
confusion emanating from this character’s face in the popular HBO television series The Game of Thrones. (Martin,
George. R. R. A Storm of Swords. Bantam Books, 2011. pp 213)
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both in terms of the discouraging awareness that the vastness of the critical and philosophical
discourses that still influence our contemporary discussions on postmodernism, and with the view
of the objective of this study, which is ultimately to provide a theoretical framework that would
illustrate the postmodern, and the pragmatic, nature of irony and parody as instruments in
contemporary Canadian short fiction. If the insight drawn from the achieved framework acquire a

wider scope and applicability, it will be a fortunate accident an author can only hope for.

In The Pursuit of Signs: Semiotics, Literature, Deconstruction (2005), Jonathan Culler interprets
Derrida’s use of the term as “close engagement with various texts” (16), engagement that does not
necessarily involve an interpretation or, at least, not in terms of what interpretation customarily
entails. Culler’s interpretation of Derrida’s deconstruction as involving “no deference to the
integrity of the text, no search for a unifying purpose that would assign each part its appropriate
role” (2005: 16), and yet as an endeavor that seeks to discover some kind of internal and external
logic to the production of the text itself, “to reveal an uncanny logic that operates in and across
texts, whatever they say” (2005: 16), stands emblematic to the reception of deconstruction in
America as a tool or an approach to understanding the vast body of literary, as well as non-literary,
production and their interconnectedness. For Culler, “we have no convincing account of the role
or function of literature in society or social consciousness” (2005: 6), but “literature is not a simple

aggregate of discrete works but a conceptual space which can be coherently organized” (2005: 8).

In the chapter on Jacques Derrida in Fifty Key Contemporary Thinkers: From Structuralism to
Post-Humanism (2008), John Lechte underscores the philosophical foundation or influences in
Derrida’s approach. More precisely, the “concern to reflect upon and undermine philosophy’s
dependence on the logic of identity, which is also a logic of purity and the maintaining of borders,”
as well as why traditional philosophy has never treated such and other questions pertaining to the
authority pertaining to writing and literature (Lechte 2008: 130) form the basis of Derrida’s
deconstruction. Lechte, in fact, treats Derrida’s deconstruction as “a fundamental investigation
into the nature of the Western metaphysical tradition and its basis in the law of identity,” the
outcome of which reveals “a tradition riddled with paradox and logical aporias — such as the

following one from Rousseau’s philosophy® (2008: 131). In essence, “[the] process of

3 The scope of this study does not allow a more in-depth discussion of the particulars, so hopefully John Lechte’s
summary of Derrida’s argument against Rousseau’s philosophy stands sufficient to facilitate the reading of the
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‘deconstruction’ does not aim to remove [the] paradoxes or [the] contradictions” (Lechte 2008:
132) as encountered in the interaction of the discourses inherited and the discourses produced in
contemporaneity since any “[escaping] the exigencies of tradition and [setting] up a system on its

own account” (Lechte 2008: 132) neither seems possible, nor viable, nor desired, ultimately.

In Jacques Derrida, a 2003 Routledge Edition of Critical Thinkers, Nicholas Royle wittingly
condenses the philosophy behind the work of Jacques Derrida as the attitude of interrogation. “If
there is a key idea in Derrida,” Royle says, “it has to do with an interrogation of the ‘key idea’
(Royle 2003: 13). Undertaking the task of deconstructing Derrida’s works, in the sense in which
Derrida refers to deconstruction, one can understand the reactionary attitude towards the entire

endeavor of postmodern interrogation.

The discussion on Derrida with regard to the insight it could provide about the foundational ideas
of the postmodern critical thought, postmodernism in literature, and postmodernity in general — as
a general trend in the second half of the twentieth century and marking the beginning of the twenty-
first century — requires a brief reflection on the post-structuralist thought, and his appropriation
and transformation of the term deconstruction, as well as the deconstruction of what he termed
logocentrism — “the centrism of language in general” (Royle 2003: 16), as practiced, manifested
and produced in the (narrative) discourse, by the subject, institutions or in the very interaction of
discourses. By extension, basically, Derrida deals with the idea of the centrality of meaning and
truth, and their validity, and puts them under scrutiny that reveals structures as constructs having
center both within and without them. That is, the “centre goes together with structure” (in Royle
2003: 16), and “the notion of a structure lacking any centre represents the unthinkable itself” (in
Royle 2003: 16). Moreover, ‘de-construction’ as an interpretative mode, as a reading or experience
of a structure, would not be possible if we did not perceive certain creations as solid and structured,
and as Royle notes “deconstruction interferes with solid structures, “material” institutions, and not
only with discourses or signifying representations” (Royle 2003: 17). However, deconstruction as

Derrida uses the term, is not an approach, or at least not in the sense in which the American

remainder of the chapter: “Rousseau argues at one point that the voice of nature alone should be listened to. This
nature is identical to itself, a plenitude to which nothing can be added or subtracted. But he also draws our attention
to the fact that nature is in truth sometimes lacking — such as when a mother cannot produce enough milk for the infant
at her breast. Lack now comes to be seen as common in nature, if it is not one of its most significant characteristics.
Thus self-sufficient nature, Derrida shows [...] is, according to Rousseau, also lacking” (2008: 131).
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academic circles have assumed it, but an almost natural disruption of language, discourse or any
structure that is interacted with, “an earthquake” (Royle 2003: 25). In Derrida’s words, it is “what
happens,” or “ce qui arrive” (in Royle 2003: 25) in such contexts where the implied absence — of
meaning — is supplemented, for, according to him contexts are “always being open and non-
saturable” (Royle 2003: 18). The idea behind context as “open and non-saturable” is the finiteness
of language that invites, or even requires, “a force of irruption that ‘[disorganizes] the entire
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inherited order’” (Royle 2003: 25). The earthquake of deconstruction, Royle notes, “happens in
relation to a specific context, even if the crack or fissure detected opens up into a far more general

effect” (Royle 2003: 25). In more detail, Royle explains:

It is about shaking up, dislocating and transforming the verbal, conceptual, psychological,
textual, aesthetic, historical, ethical, social, political and religious landscape. Its concern is
to disturb, to de-sediment, to deconstruct. But these seismic transformations are in crucial
ways always already in the texts he reads. In a sense he does little more than describe what
happens when reading, say, a passage of Shakespeare or a Plato dialogue or a short story

by Kafka. Hence the strange notion of describing and transforming. (2003: 26)

Royle’s “dislocating and transforming” specifically addresses the underlying thought throughout
Derrida’s works, that structures are unavoidably inherited, and as such they not only require but
compel the interpreter to deconstruct them, in order to appropriate them in the present moment.
More explicitly, they compel the interpreter to identify both the structures inherited, and the traces
residing on the margins of the discourse, resisting adherence to the inherited order. The process of
deconstruction, often comprehended as a formalist analysis of a text, discourse or narrative, has
nothing to do with the structuralist or post-structuralist desire to uncover the underlying principle
behind what is produced, even though the very process of deconstruction inevitably exposes these
principles. The manner in which Derrida uses the term deconstruction implies “describing and
transforming,” “it is just a matter of what happens when you describe it” (Royle 2003: 26). The
process of deconstruction as described by Derrida involves subjecting the discourse, text, trace
(and there are many different terms that this philosopher uses in his dealing with the concept of
deconstruction which are not necessarily relevant for this study), to the “effect [of] new kinds of
discourses, acts and institutions” (Royle 2003: 27), new ‘languages’ and what goes beyond

language itself. The fact that Derrida was so concerned with the possibilities of language
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potentially explains the critical reception of his works in America, and the subsequent
deconstructionist movements and schools. The very idea of deconstruction as a method, potentially
comes from Derrida’s fascination with the relation of presence and absence in language, and the
‘other’ in the speech act itself, as well as in writing. However, contrary to Derrida’s own
understanding of deconstruction, not as a method, but as an unavoidable phenomenon that occurs
in the production of language in context, almost inherently: “There is always already
deconstruction, at work in works, especially in literary works” (in Royle 2003: 85), and it is a

“strange strategy without finality” (in Royle 2003: 35).

In 1966, Jacques Derrida publishes the famous “Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the
Human Sciences” article in which he proposes that no discourse can be composed “out of nothing”
(Derrida 2011: 202), arguing that such a view of narrative or discourse structure is theological and
mythopoetic in its essence because it presupposes the possibility of an ‘engineer’ and creation that
is not based on the existence of previous structures. The odds are, he says, “that the engineer is a
myth produced by the bricoleur®” (Derrida 2011: 202), an ‘assembler’, to loosely paraphrase.
Explaining the use of the term ‘bricolage’ as “the necessity of borrowing one’s concepts from the
text of a heritage which is more or less coherent or ruined” (Derrida 2011: 202), Derrida concludes
that every narrative or discourse must be a “bricoleur” — a construction, in a figurative sense of
that word, and a complex structure in which other structures are recognized, in one form or another,
and to varying degrees. This definition, however, does not only relate to the postmodern pastiche
that quickly comes to mind, but to the nature of discourse reproduction and reception as discussed
in Of Grammatology (1967), a work that deals with the nature of the sign, phonocentrism,
logocentrism and Eurocentrism, among other things. The bricoleur, the discourse, always exhibits
its philosophical and political heritage, and when deconstructed, reveals the traces and contexts of
the logos that moved it to existence. The discourse, in fact, is the movement of language — finite
in itself and restricted in terms of not only unstable and limited vocabulary, but also in terms of
the limitlessness of the ‘play’ of its elements. Building upon the structuralist view that language
represents sets of distinct elements, or structures, in their interplay, Derrida moves beyond the

position that the ‘structurality’ of a structure implies that there is such a thing within it that would

4 The term is used by Claud Lévi-Strauss in The Savage Mind, and Derrida argues against his conception of the
assumed totality of systems, be they linguistic, syntactic, or other, behind discourse.
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provide it this distinctive quality, and the implied center of the structure, in the structuralist view,
would suffice. Language itself “excludes totalization”, that is, the nature of language is such that
it is operated by the field of “play”, “a field of infinite substitutions only because it is finite [...]
because instead of being an inexhaustible field, as in the classical hypothesis, instead of being too
large, there is something missing from it: a center which arrests and grounds the play of
substitution” (Derrida 2011: 205). Derrida’s proposition that there exists no center position in the
field of ‘play’ that a sign could occupy and therefore “exhaust totalization” (Derrida 2011: 206),
leads to his famous notion of “the movement of supplementarity” (Derrida 2011: 206) in which
the absence of the center is supplemented by a surplus sign, “a supplement” (Derrida 2011: 206)
which Nicholas Royle interprets, in the context of Derrida’s mischievous language-play, as trace
or context, among other things. The sign becoming a supplement for the absence of the center does
not replace the center per se, nor does it create a totality for that would be impossible. What it
does, however, is create a situation of supplementarity in which the centrality of the structure is
provided by a sign, previously shaped by the logos, formulated and designated by the
philosophical, political or other inheritance — a bricoleur. And this event of contextual and
momentary substitution, for a lack of a better word, reveals “the tension between play and history”,
but also “between play and presence” (Derrida 2011: 208). The event of the ‘play’, as Derrida
explains it in this article, is “the disruption of presence” (2011: 208) in which “being” itself is a
fluctuation between presence or absence, “on the basis of the possibility of play and not the other
way round” (Derrida 2011: 208). The possibilities of the field of play lead Derrida to conclusions
that directly influence the postmodern critical thought, and the field of social sciences in general,
in that he sees the potential for two interpretations of interpretation “of structure, of sign, of play”
(Derrida 2011: 209), in which one, the first, “seeks to decipher, dreams of deciphering a truth or
an origin which escapes play and the order of the sign, and which lives the necessity of
interpretation as an exile”, and the other “no longer turned toward the origin, affirms play and tries
to pass beyond man and humanism” (Derrida 2011: 209). The second interpretation is the modus
operandi of the postmodern critical thought — an interpretation that no longer sees the possibility
of uncovering ‘a new humanism’ in the ruins of the historically exhausted artifacts. The two

interpretations of interpretation are irreconcilable®, in Derrida’s view (2011: 209), but “together

® The reconciliation of the two interpretations can be related to the article “Notes on metamodernism” in which
Vermeulen and van den Akker attempt to integrate the specifically modern and postmodern philosophical and
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share the field which we call, in such a problematic fashion, the social sciences” (2011: 209). At
the same time, however, the impossibility of reconciliation between the two does not imply that
there should be no attempt at finding a common ground at the intersection — the point of what
Derrida calls “différence’, and this is where deconstruction ceases to be a stereotypically nihilist
endeavor. The nihilism ascribed to Derrida, much like the one ascribed to postmodernism, reflects
the paradigm shift in the philosophical task and mode of interpretation of the historical and
knowledge conditions and parameters at play in contemporaneity, but has little to do with the

popular understanding or misinterpretation of Nietzsche’s term.

In 1967, Jacques Derrida publishes Of Grammatology, the work that essentially introduces and
popularizes the term deconstruction — a concept that remains difficult to define unequivocally, and
a concept that would, in different academic interpretations, yield a very productive intellectual
movement in American academic circles, an approach to text analysis, as well as a problematics
for all those who would attempt to take Derrida’s deconstructive approach as prescriptive.
Derrida’s investigation in Of Grammatology begins with an examination of “the metaphysics of
phonetic writing” which is “nothing but the most original and powerful ethnocentrism, in the
process of imposing itself upon the world, controlling in one and the same order” (1997: 3).
Ethnocentrism and logocentrism, as Derrida defines them, stand coextensively for the practice of
the dissimulation of history, as it is produced in writing — a phenomenon “by which the origin of
the truth is assigned to the logos, or the sign that seeks the perpetuation of its truth value in
authorities external to it, the very authorities that disseminate it as truth” (1997: 3). Derrida,
however, does not deal with historical relativism, but the constructedness or artifice of history and
discourse in essence, throughout history. In addition to that, Derrida specifically deals with the
issue raised by de Saussurean structuralism in linguistics, and then in theory — the idea of a book
as a “natural totality” (in Taylor & Winquist 2001: 53) seems to be “profoundly alien to the sense
of writing” (Taylor & Winquist 2001: 53) because it implies a polysemy, as opposed to the
supposed fixedness of meaning of speech. Signs are always already artificially defined by the
proposed truth of the logos, the historico-metaphysical position of the moment, to use Derrida’s

words, and therefore, “reading and writing, the production or interpretation of signs, the text in

ideological positions under the heuristic label of ‘metamodernism’. As will be discussed in the chapter
Metamodernism: | Love the Way You Lie, the attitude here is that such reconciliation is impossible due to the
philosophical incongruities between the two starting premises.
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general as fabric of signs, allow themselves to be confined within secondariness” (Derrida 1997:
14), the “secondariness” that is implicit, and entirely provisional. Metaphorical language
“confirms the privilege of the logos™ (Derrida 1997: 15), for it is on this level of language that it
is the most obvious how logos transforms the conventional, artificially assigned, meaning, into
‘literal’, “a sign signifying a signifier itself signifying an eternal verity, eternally thought and
spoken in the proximity of a present logos” (Derrida 1997: 15). In “the three implicit inscriptions
engraved in Western culture”, Derrida investigates the “scientificity” of the logos (1997: 3), the
notion that our entire written history has been based on the conventionally accepted truth values
verified and challenged by the supposedly scientific logic — the philosophy and ideology of the
Enlightenment. The origin of this truth is assigned to the logos, or the sign that seeks the
perpetuation of its truth value in external authorities. However, the logos has no intrinsic truth
value since its validity and veracity exclusively depend on the authorities that disseminate it as the
truth.

Derrida grapples with the idea that all writing, or all theoretical or literary discourse, is inevitably
contingent upon the already assigned relationships of meaning among signs, and between speech
and writing (1997: 4) — the relationships that are essentially arbitrary, conventional and dependent
on the authorities that perpetuate their employment. For this philosopher, the question of primacy
of spoken or written language ultimately testifies to the evident instability of linguistic
representation (Derrida 1997: 35): neither speaking nor writing could be completely faithful to the
principle of expression of ideas, therefore, one’s primacy over the other is merely artificial,
provisional and, ultimately, potentially irrelevant. Both the spoken and written language are
affected by the instability of artificial and conventional stability of the sign, of the signified. This
is why the signified becomes the signifier of another signifier, and so on, so that the center cannot
be reached — there is no first signified in the chain of meaning because meaning itself has never
been, nor could be, stable in terms of there existing a stable relationship between the center and
the sign, the sign and the signified as a convention. Even the first possible signified has no meaning
intrinsic in itself, but reflects a linguistic agreement, and so “no practice is ever totally faithful to
its principle” (Derrida 1997: 39). Meaning is generated by signs, and so is the reality in which we
operate, and therefore, as Derrida says, “one could call play the absence of the transcendental
signified as limitlessness of play, that is to say as the destruction of ontotheology and the

metaphysics of presence” (1997: 50), and so the inflation of the sign, the utter instability of the
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language-conveyed or represented, stands as “a symptom” and “crisis”, as “the totality of its
problematic horizon” (1997: 6). Language is not only limited within “the play” or convention and
authority, but also threatened by the “limitlessness, brought back to its own finitude at the very
moment when its limits seem to disappear, when it ceases to be selfassured, contained, and
guaranteed by the infinite signified which seemed to exceed it” (Derrida 1997: 6). The inflation of
the sign Derrida argues for “betrays a loose vocabulary, the temptation of a cheap seduction, the
passive yielding to fashion, the consciousness of the avant-garde, in other words — ignorance”
(1997: 6) — ignorance as utter lack of meaning at the level of discourse, because “writing [...]
comprehends language” (1997: 7), but at the same time, the instability of the signified, in de
Saussure’s terms, reveals the instability of the signifier. The ‘signifier of the signifier’ is basically
a language about a language, a discourse about a discourse — the linguistic movement that is
supplemented, that recognizes not the absence of the center, but the impossibility of its fixedness.
A language about a language, or discourse about a discourse only situationally or contextually,
supplementarily, positions itself, and is valid only in that precise moment of reference, that specific
moment of both absence and supplemented presence, that is, of context. It is characterized by
temporary validity for it is essentially an interpretation, or a ‘deconstruction’. In Derrida’s own
words, “the ‘signifier of the signifier’ describes [...] the movement of language: in its origin, to be
sure, but one can already suspect that an origin whose structure can be expressed as ‘signifier of
the signifier’ conceals and erases itself in its own production” (1997: 7). The volatility of the sign’s
meaning is concealed by the language, but the process of production itself is a dissimulation.

Producer of the first signifier, it is not just a simple signifier among others. It signifies
‘mental experiences’ which themselves reflect or mirror things by natural resemblance.
Between being and mind, things and feelings, there would be a relationship of translation
or natural signification; between mind and logos, a relationship of conventional
symbolization. And the first convention, which would relate immediately to the order of
natural and universal signification, would be produced as spoken language. Written
language would establish the conventions, interlinking other conventions with them.
(Derrida 1997: 11)

In the vein of structuralism, de Saussurean binary divisions, Derrida contrasts two kinds of

relationships with regard to language: one of natural signification, pertaining to spoken language;
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and one of conventional signification, pertaining to the written language. In that sense, Derrida
lends provisional primacy to the spoken language as being the source of the very first conventional
relationship between the mental idea, the sign and language. However, with the “interlinking” of
conventionalized relationships between signs, in writing, he identifies the loss of the strength
between the signified and the signifier as reflected in the logos — the assigned truth and meaning
rationale in language and discourse. Behind the implied meaning, value, truth or reference of the
signified, there is already a chain of other signifieds, and therefore every signified becomes a
signifier of what is next in the chain. The essence of the premise, then, is plurality rather than
singularity of meaning. The de-centeredness of meaning is not an absence, but a range that never
has its, supposed, ‘center’ fixed somewhere inside the examined structure. The nature of the
implied center is such that it is formulated within the language describing or interpreting it, but it
is also essentially external to that language. Therefore, for Derrida, “the signified always already

functions as a signifier” (1997: 7), and:

The secondarity that it seemed possible to ascribe to writing alone affects all signifieds in
general, affects them always already, the moment they enter the game. There is not a single
signified that escapes, even if recaptured, the play of signifying references that constitute
language. (1997: 7)

Derrida’s argument is that inherent ‘secondarity’ of written language against primary speech does
not necessarily exist, or at least not in strict terms. The structuralist, de Saussurean binary
opposition of speech and writing, speech (parole) and language (langue), with the stability of the
conceptual, albeit conventional, links between the signified and the signifier, no longer holds. The
context of written language, written speech, much like that of spoken, is only authentic in itself in
the moment, or context, of supplementarity. “Either writing was never a simple ‘supplement,” or
it is urgently necessary to construct a new logic of the ‘supplement’” (Derrida 1997: 7), and for

Derrida, this supplement is context.

Another one of Derrida’s important concepts for understanding the guiding principle behind
postmodern analysis is “the reappropriation of presence” (1997: 10), an act by which history and
knowledge are deconstructed in the present moment, and not necessarily for the purpose of

interpreting them, but uncovering the nature of the contexts of their initial construction, and the
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manner in which they interact with the discourses of the present. Derrida explicitly treats history
and knowledge as human constructs, and therefore investigates the conditions in which they

originate and evolve, ‘inflating’, at the same time, the signs surrounding them.

History and knowledge, istoria and episteme have always been determined (and not only
etymologically or philosophically) as detours for the purpose of the reappropriation of
presence. (1997: 10)

The reappropriation of presence, then, in postmodernism is an attempt to understand the conditions
under which etymological, ideological, philosophical or other values are assigned to the givens of
the present moment. Additionally, of course, the negotiation of the validity of these values stands
for a negotiation of the givens themselves. Derrida, ironically a traditionalist, sees both history and
knowledge as constructs that are continually negotiated, and especially in the context of
contemporaneity, yet constructs whose foundational essence remains ungrounded. The truth, and
the rationality behind its assigning, according to Derrida, is “more or less immediately inseparable
from the instance of the logos, or of a reason thought within the lineage of the logos, in whatever
sense it is understood” (1997: 10), but the reasoning behind it “inaugurates the destruction, not the
demolition but the de-sedimentation, the de-construction, of all the significations that have their
source in that of the logos” (1997: 10), because the logos operates only with external validation
and permission, or is rendered inconsequential or meaningless. In those terms, Derrida argues that
the sign cannot exist outside the “history of (the) philosophy (of presence)” because it is
“systematically and genealogically determined by that history” (1997: 14). Furthermore, “the order
of the signified is never contemporary” (Derrida 1997: 18) because its signified, “sense or thing,
noeme or reality” (Derrida 1997: 18), attains meaning in “its proximity to the logos as phone is the
privilege of presence” (Derrida 1997: 18). The sign is, therefore, always dependent on the logos,
or rather, the signified is modified by the logos and evolves with it. This is why deconstruction, as

Derrida sees it, works from the inside:

borrowing all the strategic and economic resources of subversion from the old structure,
borrowing them structurally, that is to say without being able to isolate their elements and
atoms, the enterprise of deconstruction always in a certain way falls prey to its own work.
(1997: 24)
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Derrida’s concept of deconstruction, is essentially a “strange strategy without finality” (in Royle
2003: 35) in the process of the reappropriation of language and of discourse, a “critical questioning
of any and all kinds of religious or political discourse that make dogmatic assumptions about the
nature of presence and what might be meant by ‘the end’” (Royle 2003: 35). As opposed to the
presumed emancipatory promise of liberal humanism in modernism, with Derrida’s
deconstruction, there is a move away from any fixed desirability of the logos. In the process of
deconstruction, “what remains irreducible to any deconstruction, what remains as
undeconstructible as the possibility itself of deconstruction is, perhaps, a certain experience of the
emancipatory promise” (in Royle 2003: 37). This insight of Derrida’s is crucial for the poetics of
postmodernism in that the postmodern critical thought recognizes the presence of the historically
conditioned logos in its manifestations, in its own literary and non-literary discourses, and even its
own metalanguage, and seeks to deconstruct it in such a manner that would uncover its
contemporary traces, the scope of contemporary logos, its viability and sustainability. This gesture

cannot be ascribed to Derrida alone.

On the contrary, Susanne Liidemann, in Politics of Deconstruction: a new introduction to Jacques
Derrida, speaks about “the genealogical or archeological gesture of uncovering forgotten origins
and repressed pasts that one encounters, in different forms™ (2014: 17) originally in the works of
Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Freud, and subsequently Derrida whose deconstruction ultimately
questions the potentially “problematic inheritance whose ontological and epistemological value
stands to be questioned” (2014: 5). According to Liidemann, the classical philosophical tradition,
as challenged by Nietzsche, no longer serves as a stable foundation for the systems of knowledge
— history is challenged, but so is the episteme — leading Derrida to notice an onto-theological
fissure. The legacy of the past, in all its complexity and aspects, is no longer “taken as a self-
evident matter; it is inherently heterogeneous, contradictory, and divided” (Liidemann 2014: xi),
and Derrida’s fervor to interrogate it, but not repudiate or reject it, relates significantly to the vision
of the postmodern inquiry and critical thought. In fact, it is particularly reflected in Derrida’s
“continuation of the inaugural gesture of deconstruction”, that moves “from the theory of signs
toward open political critique” (Liidemann 2014: 38). The impudent accusation against the
nihilism of postmodern inquiry, the supposed indifference and apathy, as well as its supposed
destructive streak against the liberal-humanist tradition, echoes the criticism directed toward

Jacques Derrida and his insistence on assuming the responsibility for the implications of the
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inherited philosophical and political traditions (Liidemann 2014: xi). What this responsibility
represents for Derrida is constant political awareness and examination of discourses shaping our
logos and reality, and it is precisely what the postmodern critical thought advocates. With regard
to this responsibility to interrogate the inherited traditions, Susanne Liidemann explains the
relationship between Derrida’s specific definition and use of the term deconstruction as an
adaptation of Heidegger’s “program calling for the ‘destruction’ of the history of ontology”,
Freud’s ‘dissociation’ (2014: 5), but also Nietzsche’s ‘nihilism’ as the “occidental culture’s loss
of faith in its highest values”, “a diagnosis” proposing a change in the task of philosophy, or the
approach to traditional values — an interrogative, genealogical approach (2014: 15). Nietzsche’s
philosophical turn to unrightfully infamous nihilism undoubtedly serves as the basis for the
postmodern critical thought. As Liidemann explains it, “it is due only to our fundamental forgetting
or repression of the origin of our value judgments that we have come to believe in oppositions
between values as something absolute” (2014: 17), and Nietzsche’s genealogy does not merely
destroy beliefs and value judgments, but asks how it is that these are formed, against what
philosophical, historical or political background, and what processes needed to be involved in
order to arrive at a seemingly absolute value. However, in this process of determining the nature
of beliefs and values, the tradition is inevitably undermined since the belief in the absolute,
universal or given is no longer possible (Lidemann 2014: 17). In this vein, Derrida’s
deconstruction, much like Heidegger’s destruction and Nietzsche’s nihilism, as the process of
reading, “entails the responsibility of engaging critically with metaphysical inheritance”
(Lidemann 2014: 27), but without necessarily aiming for its rejection, or “fixed acquisition”

(Lidemann 2014: 27), which strongly resonates with the postmodern critical thought.

According to Liidemann, “Derrida always insisted that it is not enough to come up with new names,
to assign new values to old concepts, or to declare the “end” of this or that (be it history,
metaphysics, patriarchy, or anything else) in order to escape the structure of the inheritance”
(2014: 28), and yet, ironically, it is Derrida’s works that purposefully abound in terminological
novelties that serve not only to additionally obscure the theoretical discourse, or the process of
deconstruction, but also to demonstrate the instability of linguistic expression. What Liidemann
understands as the “unbridled individualism” of postmodernism (2014: 28), the tendency for this
very novelty, as well as the approach to interrogation that is unrestricted and unconstrained, echoes

in Eagleton’s view of postmodernism in terms of excessive particularism, in a negative sense.
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Eagleton’s viewpoint, of course, resonates with the culture of Eurocentrism — the very logos
Derrida strived to deconstruct, and un-ironically, logically so — as an Algerian Jew, frequently
victimized and discriminated against by the logos of the culture in which his seminal work, Of
Grammatology, gained such popularity. Liidemann argues that Derrida’s entire critique, from the
theory of the sign to the political that emerged from it, represents a critique of the “metaphysical
premises” (2014: 39) of phonocentrism, logocentrism and Eurocentrism, all of which have, for
centuries, been understood as reflexive of high culture, a more ‘intelligent’ one as opposed to
cultures dependent on spoken language and oral tradition, or in our contemporaneity, those which
are technologically less advanced. Furthermore, Liidemann sees the process of textual
deconstruction as providing a “(historically determined) context within which to situate the act of
interpretation” (2014: 44) even if it does not necessarily decode or uncover the ‘exact’ meaning of
the text. The commentary that follows deconstruction represents an attempt at determining the
historical context in which the analyzed signified, whose meaning has always been outside the text

and the language describing it, came to attain a specific implication (Liidemann 2014: 44).

In the words of Henry Sussman in “Deconstruction,” The Bloomsbury Handbook of Literary and
Cultural Theory (2018):

‘Deconstruction,’ as a general epithet for cultural debunking and the demolition of long-
standing core-concepts in the operating systems of Western philosophy and culture, has
indeed wandered far from the readings in Enlightenment and German idealistic
philosophies, twentieth-century phenomenology, psychoanalysis, and a broad swathe of
modern experimental fiction and poetry — the textual environment in which Derrida
initially launched it. (112)

However, as Sussman also notes, even if deconstruction “started out as a philologically and
etymologically informed” (2018: 112) approach to texts, the practice itself, deconstruction,
resulted in something that is “far less glamorous than ‘deconstruction®’, the antipodal pose beloved

by skeptics and hipsters of many stripes and now contested by the Alt-Right” (2018: 112).

6 It seems particularly important to clarify Henry Sussman’s interpretation of Derrida’s deconstruction as
“commitment to the truth, albeit of a certain kind, and to the disclosure of every arbitrariness in the structure and
exercise of power [that] marks precisely the point where [deconstruction] separates paths from demagoguery of every
persuasion” (2018: 113). As Sussman emphasizes in his own conclusion to “Deconstruction,” for Derrida,
“deconstructive reading was text-specific and that the range of its implications was no greater than the textual
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In 1968, Roland Barthes publishes “The Death of the Author”, a study dealing with the nature of
narrative discourse and the authorial role of the producer of the text. The article resonates with the
previously discussed article by Jacques Derrida, “Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the
Human Sciences,” published two years earlier and his seminal work Of Grammatology, published
a year prior. More specifically, it resonates with the idea that the act of writing in itself represents
a dissimulation of sorts, and that there is a discontinuation of meaning that occurs in the process.
According to Derrida, this happens in the process of discourse production naturally, or
automatically, and in the sense that deconstruction simply occurs (‘ce qui arrive’). However, for
Barthes, the act and the process of narration imply a disconnection in which “the voice loses its
origin, the author enters into his own death, writing begins” (2011: 185). A structuralist, Barthes
basically presumes the secondarity of written language, and therefore proposes that the act itself
presents intransitive communication, “acting directly on reality [...] finally outside of any function
other than that of the very practice of the symbol itself” (2011: 185). Barthes’ ‘death’ of the author
echoes Derrida’s claim against the discourse or narrative ‘engineer’ in “Structure, Sign and Play
in the Discourse of the Human Sciences,” and Derrida further insists that the discourse cannot be
anything but a ‘bricoleur’ created in the process of ‘bricolage’, an assembling of sorts rather that
creation “out of nothing” (2011: 202). In Barthes’ words, “a text is not a line of words releasing a
single ‘theological’ meaning (the ‘message’ of the Author-God) but a multi-dimensional space in
which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash” (2011: 188). Where Derrida
notices the logos permeating the (narrative) discourse, and the impossibility of genuine or accurate
center substitution, or stability of meaning, Barthes sees the text as “a tissue of quotations drawn
from the innumerable centers of culture” (2011: 188). What Derrida explores as the cause of the
inherent uncertainty and instability of discourse, Barthes treats from the viewpoint of the
consequence. Starting from two seemingly different positions, Barthes and Derrida still arrive at a
similar conclusion. Whereas for Derrida the instability of language structure and meaning has little
to do with the primacy or secondarity of written language, but with the inherent arbitrariness of
the meaning-structure of the sign and its dependence on the logos, for Roland Barthes, writing is
implicitly understood as secondary to speech — it is an intransitive act of play with the symbol,

environment (or ‘local difference’) in which it had highlighted the contresens of what might have otherwise seemed
patent, well-established, and self-evident” (2018: 113).
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with the language — the meaning of which has been conditioned by culture; and with the vast body
of history, politics and culture as emanated in the existing discourses that serve as the symbolic
basis for subsequent production. There is no genuine authenticity in such creation, according to
Barthes, and:

[we] are now beginning to let ourselves be fooled no longer by the arrogant antiphrastical
recrimination of good society in favor of the very thing it sets aside, ignores, smothers, or
destroys; we know that to give writing its future, it is necessary to overthrow the myth: the
birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author. (2011: 189)

What the language “sets aside, ignores, smothers, or destroys” relates to the absence perceived by
Derrida — an absence that always creates a possibility in the field of play. An absence, in this sense,
that is a context in itself, a surplus or the situation of supplementarity, however contradictory it

may sound.

If the discourse stands for a play within the symbolic order that no longer presents authentic
creation for Barthes, and a contextual language play that invites deconstruction for Derrida, for
Foucault it is an instrument and vehicle of political and social control. In “The Order of Discourse,”
initially published in 1971, Michel Foucault deals with discourse production as “at once controlled,
selected, organized and redistributed by a certain number of procedures whose role is to ward off
its powers and dangers, to gain mastery over its chance events, to evade its ponderous, formidable
materiality” (2011: 210). Derrida’s work regarding the theory of the sign, phonocentrism and
logocentrism as manifested in Eurocentrism, the controversial emphasis on deconstruction and the
subsequent focus on political criticism, all explicitly testify to the significance of the phenomenon
of discourse that embodies the philosophical and political legacy in society. Barthes” work, too,
focuses on the power of discourse as both generating and enforcing systems of beliefs, but this
anthropologist’s efforts to expose the procedures by which this is done rely heavily on the
structuralist propositions — a translation of de Saussurean linguistics into the study of ‘otherness’
that is either created by the discourse purposefully, or perceived in its prescribed or even
compulsory absence. Michel Foucault, however, directly deals with “the procedures of exclusion”
(2011: 210), and specifically in the above mentioned article, he tackles the so-called “taboo on the

object of speech, and the ritual of the circumstances of speech, and the privileged or exclusive
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right of the speaking subject” (2011: 210), isolating “the play [...] of prohibitions which intersect,
reinforce or compensate for each other” (2011: 210). Derrida and Barthes both deal with “the
privileged or exclusive right of the speaking subject,” and in terms of the social and political forces
regulating the generating of discourses, they perceive them as inevitable and undefeatable — the
crux of Derrida’s deconstruction as the uncovering of the forces present in a discourse in the form

of the logos, disseminated by the authorities of contemporaneity.

In “The Order of Discourse,” however, Foucault proposes that “discourse is not simply that which
manifests (or hides) desire — it is also the object of desire” (2011: 211), and placing the discourse
as the object of desire echoes Derrida’s claim that there exist two interpretations of interpretation
— one that strives to locate the humanist origin of an individual, in history and subsequently in
contemporaneity; and the one that finds the endeavor futile. Both, however, place their claim on
the discourse, and in their ‘irreconcilable’ interplay produce “systems of domination,” and the
discourse is “the thing for which and by which there is struggle, discourse is the power which is to
be seized” (Foucault 2011: 211), as an object of desire, on the one hand, and that which regulates
desire at the same time. Introducing “the speech of the madman” (Foucault 2011: 211) as the
contravening force to the privileged discourse, Foucault echoes Friedrich Nietzsche’s nihilist
proposition that the possibility of belief in the absoluteness of established beliefs and values, and
in this case, the liberal humanist philosophy and ideology as generated in the form of privileged
discourse, and explicitly so by the academic circles, as a form of prohibition, is no longer possible.
This madman’s speech that Foucault identifies in the theatre as the place where “he was only
symbolically allowed to speak [...] where he would step forward, disarmed and reconciled,
because there he played the role of truth in a mask™ (2011: 211) illustrates the power of the
Eurocentric logos and its authority through the institutions of power. The idea, then, underlying
Derrida’s theory of the sign, as well as his concept of the limited language and limitless play of

language, come from the same place as Foucault’s claim that:

[for] centuries in Europe the speech of the madman was either not heard at all or else taken
for the word of truth. It either fell into the void, being rejected as soon as it was proffered,
or else people deciphered in it a rationality, naive or crafty, which they regarded as more
rational than that of the sane. (2011: 211)
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Moreover, the very character of Derrida’s style in Of Grammatology, the purposeful ambiguity
and indeterminacy of language, the forceful, yet effortless, intentional disruption of the sign, and
the purposeful interruption of the logos-governed discourse, all testify to this privileged discourse
take-over, the take-over of the privileged speaking-subject position and a reappropriation of both
the discourse and presence. This is, of course, not an attempt at characterizing Derrida as a
madman, but it is an insinuation that Derrida’s deconstruction essentially represents an attempt at

a paradigm shift Foucault refers to when he says that:

[...] all this attention to the speech of madness does not prove that the old division is no
longer operative. You have only to think of the whole framework of knowledge through
which we decipher that speech, and of the whole network of institutions which permit
someone — a doctor or a psychoanalyst — to listen to it, and which at the same time permit
the patient to bring along his poor words or, in desperation, to withhold them. You have
only to think of all this to become suspicious that the division, far from being effaced, is
working differently, along other lines, through new institutions, and with effects that are
not at all the same. (2011: 212)

For Foucault, and fundamentally for postmodern thinkers, critics and artists, the exhilaration of
Derrida’s deconstruction only falls short in the light of realization that the capacity of the forces
regulating the privileged discourse, although grounded in historical tradition, possess great
plasticity in transforming, adjusting and amending their own workings yet retaining the same
modes of power relations that prohibit, exclude or seduce. The “historically constituted” (Foucault
2011: 212) division between the privileged, allegedly rational discourse, or the logos for Derrida,
and the madman’s speech, reveals “something like a system of exclusion, a historical, modifiable,
and institutionally constraining system” (Foucault 2011: 212), and this system is what “governs
our will to know (notre volonté de savoir)” (Foucault 2011: 212). Foucault calls this “the will to
truth” (2011: 213) and explicates the systems of exclusion operating in the field as relying on “an
institutional support: [...] both reinforced and renewed by whole strata of practices, such as
pedagogy, of course; and the system of books, publishing, libraries; learned societies in the past
and laboratories now” (2011: 213). The already mentioned plasticity of these systems, as Foucault
notices, thrives on self-replication through controlled (desired) production and its distribution

(economy). Postmodernism, often criticized for its lack of revolutionary vocabulary, illustrates the
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resistance to the malleability of the systems of prohibition and exclusion, serving as the voice of
madmen plunged in the institutionalized rhetoric of neo-liberal capitalist liberal humanism. In

Foucault’s own words:

[...] I believe that this will to truth — leaning in this way on a support and an institutional
distribution — tends to exert a sort of pressure and something like a power of constraint [ ...]
on other discourses. | am thinking of the way in which for centuries Western literature
sought to ground itself on the natural, the ‘vraisemblable’, on sincerity, on science as well
— in short, on ‘true’ discourse. I am thinking likewise of the manner in which economic
practices, codified as precepts or recipes and ultimately as morality, have sought since the
sixteenth century to ground themselves, rationalize themselves, and justify themselves in a
theory of wealth and production. | am also thinking of the way in which a body is
prescriptive as the penal system sought its bases or its justification, at first of course in a
theory of justice, then, since the nineteenth century, in a sociological, psychological,
medical, and psychiatric knowledge: it is as if even the word of law could no longer be

authorized, in our society, except by a discourse of truth. (2011: 213)

The “natural” and the “scientific” as constituting the concept of the ‘true’ discourse are tackled by
Derrida in the political criticism of the phonocentric and Eurocentric logos representing the
Western ethos in the totality of its discourses operating as the forces verifying and justifying the
practices prescribed by those very discourses, and so Foucault resonates both with Nietzsche’s and
Derrida’s understanding that truth value is neither historically faithful, nor attainable. Moreover,
this rational, ‘true’ discourse that Foucault deals with in his article, “cannot recognize the will to
truth which pervades it; and the will to truth, having imposed itself on us for a very long time, is
such that the truth it wants cannot fail to mask it” (2011: 214). The claim that the will or desire for
truth is conditioned by the discourse it seeks to employ with the aim of uncovering that which
constitutes the truth, unsurprisingly, presents an impetus for the postmodern critical thought. In
fact, one of the most important insights in terms of Foucault’s understanding of “the order of
discourse” revolves around the accessibility to the privileged role of the speaking subject — the
producer, reinforcer and disseminator of discourse. Foucault notices “a rarefaction [...] of the
speaking subjects” (2011: 219) by which accessibility is restricted and controlled, and “not all the

regions of discourse are equally open and penetrable; some of them are largely forbidden (they are
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differentiated and differentiating), while others seem to be almost open to all winds and put at the
disposal of every speaking subject, without prior restrictions” (2011: 219). The discourse
networks, “differentiated and differentiating”, formulate a system that replicates its ideologies and
ethics in the economic, political and cultural spheres of life, and create an illusion of vertical and
horizontal mobility, but restrict it, at the same time, in terms of the condition of general
subservience to the ruling doctrines. Ironically, the entire discussion on the emergence of
postmodernism revolving around discourse reveals a profoundly hypocritical, if not insidiously
deceptive fabrication — that we live in a society of discourse, and not of doctrines, and that the
discourse networks operating at the intersection of economy, politics and society do not represent,
essentially, historically evolved doctrines. Foucault explains these as being the device of
“reciprocal allegiance” (2011: 221), subtly supported by the discourses surrounding them using
“the procedures of exclusion and the mechanisms of rejection which come into action when a
speaking subject has formulated one or several unassimilable statements” (2011: 221). More

explicitly:

[...] the doctrine puts the statements in question on the basis of the speaking subjects, to
the extent that the doctrine always stands as the sign, manifestation and instrument of a
prior adherence to a class, a social status, a race, a nationality, an interest, a revolt, a
resistance or an acceptance. Doctrine binds individuals to certain types of enunciation and

consequently forbids them all others... (Foucault 2011: 221)

Foucault’s discussion on the nature of doctrine, as opposed to what discourse should represent,
testifies, to an extent, to the inflexible nature of the discourses of the past, persisting in
contemporaneity without their economic, political or other momentum. More concretely, if we
consider the modern philosophical and ideological paradigm, its basis in liberal humanism, and its
applicability or mere sustainability in contemporaneity, the discourse surrounding it exhibits an
expected inflexibility and therefore, in its desire to sustain itself, it requires a system of exclusion
that would protect it against dissolution. For example, modernist criticism against postmodernism
would not ignore the postmodern anti-elitist approach to both theory and practice, and especially
theory, of course. Therefore, a discourse whose governing-logos can no longer sustain itself in
presence, becomes dogmatic and creates a system of discourses that would, even forcefully, justify

its existence.

44



The Unbearable Lightness of (Postmodern) Poetics

The scope and definition of the term poetics poses itself as one of the starting points of the
discussion about postmodernism and the diverging critical and theoretical directions at its peak in
the twentieth, but also at the beginning of the twenty-first century. As a general theory or
configuration of form and genre, intention, meaning and interpretation, as well as mode of
representation and production, poetics can be traced back to Aristotle and his broad definitions of
genre and form in his treatment of tragedy and comedy. Alternating between prescriptive and
descriptive approaches to literature, both in theory and criticism, the concept of poetics has been
repeatedly redefined to adhere to such frameworks that would restrict it, to a greater or lesser
degree, to a more objective or methodological direction, and that is, to the formal features of a
particular text, or texts produced within a period. Especially with the rise of modern linguistics,
structuralism, and subsequent post-structuralist theories and trends, any narrow or prescriptive
definition of poetics as a field examining exclusively “the internal structure of the literary work
and its formal constitution” (Taylor & Winquist 2001: 291) becomes potentially too restrictive and
reveals a necessity to observe individual works as part of a larger body of literary production
influenced by socio-political concerns of the moment, as well as interacting with other cultural
artifacts. In other words, in post-structuralism, poetics expands to encompass not only the
investigation of the formal and structural features of a text, but rather those dimensions pertaining
to the social, political, ideological or other relations to culture, within the period or within the
context of literary production in general. Yet, despite the general consensus on what a poetics may
imply, or how individual literary works could be placed within the scope of theoretical and
practical tenets of a poetics, contemporary discussions reveal a lack of agreement on whether
poetics should be defined by its practice or theory, and this is one of the major questions the
discussion on postmodern poetics attempts to answer. The former would suggest a more
descriptive approach, with theory representing a co-extensive reflection on the cultural production
of the period, whereas the latter presupposes a distinct link between theory that precedes practice,
and dictates the scope and extent of creative expression as if it were possible, at all, to contain it

within a theoretical framework.

In The Pursuit of Signs (2001), Jonathan Culler comments on what he calls “symptomatic

interpretation”, a practice that dismisses “appreciative interpretation” of the New Criticism, and
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“takes the work of art as the symptom of a condition or reality thought to lie outside it” (xvii),
examining the narrative discourse as a product of the socio-political or historical reality, and the
experience of that presupposed reality. Using semiotics and poetics as separate, yet at times
interchangeable or synonymous terms for the systematic interpretative and analytical practices in
literary criticism, Culler notes that symptomatic interpretations focus on “the discursive
conventions and mechanisms of the text, whether we see those mechanisms as the brilliant
achievements of a great author or as defenses against realities that impose themselves on whoever
writes” (2001: xviii). Culler’s distinction between interpretation and poetics is based on the end-
result of the applied process: an appreciation of the “new dimensions of literary structure and
signifying possibilities” (2001: xviii), and “an understanding of the operation of literary and
cultural discourses” (2001: xviii). Therefore, poetics could be employed as a more methodical
approach based on the idea that literature is a “discursive system” (Culler 2001: xxi) and that
understanding narratives has to imply understanding the relations between literary and non-literary
production of the period. However, Culler rejects appreciative interpretation as part of the
methodical process of narrative analysis thereby expulsing the reader as an integrative part of the
critical practice of the period. In addition to that, Culler perhaps fails to recognize the coextensive
nature of the processes binding literary and non-literary production, and their overall influence on
the poetics of the period understood as the methodical and systematic approach to artistic
production. In Culler’s view, discovering the inner workings of narratives, literary or non-literary,
stands for an objective, methodological analysis, one potentially reluctant to embrace the
subjective appreciative connotations even if such belong to the interdisciplinary space between
literary criticism and cultural studies. Culler concludes the discussion on the role and difference
between semiotics and poetics by proposing that “it may be opportune to promote poetics as a
central enterprise of cultural studies in general” (2001: xxi). This particular suggestion resonates
with the general tone of this study in terms of investigating literary (practice) and non-literary
(criticism and theory) production of a period with regard to the general and specific cultural
conditions in which the production (and reception) takes place with the view of uncovering the
nature of the relationships between them. However, such an approach does not pretend to retain
the utmost level of objectivity desired by critics such as Culler, nor does it reject appreciative or
interpretative positions. As mentioned, the issues and implications of defining a poetics present a

challenge, and especially in terms of discussing the phenomenon of postmodernism, or
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postmodernity in general (and the scope of this dissertation does not appreciate the possibility that
it could provide, even tentative, solutions for this issue), and Culler’s insistence on methodology
prompts the question of undertheorized interpretation in terms of postmodern literature because
any postmodern critical model, structured or unstructured reflection on literature, culture or
ideology promises only a position that problematizes and relativizes. Postmodern critical theory
does not set its own objective because it is acutely aware of the social, political and economic
transformations taking place at a rapid rate, and the utter impossibility of reverting to a
philosophical or ideological position of a modernist, or a Marxist for that matter, who fervently
defends a vision of society and political system against corporate capitalism or the identified other.
Moreover, the postmodern critical thought refrains from setting such an objective specifically
because its investigative potential is not focused on the discovering or re-verifying of a suitable
grand narrative, but rather uncovering the remnants of such obsolete or unsustainable master
narratives still affecting the meta-narratives of contemporaneity. Speaking from the position of the
accepted failure of modernism, in a manner, the postmodern critic may only strive to share their
heightened sense of understanding of the mechanisms by which the lives of others are conditioned
by economy, economy-driven politics, mass culture and globalization, and twenty-first century
social dynamics. The postmodern critical thought, in fact encourages the impulse by which not
only are the discourses of contemporaneity deconstructed, but also the forces of interpellation
exposed. It is a practice by which the perceiving subject comprehends the structure and rhetorical
power of the discourses participating in the creation of their narrative.

Extending here Jonathan Culler’s proposition that poetics is the platform that binds social sciences
and literary criticism (2001: xxi), the focus turns to contemporary critical theory and Stuart Sim
and Borin van Loon, the authors of Introducing Critical Theory — A Graphic Guide (2012), who
introduce critical theory in general by commenting on the concept of “The Theory of Everything”
as being the basis for the development of cultural studies, “one of the major success stories of
interdisciplinary enquiry” based on the assumption that “any area of our culture is amenable to the
application of the latest theories” (3), as well as the assumption that their application “will lead to
a significant increase in understanding of how our culture works” (3). In this whimsical, yet
systematic and thorough, review of the most influential literary and cultural theories and
phenomena, Sim and van Loon notice that “one no longer studies ‘literature’, but literature plus

the full range of critical theories used to construct readings of narratives” (2012: 4), as a general
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practice applied to all areas of humanities and social sciences, and for the purpose of not only
understanding the mechanisms by which culture operates, but also “to identify its power relations,
offer some strategies for resisting — and where possible undermining — these” (2012: 164).
Defining critical theory as “an innately pluralist exercise” (2012: 165), Sim and van Loon
emphasize not only its potential in terms of applicability in contemporaneity, but also the context
of the produced cultural artifacts as reflective of the artificiality and multiplicity of cultural
paradigms, which is essentially a postmodern position, and a position that allows critical theory to
be more than “merely an academic exercise for ‘intellectual mandarins’, but a perspective on
awareness” (2012: 165). Postmodern critical theory focuses on the social realities that it
problematizes in terms of the broader context — be it economic, political, cultural, social,
ideological or other; and shows how this context, the totality of its transformative effect, impacts
the individual. It does not purport to match or exceed the determination of modernism, or suppose
the fixedness of the cultural, political or social other it attempts to theorize against, but rather
explores the effects and conditions from a subjective standpoint embracing the plurality of
experience, as well as the universal quality of the human condition. This ‘subjective’ standpoint,
it might be added, is both contemporary, but also historically informed, for contemporaneity is not
understood as removed, somehow, from the continuity with the past, as will be proposed, to a
degree by the proponents of metamodernism. In those terms, the modernist, and metamodernist,
claim that postmodernism is essentially an anti-humanist paradigm does not hold, even if, in the

end, it may well be anti-liberal-humanist.

Encyclopedia of Postmodernism (2001) defines the phenomenon of postmodernism as originating
in the final decades of the twentieth century and standing for “those practices that exemplified the
cultural effects of those systems of production, replication, and consumption whose logic
necessitates that all experience be mediated, stored, fetishized, and commodified in accord with
ideological and economic goals” (Taylor & Winquist 2001: 19). This definition, based on Umberto
Eco’s interpretation of the “material, ideological, philosophical and cultural” (Taylor & Winquist
2001: 19) foundations of postmodernism in itself remains somewhat abstract and provides little
insight into the visible implications in the actual postmodern practice, which, it might be added,
echoes the absence of the presumably visionary momentum ascribed to its predecessor poetics —
modernism. Defined specifically against modernism, generally speaking, the phenomena of

postmodernism and postmodern poetics are described in terms of lack — of historical, political,
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social and collective vision or foresight in general. In fact, such views on the phenomenon of
postmodernism are inspired by the same line of thought as the above quoted Eco’s definition of
the foundations of postmodernism, which, more thoroughly observed, mainly stands for the
criticism of the outcome of the modernist enterprise, as discussed in the introductory section of
this chapter. What is essentially problematic about his interpretation on the principles of the
postmodern critical thought and practice is that the critic equates the general economic, social,
political and economic climate with the emergence of a line of thinking that brings into question
the ideological, philosophical and ethical foundations of the Western society that allowed for the
plummeting into the practice of commodification and fetishization of the economic interests of the
political elites. The malfunction in the institutional implementation of the liberal humanist ideas
supposedly emanated in modernism, then, is effortlessly and shamelessly imputed on the nature of
the reaction that postmodernism (or postmodernity) embodies. Therefore, it is not surprising that
the multitudes of viewpoints on postmodernism consider the phenomenon — the literary practice
and its co-extensive theoretical, non-literary discourses — in opposition to the discourses
accompanying the modernist practice. However, this sort of criticism, based on the supposed and
alleged philosophical and ethical tenets of postmodernism, is not only misdirected but also invalid
since postmodern critical and artistic practice does not really base itself on any designated
philosophical, ideological or political practice, theory or idea guiding it in one direction or another.
In fact, the postmodern insistence on the investigative process automatically excludes the existence
of such authoritative basis. And philosophical basis-wise, at the very core of postmodern criticism,
there is a presumption that all authority is false, simulated and constructed, which obligates the
postmodern thinker to question it and, in the process of postmodern, eclectic, de-construction,
potentially arrive at that which remains viable and vital in contemporaneity — that which may be
‘emancipatory’. Following this line of thought, Linda Hutcheon, in A Poetics of Postmodernism,
notices that postmodern literary and critical practice explore the dynamic interaction of various
present discourses, theoretical and other, and that in this exploration it is the legacy of modernism
that is brought into question: “Instead of a ‘poetics,” then, perhaps what we have here is a
‘problematics’: a set of problems and basic issues that have been created by the various discourses
of postmodernism, issues that were not particularly problematic before but certainly are now”
(2004: 224). This particularly relates to the postmodern impulse to investigate its own discourse

production, the self-reflexive propensity to expose the meta-narrative of its own language.
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However, the proliferative nature of the postmodern critical thought and discourse create a
complex problem of the unique manifestations of this approach in different fields. In Encyclopedia
of Postmodernism, Taylor and Winquist make a distinction between the two terms often used
interchangeably to stand for the theoretical approach investigated in this dissertation, i.e.
postmodernism and postmodernity. This phenomenon is exceptionally problematic precisely
because the application of the postmodern critical thought, and the subsequent creation of
distinctive theoretical discourses, reveals not only diverging trends in terms of theory and practice,
but also a significant disparity in the starting points of the postmodern inquiry in different fields.

They distinguish postmodernity as follows:

Derived from the etymologically baffling combination of ‘post’ (after) and ‘modo’ just
now), and with attributes which can be traced through the history of modern thought but
which take present shape after the Second World War, postmodernity now loosely
encompasses or relates to a series of movements, sometimes incompatible, that emerged in
affluent countries in Europe and of European descent in art, architecture, literature, music,

the social sciences and the humanities. (Taylor & Winquist 2001: 304)

Additionally, these authors comment on Andreas Huyssen’s understanding that postmodernity is
the result, or outcome, of the “schism between two modernist enterprises, the consciously
exclusionary ‘high’ modernism, and the historical avant-garde which, like postmodernity,
questioned the aesthetic notions that underwrite the idea that high culture is self-sufficient” (in
Taylor & Winquist 2001: 304). Postmodernity, then, can be understood as the general trend of
inquiry of the modern thought and its discursive legacy in the arts, social sciences and humanities,
and science as well. The specific approaches emerging in the period referred to as postmodernity,
or the “descriptions of the ‘postmodern condition,” which describe our current knowledge state,
emerge in the face of the modernist search for authority, progress, universalization, rationalization,
systematization, and a consistent criterion for the evaluation of knowledge claims” (Taylor &
Winquist 2001: 304). Therefore, postmodernism is most generally defined as the counteracting of
the modernist categorical insistence on universal and natural truth conditions governing the socio-
political and existential realities. Both as a philosophical approach and a poetics, postmodernism
challenges the discursive reality produced by modernism and investigates the nature of that

referential reality, as well as its own representation of it. The scope of research in this dissertation
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does not allow space for the exploration into the specific reasons for the, sometimes radical,
divergence within the postmodern trends operating in postmodernity on the whole — in philosophy,
science, arts, etc., however, this disparity seems to be unsurprising, especially in consideration the
definition of postmodernity by Taylor and Winquist by which it “involves a radical questioning of
the grounds upon which knowledge claims are made, and is thereby linked to a sense of liberation

from limiting earlier practices” (2001: 304).

Understood in this manner, the postmodern critical thought presents a range of approaches specific
to a particular field, at the core of which is the challenging of the idea that there exist consistent
criteria for the evaluation of knowledge claims, universal and natural truth and value conditions.
While the postmodern condition, in a manner, not only invites a sense of liberation from such
illusions, it also recognizes that the practices of the past are modifiable discursive constructs whose
sustainability in contemporaneity is contingent upon their reexamination. Additionally, Linda
Hutcheon in A Poetics of Postmodernism suggests that, postmodernism achieves a seemingly
contradictory attitude towards the culture it interrogates, and the contradictoriness is found in “its
inherently paradoxical structure” that not only “permits contradictory interpretations,” but in that
the nature of the “forms of aesthetic practice and theory both install and subvert prevailing norms
— artistic and ideological” (2004: 222). Postmodern forms are “both critical and complicitous,
outside and inside the dominant discourses of society” (Hutcheon 2004: 222), implying a high
awareness of the metalanguages operating both in the referent reality and the discourses
postmodernism produces about this reality, and at the same, the inherent artifice of both. In
Hutcheon’s words, it is the “contradiction” at “those points of intersection of art and theory today”
that is “the basis for a poetics of postmodernism, an open and flexible descriptive structure by
which to order our current cultural knowledge” (2004: 222), and a descriptive structure that
explores the nature of the relationship between theory and practice, and the object of their
interrogation at the same time, “that which they contest: the ideological as well as aesthetic
underpinnings of the cultural dominants of today — both liberal humanism and capitalist mass
culture” (2004: 222). The discussions on postmodern poetics, inspired by its presumed lack of a
visionary intention, expose the redundancy of the misdirected criticism in that such accusations
essentially assume the verifiability of the philosophical and ideological tenets of modernism. This
sort of criticism, in reality, seeks to justify its philosophical model — the model that is, incidentally,

only sustainable in modernist theoretical, and artistic (solipsist) practice. With regard to this,
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Hutcheon explains postmodernism in fiction, and this extends to the general discussion on the

postmodern thought as well, as a phenomenon that:

[paradoxically] uses and abuses the conventions of both realism and modernism, and does
so in order to challenge their transparency, in order to prevent glossing over the
contradictions that make the postmodern what it is: historical and metafictional, contextual

and self-reflexive, ever aware of its status as discourse, as a human construct. (2004: 53)

Postmodern poetics represents not a set of experimentally and intentionally contradictory
theoretical and other discourses in relation to the past, nor a discontinuity with its chronological
‘predecessor’ poetics, that of modernism. As Fredric Jameson notes in Postmodernism, Or the
Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, postmodernism stands for “an attempt to think the present
historically in an age that has forgotten how to think historically in the first place” (1991: viii).
However, Jameson sees this as possibly “[amounting] to not much more than theorizing its own
condition of possibility, which consists primarily in the sheer enumeration of changes and
modifications” (1991: viii), and this pessimism seems belated in the light of the failed modernist
project. The question of what it was that the modernist vision offered that in spite of its artificiality
stands to weigh more than postmodern interrogative rationale stands yet to be answered, but

Jameson’s perspective seems to be that:

The moderns were interested in what was likely to come of such changes and their general
tendency they thought about the thing itself, substantively, in Utopian or essential fashion.
Postmodernism is more formal in that sense, and more ‘distracted,’ [...]; it only clocks the
variations themselves, and knows only too well that the contents are just more images.
(1991.: viii)

Even if both merely stand for heuristic labels, or literary categories, in discussing their
philosophical task, postmodernism stands for the critical approach that strives to uncover and
expose its own ideological and philosophical inheritance, the cultural and political context and the
justifiability and sustainability of the discourses of the past that persist in contemporaneity — the
discourses of modernism as reflected in the grand narratives that have served as the foundation of
the Western ethos, or their residual traces in the now fragmented discourses of contemporaneity,

theory included. Ultimately, what characterizes postmodern poetics is the endeavor to interrogate
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its own apparatus and philosophical attitude in order to question not only the established
conventions, institutionalized and ideological authorities, but also the dimensions, nature and

implications of the discourse production in contemporaneity.

Postmodernism and Its Persistent Discontents

In After Theory (2003), Terry Eagleton viciously criticizes postmodernism as a phenomenon and
a consequence of a futile “abstraction” (15), especially in academic circles where the postmodern
thought, he notes, is endorsed as a deliberate attempt to skew the normative and achieve an
artificial sense of plurality of values. What Eagleton terms “a general rejection of uniformity” and
“cultural relativism” (2013: 13), the postmodern tendency to speak not only from the marginal
spaces, but also recognize the validity of disparate individual experience of culture, may be
translated into a rejection of the modernist normative, which causes “discontinuity and
heterogeneity” (2013: 13). However, Eagleton equally criticizes norms as “oppressive because
they mould uniquely different individuals to the same shape” (2013: 14), and validates the
necessity for the “marginal, perverse and aberrant” (2013: 14) voices and perspectives to enter the
discourse and interrogate its values. Undoubtedly, Eagleton’s position comes from the vantage
point of the established modernist enquiry, however, it reveals, ironically, a myopic character as
expressed by his insistence on criticizing the phenomenon of endless abstraction — the direct
outcome of postmodernism, according to him, even if the postmodern practice utilizes the
modernist interrogative paradigm comprehensively; and, as expressed, again ironically, in the
recognition of contemporary pluralities as observed by postmodernism (and postmodernity). The
major issue for Eagleton, in his interpretation of the postmodern critical thought, seems to be the
postmodern need to reject all and any conception of political, social or historical authority, as well
as tradition, and, therefore, the concept of the normative as universally beneficial. Philosophically,
Eagleton appears to see the need for postmodern criticism, but ideologically, he rejects it for a
more comfortable, traditional, socio-political sensibility. Undeniably, Eagleton’s view of norms,
rooted in the modernist enterprise to bring down the political system based on corporate capitalism
even today echoes a liberal-humanist tone in criticizing the perceived postmodern shortcomings.
Eagleton’s critique of the lengths at which postmodern literature and theory take social, cultural

and political interrogation without actually providing a center to which criticism could be attached
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and turned into corrective measures beneficial for the community revolves around the premise that
the tenets of postmodern practice and criticism are an abstraction, or rather that “only an
intellectual who has overdosed on abstraction could be dim enough to imagine that whatever bends
a norm is politically radical” (2003: 15). And if such an intellectual would be dim, then “the
postmodern prejudice against norms, unities and consensus” is not only “a politically catastrophic
one,” but also “remarkably dim-witted”’ (Eagleton 2003: 16). For Eagleton, such a position
destroys the possibility of political consensus and solidarity — unity and solidarity based on the
values of “old fashioned bourgeois society” which are now, weakened by incessant social changes
and political uncertainties, bound to dissipate, much like that society, “into a host of sub-cultures”
(2003: 16). The subjective, yet valid nature of individual experience, as related by the postmodern
practice, understood by this critic, is “a murky subcurrent of masochism [that] runs beneath this
exoticizing, laced with a dash of good old-fashioned American puritan guilt” (Eagleton 2003: 21),
and Eagleton sees the innate propensity of the postmodern critical theory to question all cultural

artifacts and givens as an absurd overreaction to sensible tradition.

What Eagleton notices as snobbery and elitism in “the postmodern cult of the migrant” or “a
hangover from the modernist cult of the exile” (2003: 21), a twentieth-century outsider or twenty-
first-century hipster, does expose the weaknesses of the postmodern critical practice — available
now to anyone and everyone because of its leftist and liberal aspirations, but existing in a space in
which the critic does not have “a sense of tradition and belonging” (2003: 21), not even in terms
of the practice itself, which is particularly visible in the academic circles, now that we mention it.
Eagleton’s firmness in the attitude that “there is nothing retrograde about roots” (2013: 21) and
that “capitalism has always pitched diverse forms of life promiscuously together” (2003: 49) does
hold ground in a profusion of the postmodern lack of any terminus ad quem, to use Georg Lukacs’
turn of phrase. In his article “The Ideology of Modernism” (1962), Lukacs comments on the
modernist psychopathology of escapism that is in itself purely “artistic intention” (2004: 198)
characterized by “a lack of definition” and the act itself being “an abstract gesture; the rejection of

reality [...] containing no concrete criticism,” “a gesture, moreover, that is destined to lead

" The ease with which Eagleton authoritatively qualifies the participants of the general critical and literary discourse,
his peers and potentially students, myself as his reader among others, inspires appreciation and admiration for its
brilliant rhetorical effect, even if it is reminiscent of the mentioned “rarefaction [...] of the speaking subjects”
(Foucault 2011: 219) Foucault thoroughly explains in “The Order of Things.” The “remarkably dim-witted”
participants would, after this remark, ideally show themselves out.
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nowhere [...] an escape into nothingness” (2004: 198). Following this line of thought, granted,
postmodern criticism does succumb to the allure of complacency at the notion of the very gesture
of criticism. However, the inability of postmodernism, literature, criticism, the practice in general
to offer any sort of radical political or social action cannot be attributed to its faulty instruments,
but to the general conditions in which it operates. Eagleton’s admonishment of postmodern
criticism resonates with Lukacs’ criticism of “any protest against particular social conditions”
(2004: 198) that lacks grounding in a central position — the center of meaning, essentially. And
yet, what seems to be the central issue of Eagleton’s repulsion at the often fluttery postmodern act
is criticism aimed at what he calls “traditional communities” (2003: 49) — those very same
communities that produced such individual modernist thinkers who questioned the nature of the
values upholding the tradition that marked their experience: James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, T. S.
Eliot, Joseph Conrad, to name only the most celebrated. Lukacs’ impression of Franz Kafka and
his “angst” as “the experience par excellence of modernism” in which an individual is “at the
mercy of incomprehensible terrors” (2004: 202) deeply resonates with the postmodern
understanding of the human situation — the postmodern condition — of being systematically
oppressed by social, political and economic forces beyond any individual control, and yet being

compelled to identify, recognize and comprehend their impact. Eagleton continues:

Those for whom ‘dynamic’ is always a positive term might also care to reconsider their
opinion, in the light of the most dynamically destructive system of production which
humanity has ever seen. But we are now witnessing a brutally quickened version of this
melt-down, with the tearing up of traditional communities, the breaking down of national
barriers, the generating of great tidal waves of migration. Culture in the form of
fundamentalism has reared its head in reaction to these shattering upheavals. Everywhere
you look, people are prepared to go to extraordinary lengths to be themselves. (Eagleton
2003: 49)

What is particularly problematic with this undoubtedly accurate observation is the blatant denial
of the cause, root and source of the “shattering upheavals” Eagleton mentions above. If modernist
vision strove to slow down the “dynamically destructive system of production™ its critical powers
and practices failed miserably in as much as they did not influence, or at least not significantly

enough, the changes in social, political and economic paradigms of precisely those traditional
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communities Eagleton seems overly nostalgic about. If modernist thinkers saw any prospect in the
acutely painful criticism of their own cultures, then it is the bourgeois society that resisted to adopt
and implement the criticism with the purpose of evolving and growing out of the corporate
capitalist political leviathan-mentality. It is precisely the resistance to the crux of the modernist
thought that produced fertile ground for cultural fundamentalism, and Eagleton’s nonchalant
criticism of the postmodern attempts at de-masking this almost imperceptible defeat, exposing the
romanticized and white-washed version of a failed reconstruction of post-war European Western
societies, reveals a malignant fiber in the academia that devours its own theory only to perpetuate
its own status and power. The bourgeois society, clothed in a liberal corporate suit, self-righteously
propagates a severing of ties with now indeterminate shameful past immersed in racism and
classism, while subtly feeding the insolent plebs breadcrumbs of hope provided by mass-media,
global culture and the solace that the West has evicted its troublemaking external-agents elsewhere
therefore eradicating the need for any significant cultural change. In fact, Eagleton’s reproaching
postmodern critical thought with going against progress is an instance of blatantly defending the
neo-liberal capitalist discourse that knowingly refuses to recognize that the progress in question is
merely an image, a visual branding in the form of culture of the politico-economic system.
Eagleton would describe this view as radical since it implies a level of severing of ties with the
past that is, granted, almost forced upon an individual. Commenting on cultural politics, a “phrase
[that] is deeply ambiguous” (Eagleton 2003: 46), and the attempts following the changes of 1960s,
Eagleton notices the crucial role of capitalism in the creation of an illusion of diversity,

individuality and global cultural awakening:

There had long been a recognition in radical circles that political change had to be ‘cultural’
to be effective. Any political change which does not embed itself in people’s feelings and
perceptions - which does not secure their consent, engage their desires and weave its way
into their sense of identity — is unlikely to endure very long... A whole new kind of human
being was needed for the new political order, with altered sense organs and bodily habits,
a different kind of memory and set of drives. And it was the task of culture to provide it.
(2003: 46)

Eagleton’s comment that culture is “crucial” and “indistinguishable from” capitalism at the end of

the twentieth century (2003: 48) unequivocally refers to the failed modernist vision of a reformed,
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or re-envisioned, political system, and therefore the cultural politics which practically idealize
modernism as some sort of force that could have, almost biologically, transform individuals so that
every and each could share in the visionary prospect of unity. However, it also reveals a pessimist,
or defeatist and ultimately useless, quality to Eagleton’s critique of what he ascribes to have been
the objective, cultural politics-wise, of the “radical circles” and their aspiration to provide the
foundation for political change through culture — the postmodern radicals. The failure of the
romanticized modernist undertaking, Eagleton’s version of it specifically, or its utter impossibility
due to the powerful interconnectedness between capitalism, and now neo-liberal corporate
capitalism, and politics and culture, renders postmodern criticism all the more necessary. What
Eagleton proposes instead of postmodern enquiry is an escapist dream to which only the few are
privileged, those whose race, class, status and wealth enable them to pessimistically reject the
criticism of the modernist vision, essentially an illusion that is sustainable only when existential
needs are a remote issue; and those who, indulging in the advantages of their position, need not
reject the idea of uniformity. “For some postmodern thought,” Eagleton notices, “consensus is
tyrannical and solidarity nothing but soulless uniformity” (2003: 13), and albeit the careful
phrasing, this sort of provisional claim supports the argument that in the aftermath of the failure
of modernist thought, the salvaging is not of the visionary potential that modernism claims to have
birthed, but indeed a narcissistic attempt at preserving the status quo of the minority that is
unaffected by the damaging effect capitalism has had on politics and culture. Eagleton’s definition
of postmodernism in After Theory, equally cautious as the attempt to vindicate uniformity against,

as implied, “soulless” pluralism, goes as follows:

[the] contemporary movement of thought which rejects totalities, universal values, grand
historical narratives, solid foundations to human existence and the possibility of objective
knowledge. Postmodernism is skeptical of truth, unity and progress, opposes what it sees
as elitism in culture, tends towards cultural relativism, and celebrates pluralism,

discontinuity and heterogeneity. (2013: 13)

And, indeed, the postmodern impulse is to reject elitism in culture, politics and theory proposed
by grand narratives that no longer serve individuals or the collective, but also to inspire the process
of attaining knowledge through skepticism and the acceptance of plurality and heterogeneity that

grand narratives effortlessly remove from the discourse. The very idea that knowledge could come
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from heterogeneous sources, and that there is no cultural, political or other monopoly or authority
over the truths by which society operates may disturb the academia and create a challenge in terms
of sustaining a fixed position within a discourse. Eagleton’s definition above brings into question
the postmodern attempt at problematizing contemporary culture and ascribes it the quality of being
almost backward in its thinking, which it might well be, in a sense, since it goes ‘back to’ the
impulse behind the modernist realization that realism cannot suffice to explicate the experience of
the artifice of reality. The proposition is that by questioning the very foundations of culture (or
cultures), specific as Eagleton would label them, and questioning theory as the main perpetuator
of the social, political and economic practices, postmodernism hinders progress and obstructs
political and social consensus, which is a preposterous and hypocritical claim if the critic defines
theory as “this critical self-reflection... [which] comes about when we are forced into a new self-
consciousness about what we are doing” (2003: 27). What the reader, peer or student, apparently
needs to infer is that theory is only valuable for as long as self-reflection is adequately based on
the ideological models that have proven their value and existence in the realm of contemporaneity,

such as Marxism, among other.

Eagleton points out the general nature of theory (2003: 74) emphasizing that if it implies “a
reasonably systematic reflection on our guiding assumptions, it remains as indispensable as ever”
(2003: 2), but another implication of such a claim exposes what is behind Eagleton’s ‘reasonably
systematic reflection’, and that is only the reflection guided by the necessity to preserve the
conservative bourgeois impulse. The “aftermath of what one might call high theory” (2003: 2), our
contemporaneity, he notes, is satiated with “the insight of thinkers like Althusser, Barthes and
Derrida,” but the critic also notices that this theory has also “moved beyond them” (2003: 2), and
such conclusions are precisely the starting point of postmodern enquiry. The questions that
postmodern literature and theory ask specifically address the notion, or even the given, that
Western society has “moved beyond” the enquiries of the twentieth century or mastered them. Not
only does postmodernism expose the superficiality of such claims, but it seeks to also expose the
mechanisms by which we have been deceived into believing that the lessons of the past have been
mastered, and that the postmodern obsession with questioning the tenets of contemporary society
represents nothing more than a useless academic preoccupation — a topic Eagleton wittingly
discusses in an amusing and even seemingly self-deprecating manner providing an alibi for not

being able himself to move further than criticize the failure of modernist enthusiasm in the evolved,
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even if all too realist, guise of the postmodern probe. Eagleton practically accuses the postmodern
critical thought of establishing history, the past, as the object of its study, as opposed to the present,
its contemporaneity. The imputation is, of course, highly problematic in its supposition that the
legacies of the past should not be interrogated and assessed for their viability in the present. What
is more, such a position implies the very discontinuity that Eagleton seems to fervently stand
against, and the sought consensus and unity that this critic desperately calls for seem nothing more
than a rhetoric in service of blatant academic elitism and bourgeois conservativism. However,
Eagleton thoughtfully avoids addressing the fact that postmodern literature, and criticism, does
investigate the past as well as its impact on the present, albeit doing so without the supposedly
required romantic and idealistic attitude towards it. What Eagleton sees as “radical political action”
(2003: 15), the theorizing in the academic circles, based on the tenets of postmodernism remains
nothing more than a materialization of the “postmodern prejudice against the normative” (2003:
16), a political failure and an indication of consequential dissipation of the conservative bourgeois
class, and the dissipation of culture into subcultures (2003: 16), which is problematic on Eagleton’s
view because postmodernism offers no alternative or novel vision of the normative — a vision that
modernism, in its moment, provided through art, theory and criticism. Of course, Eagleton’s
reluctance towards accepting the postmodern critical attitude might naively be understood as a
refusal to recognize the polluted nature of the values of the bourgeois normative, whereas in fact,
it is a blunt manifestation of Eurocentrism that allows for criticism only in the areas of its
discourses that do not necessarily grant economic or political power. Eagleton’s general criticism
of postmodernism illustrates Foucault’s concept of the privileged speaker who operates within the
discourse, pledges allegiance to it and distributes its truth values as logos, to use Derrida’s term.
Without the undertone of criticizing the modern critical thought through an ad hominem approach,
I suggest that Eagleton’s supposed optimism and naiveté could reverberate simply with a conscious
rejection of that which would bring the tower on the foundations the Western ethos — the
foundations that currently have no alternative, or rather, no alternative that could satisfy equally

those already in power, and those controlled by it.

In The Routledge Companion to Postmodernism (2001), Stuart Sim defines postmodernism as “a
rejection of many, if not most, of the cultural certainties on which life in the West has been
structured over the last couple of centuries” (vii), as well as a process in which the political system

of the West, and its vital beliefs, are brought into question precisely because of the major failure
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to uphold the “cultural progress” once promised by modernity (vii). Of course, the cultural
certainties that Sim mentions are not rejected purely for the sake of change, but are the result of an
interrogation process — of culture and politics of the western societies. In an article published in
International Postmodernism — Theory and Literary Practice, “The Debate on Postmodernism”
(1997), Hans Bertens almost ambivalently describes postmodernism as “an ever-widening circle
or, to reverse the metaphor, a vortex that sucks everything that it comes in contact with into its
center” (Bertens 1997: 4). The implication of such a metaphor echoes Linda Hutcheon’s position
that postmodernism is a problematizing force, though, perhaps Bertens’ undertone would not
resonate with Hutcheon’s certainty of its effectiveness. Ironically, Bertens’ metaphor would
probably be rejected as invalid by Eagleton who would see no ‘center’ in the vortex of the
postmodern black-hole. In the foreword to the volume in which Bertens publishes “The Debate on
Postmodernism,” there is a tacit recognition that “varying literary and cultural conditions in this
world are bound to produce endless varieties of postmodernism” (Bertens & Fokkema 1997: ix),
a thought that diagnoses the production of the diverging interpretations on the postmodern
methodology or mode of criticism in contemporary literary criticism and theory. The author of the
article “The Politics of Postmodernism after the Wall,” published in the mentioned volume edited
by Bertens and Douwe Fokkema, Susan Rubin Suleiman, comments on the almost universally
accepted modernist claim that “postmodernist theory is incapable of furnishing either an ethics or
politics” (1997: 55), and that it is “irremediably compromised by its own relativism” and thus has
“no moral foundation” and occupies, for the same reason “no firm epistemological ground”
(Suleiman 1997: 55). However, in the same article, Suleiman’s discusses these values, the
foundations of contemporary societies, as “context-bound, not discovered in some Platonic sky
but fashioned by historically situated human beings” (Suleiman 1997: 55) and therefore,
inevitably, liable to change. The quality of this unavoidable change seems to be out of our
conscious control, and this is precisely what bothers Eagleton in terms of the major economic and
socio-political perturbations, but Suleiman as well in terms of the supposed relativism present in
the postmodern critical practice that refuses to provide definitive judgment on the process it
recognizes, exposes and leaves-be. If modernism dealt with consequences, postmodernism deals
with the process (or processes) in the aftermath of the modernist spontaneous project. Taylor and
Winquist deal with the issue of relativism and lack of visionary determination in Encyclopedia of

Postmodernism indirectly by asking the question of whether “imagination can survive in the era
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of postmodernism” (2001: 187) claiming that if it exists, “it is an imagination engaged in its own
self-destruction and self-parody” (2001: 187). Postmodernism, understood and defined in this
manner, stands as a practice of pure relativization, as Eagleton and Suleiman suggest, as well as
Bertens, though less directly. The very use of the term imagination instead of vision of society, or
vision of change, terminus ad quem, or centre, is a convenient handle for contemporary critics to
devalue the problematizing power of the postmodern critical thought. This supposed aimlessness,
the focus on the interrogative process rather than corroboration of the validity of faith already
invested in the fundamental values of culture and society, resonates with respective economic,
political, social and ideological changes globally. Postmodern criticism acts against treating the
terminal economic and socio-political disease with vitamins and bogus nutritional products
disguised in the sleek consumer product that always promises ‘more jam tomorrow’ while
snatching this ‘tomorrow’ from the masses of individuals distracted by existential struggles and
perceived real and imagined local and global threats. It is precisely because of this that qualifying
postmodern practice or theory as self-destructive and self-parodying, with the negative connotation
that follows the stipulation, suggests an unwillingness to scrutinize the objective conditions of
contemporaneity. In fact, any attempt at bringing into question the authoritative, economy-bound,
socio-political discourse, disguised in the hypocritical rhetoric of liberal humanist, provokes the
relativization argument against the postmodern critical thought. It would probably seem quite
uncouth to mention that the postmodern critical thought does not have the privilege to deal with
the scope of the liberating artistic imagination of the modernist sort since it is preoccupied by the
existential concerns of latent capitalist slavery at the end of the twentieth and the beginning of the
twenty-first century. To use the word disillusionment to describe the position of the postmodern
thinker would be to underestimate their intellectual capacity, and the same is achieved by the
imputation of relativization on the postmodern critical thought. In fact, postmodern discourses do
not merely relativize, but discredit and debunk such grand narratives and phenomena that have
been taken as authoritative givens for centuries and have led us to an economy-driven politics
dictating the socio-cultural trends of contemporaneity. The criticism against the postmodern
critical thought, its pragmatic nature, might be legitimate since as a counteracting discourse, or
plethora of discourses, it offers no alternative to liberal humanist visionary certainty. However, it
is precisely its pragmatic nature, its insistence on the distanced revision of the modern

philosophical tenets, that might, in the long run benefit contemporaneity.
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In After Theory, Eagleton is confident that theory “remains indispensable” (2003: 2) and that the
process of its redefinition has already begun. Theory, self-reflective criticism, Eagleton says, “is a
symptom of the fact that we can no longer take those practices for granted” (2003: 27), practices
that have led to the failure of the modernist vision of political and economic liberty, social equality
and groundedness in humanist values. However, what is striking in Eagleton’s insistent rejection
of postmodernism is the underlying assumption that the postmodern refusal to adhere to the ideals
and visions of modernity necessarily implies the rejection of humanist values and, by extension,
modernist values. The epilogue of this rejection is Eagleton’s call for redefining theory, but in such
a manner that it reverts back to its modernist ideal — a call for rebranding of modernism. This critic,
among others, treats postmodern critical theory as insubordinate or prodigal offspring of
modernism, an ill-bred child that needs boundaries — boundaries in terms of educating them on
what is allowed to be questioned, and what remains in the domain of the given, the necessarily
traditional and progressive. And yet, Eagleton suggests that the obsolete or damaging practices
“must now begin to take themselves as objects of their own inquiry” (2003: 27), which implies an
interrogation into their origins, nature, historicity and tradition, as well as implications in
contemporaneity. It is as if this interrogation, this political, cultural and economic, even biological,
re-modelling Eagleton sees as imperative must only be done according to a preconceived image.
Moreover, it is as if this interrogation has not been an ongoing process, both in literary practice
and criticism, since the 1960s. What we call ‘postmodernism’ has, in those terms, indeed been
more objective than the modernist thought because it does not seek to confirm its beliefs and
principles only to fall back on a vision if the results are not satisfactory. Self-reflexively, Eagleton
notices that, “[t]here is thus always something rather navel-staring and narcissistic about theory,
as anyone who has encountered a few prominent cultural theorists will be aware” (2003: 27), but
the overt narcissism appended to the postmodern thought remains more reflective of the fear, albeit
understandable, that the results of philosophical, ideological, economic, political and cultural
enquiry of our contemporaneity would not only reveal a deep schism between everyday life and
this abstraction of the heuristic labels philosophized ad infinitum by the academic circles, but also
that any sustainable and enduring change is not a destination, but a process in itself. It is, in fact, a

process of becoming, rather than being, against the background of change.

Eagleton’s acceptance of the necessity of theory comes from his profound understanding of its

ideological and political nature, but his characterizing it as a “narcissistic” endeavor (2003: 21) is
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more revealing of, perhaps, this critic’s acute perception of the auto-ironic and self-parodying traps
one is bound to fall into, on the one hand, blindly protecting a position that only exists for the over-
privileged, often academic or economically superior, minority; and, on the other, participating in
the great abstraction that postmodernism is often taken for by rendering it even more abstract,
ultimately, the field of language-play.

The most problematic aspect of the definition of the postmodern critical thought in general, or
rather the differences between concepts such as the postmodern, postmodernity, and postmodern
philosophy, literature, cinema, theory, criticism, etc. is that the level of their abstraction has been
and still is so provisionally understood, but also largely welcomed by the academic circles. The
relativization of values, moral and ethical foundations of the contemporary society ascribed to
postmodernism, as well as the rejection of the traditional ideological or philosophical visions and
positions, modern or other, does not in itself confirm, define or explain postmodernism or
postmodernity. It is rather that the postmodern critical thought’s rejection or dissection of the
previously relied-upon values creates a repulsion towards the trend in the critical circles who only
feel comfortable scrutinizing culture from a secure academic position since the prerogative to
pretentiously theorize contemporaneity, as well as the past, rarely rouses interest in those whose
existential security hangs by a thread. Eagleton sees it as ironic “that postmodern thought should
make such a fetish of difference, given that its own impulse was to erase the distinctions between
image and reality, truth and fiction, history and fable, ethics and aesthetics, culture and economics,
high and popular art, political left and right” (2003: 46), but, the irony is in that the postmodern
thought has established a powerful practice of the evaluation of grand narratives that seek to
prescribe such boundaries and relations of presupposition and belief; it is not that the postmodern
thought has made “such a fetish of difference,” but that it has exposed the artifice of totalizing
explanations and their deceptive nature as unitary. It is because of the postmodern thought, in all
of its variations and forms, in literature, critical theory, philosophy and other areas, that difference
can finally be attributed a quality outside of the formerly prescribed norm. It is not a process of
fetishizing differences and plurality, heterogeneity and relativism, but a process of examination of
how it is possible that these have been ignored, disregarded or subjugated under the romantic guise
of uniformity and tradition. Additionally, it is a process of understanding how these, seemingly
binary, opposites co-exist and co-extend, how they maintain their existence within a larger social,

political, economic, or other contexts, as well as how they, in turn, are affected or influenced by
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the mainstream discourses. The main issue with the postmodern critical thought, it seems, is that
it may be too observant of the duplicity of ideologies weaved into the fabric of contemporary

society, economy and politics, and too obstinate to cease its analytical treatment of them.

Contrary to Eagleton who rejects postmodernism, and what he calls the postmodern cult of the
cultural and political migrant (2003: 21), in A Poetics of Postmodernism (2004), Linda Hutcheon
sees the postmodern creator not as an unrooted and tradition-devoid individual, but as a critic who
“problematizes” (xi) the foundational values of society and culture. This postmodern critic
integrates the contradictory position of being inside the system of the values being evaluated, as
well as the inability or impossibility to exist outside that system or discourse. Whereas Eagleton
tacitly admits the failings of modernism and pessimistically rejects what he basically describes as
petulant postmodern scrutiny, Linda Hutcheon sees the postmodern practice as the sharpening of
methods and forms contemporary enough to adequately perceive the social and historical moment,
but also offer a political commentary. In fact, Hutcheon notices the “short circuit” between the
“intense self-reflection and parody” as a consequence of the attempt to understand history (2004:
x) and not merely reject or relativize it, as is often suggested. Moreover, it is precisely these
postmodern contradictions that suggest an awareness of the “ideological implications in the
dominant culture” (Hutcheon 2004: x). By investigating the presence of the past in the present
moment, the strength of its hold in contemporaneity, and by exposing the artificial nature of
philosophical, political and ideological bonds, postmodern literature addresses all the invalid pre-
conceptions about society on the whole.

In A Poetics of Postmodernism, Hutcheon deals with the concept of poetics in terms of its
aesthetics and politics, and reaches the conclusion that the fluidity of formal and aesthetic
characteristics in literature emerges from this postmodern compulsion to seek the source of social,
cultural or political contradictions. Additionally, for Hutcheon, the analytical postmodern attitude,
fairly devoid of romantic visions or illusions, is the result of the inherent historicity of postmodern
texts manifested through intertextuality or the blurring of lines between formal and genre-specific
characteristics in literature (2004: 11). Even the pastiche, frequently criticized by the proponents
of, for example, metamodernism, testifies to the acute awareness of historicity in postmodern
discourses and literature, if indeed it is so pervasive in contemporary literature, which is

questionable.
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Hutcheon approaches the issue of postmodern poetics from the angle of it being a cultural
phenomenon (2004: ix), and explores the idea that postmodern poetics is comprised of “our
discourses both about it and adjacent to it” — literary and non-literary discourses in the form of “a
flexible conceptual structure” marked by “points of significant overlap of theory with aesthetic

practice” (2004: ix), and:

The points of overlap that seem most evident to me are those of the paradoxes set up when
modernist aesthetic autonomy and self-reflexivity come up against a counterforce in the
form of a grounding in the historical, social, and political world. (2004: ix)

This is not to say that modernism disregarded the historical, social and political reality, but that
postmodern literature is fully aware of the necessity to interrogate these realities and their part in
the creation of the present moment before reaching any potential vision of a (revolutionary)
change. Contrary to Eagleton’s views on postmodernism, Hutcheon sees postmodern theory and
art, as attempting to find that thread of continuity that would allow insight into how
contemporaneity is rooted in the historical past in addressing this “short circuit” analytically and
critically (2004: x). Reflexivity, irony and parody in postmodern art serve this very purpose of
approaching the past and challenging its social, political and ideological legacies. Hutcheon notes
that the “unresolved postmodern contradictions” question our understanding, and “our entire
concept of both historical and literary knowledge, as well as our awareness of our ideological
implication in our dominant culture” (2004: Xx). Even though Hutcheon focuses mostly on
postmodern art, literature and criticism, and Eagleton additionally reaches into the realms of
postmodern philosophy, politics and ideology in his discussion on postmodernism, there is a
serious divergence in the manner in which the two critics interpret postmodernism, which is
unsurprising considering that one of the most complex aspects about the phenomenon of
postmodernism is a visible disagreement in what its considered features are in terms of, on the one
hand, literature and, potentially, art in general, and philosophy and science, among other fields, on
the other. In fact, the phenomenon of postmodernism seems to be perceived in diametrically
opposed, incongruous, inconsistent, conflicting and ambiguous ways in its manifestations across
a wide array of disciplines and topics, all directing our attention to the present crisis in Theory.
Both critics, nevertheless, recognize this crisis in literary studies, and Hutcheon explains it as being

“caught as it is between the urge to essentialize literature and its language into a unique, vast,
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closed textual preserve and the contrasting urge to make literature “relevant” by locating it in larger
discursive contexts” (2004: x). It is no wonder that Eagleton would contest any integrative
approach to this problem, and the crisis summarizes the positions of the two critics clearly. If
postmodern literature is unable to reconcile its contradictions and reduce them to fit the historical,
social, and especially the economic, political and cultural contexts, then it has failed in Eagleton’s
eyes. The failure largely being the uncovering of the weak links in the chain of tradition, uniformity
and the socio-political vision rooted in post-war Europe — a vision, undoubtedly idealistic, but
ultimately a smoke-screen preventing the exposure of the socio-political system based purely on
exploitative economics. Unable to provide an atmosphere of political unity, cultural uniformity
and social authority, postmodernism deeply disappoints this Marxist. Hutcheon, on the other hand,
sees postmodernism as a mode of thinking that integrates rather than disintegrates. The
disintegration of values, structures, institutions and belief systems remains the foundation of

Eagleton’s criticism against postmodernism, whereas Hutcheon proposes that:

Postmodern art and theory both incarnate this very crisis, not by choosing sides, but by

living out the contradiction of giving in to both urges. (2004: x)

What is frequently disapprovingly referred to as relativization in the postmodern critical thought,
or postmodern art, is, in fact, the insistent postmodern refusal to ground itself in grand narratives,
and commenting on Lyotard’s The Postmodern Condition (1984), Hutcheon notices that this
“negativized rhetoric” enveloping the postmodern critical thought revolves around “discontinuity,
disruption, dislocation, decentring, indeterminacy and antitotalization” (2004: 3). The postmodern
critical thought, simply put, misbehaves by persistently allowing for the incongruities of the
contemporary condition to surface, and by tenaciously refusing to soften them by consciously
applying the ideological fixes proven useful, the grand narratives of our cultures. In Hutcheon’s

words:

Paradoxes, in general, can delight or trouble. Depending on temperamental make-up, we
shall be either seduced by their stimulating teasing or upset with their frustrating lack of
resolution. There is no dialectic in the postmodern: the self-reflexive remains distinct from
its traditionally accepted contrary—the historico-political context in which it is embedded.
(2004: x)
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The entirety of criticism against postmodernism as the maleficent force contesting an imagined
reality, a reality imagined by modernity, is summed up by Hutcheon’s remark that the paradoxes
of postmodernism do delight, and occasionally, to the extent of pure, uncontrollable, abstraction
in the academic circles. The very act of defining the postmodern critical thought using “disavowing
prefixes — dis, de, in, anti” (Hutcheon 2004: 3), does postmodern work. Postmodern methods,
neither novel nor particularly innovative, essentially modern, inherited, emanate Derrida’s
deconstructive impulse in recognizing their origin and rejecting the idea of ideological
determinacy, which seems to be unfathomable for ‘post-modernists’, or modernists existing in

post-modernist times.

Taking into consideration its “contradictory” nature, and the fact that it “works within the very
systems it attempts to subvert” (Hutcheon 2004: 4), Hutcheon sees postmodernism as operating
within the same paradigmatic framework as modernism. Furthermore, this author argues that
postmodernism “has not replaced liberal humanism, even if it has seriously challenged it”
(Hutcheon 2004: 4), which complicates matters further in terms of defining the entire endeavor of
this specific critical practice, and Hutcheon cannot avoid but step into the trap of contemporary
modernism-inspired critical circles that impute anti-humanist labels to the postmodern attitude. If
postmodernism essentially asks the questions, liberal humanism-wise, of what it is that is natural
and universal, what constitutes freedom and liberty in terms of the contemporary experience and
against the background of the tenets of the bourgeois liberal humanism, where the individual stands
in terms of their cultural origins and (contra) distinctions, then it certainly challenges the
philosophical basis of modernism, and exasperates the late-twenty century bourgeoisie.
Ideologically, modernism has provided a convenient vindication for profound economic, social
and political inequality by foregrounding pragmatically such narratives that would perpetuate
myths of political and cultural progress in the interest of the economically and politically powerful
elites. Postmodernism, in those terms, is an intense reaction against the entire modernist
establishment. Rather than merely probing the weak spots of modernist grand narratives, liberal
humanist smoke screens and veils of hypocrisy by the highest authoritative political, social and
cultural instances, it is the attitude here that even if the postmodern paradigm remains validly
within the modern paradigm, it signals the emergence of a different type of global critical

consciousness.
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In A Poetics of Postmodernism, Hutcheon defines postmodernism as “a contradictory
phenomenon, one that uses and abuses, installs and then subverts, the very concepts it challenges”
(2004: 3), and investigates it through its relationship with what can be called “the dominant, liberal,
humanist culture” (2004: 6). The postmodern current sees the dominant culture through the prism
that does not recognize a single, visionary or universal possibility of reconciliation of humanist
contradictions. The fundamental postmodern argument in support of this is found in its critique of
modernism, or rather in the modernist rejection to acknowledge the “illusory” (Hutcheon 2004: 6)
nature of the virtually messianic narratives found in art and myth which are supposed to quench
the thirst for epistemological or ontological grounding of reality. However, what Hutcheon also
notices is that the postmodern thought does not change the modern paradigm significantly form
and instruments-wise, except that it critically assesses and demystifies modernist, equally as its
own, narratives and therefore purposefully renders them ineffective artifacts of the past wherever
contemporaneity has no (other) place for them. This apparent contradiction of postmodernism’s
use of modernist methods, or merely one of many, reveals one of the most significant gaps between
the two philosophical positions: the unifying socio-political factors forced on reality by the
modernist discourse and practice through such grand narratives, and subsequently meta-narratives,
investigated and deconstructed by the postmodern critical thought, are ultimately exposed as
artificial human constructs that contemporaneity no longer recognizes as actual ‘contradictions’.

Subsequently, there is no practical or sensible need for those to be reconciled.

Hutcheon argues that what postmodernism actually acquires and, as a result, fosters, “is the
constant attendant irony of the context of the postmodern version of these contradictions and also
their obsessively recurring presence as well” (2004: x). This is precisely the reason why Hutcheon,

in her key definition of postmodernism, explains it as:

[...] a problematizing force in our culture today: it raises questions about (or renders
problematic) the common-sensical and the “natural.” But it never offers answers that are
anything but provisional and contextually determined (and limited). [...] postmodernism
has certainly created its own problematic, its own set of problems or issues (which were

once taken for granted) and possible approaches to them. (2004: xi)
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It is explicitly because of the postmodern propensity for problematizing that Hutcheon proposes
the use of the term ‘problematics’ instead of the ‘poetics’ of postmodernism, even if postmodern
art, and literature specifically, do share the aesthetic and political dimensions that could be said to
pertain to a singular poetics. Moreover, such a terminological distinction of the phenomenon also
implies the idiosyncrasy of postmodernism that is frequently criticized, as above discussed — its
tendency to generate (theoretical) discourses without offering totalizing answers in the form of
distinctive master narratives. In a similar manner, Michel Foucault sees the notion of
problematizing as a proclivity to generate discourse, the very generation of discourses that
theoretically and critically reflect on the phenomena of contemporaneity, or the past for that matter,
without reverting to the previously authoritative discourse or narrative. In Hutcheon’s words, it is
“the concept of process that is at the heart of postmodernism” (2004: xi), and this insight not only
exonerates the postmodern critical thought from the unrealistic standards of ineffective modernist
ideals, but also demonstrates the humanist streak that is at the core of the postmodern endeavor:
“[...] it is the process of negotiating the postmodern contradictions that is brought to the fore, not
any satisfactorily completed and closed product that results from their resolution” (2004: xi). What
Hutcheon refers to as the postmodern contradictions are, in fact, the incongruities between the
economic and socio-political, as well as cultural, realities of contemporaneity and the grand
(master) narratives on which the operating discourses in society are based. Unsurprisingly, these
‘contradictions’ or discrepancies between the believed-in and experienced economic and socio-
political realities, become acutely evident in the process of globalization and the impossibility of
socio-political isolation on the local or higher level. Hutcheon, among others, views
postmodernism in the late second half of the twentieth century as a largely American phenomenon,
however, even if “it does not really describe an international cultural phenomenon, for it is
primarily European and American (North and South)” (2004: 4), as a problematics, it operates
beyond any specific culture and is a global phenomenon with idiosyncratic qualities. Moreover,
postmodernism operates across genres in terms of bending the normative by exposing the
artificiality of the conventional forms, and exploring the limits of technique. The controversy,
unsurprisingly, arises out of such efforts that (successfully) expose the fictional plasticity of genres
that traditionally uphold certain narrative reliability. It is not that postmodern art merely explores
the validity of the contemporary and traditional normative, which are often one and the same, but

that the very concept of the normative is contrasted against the experience of contemporary
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realities. The very investigative process deals with what Hutcheon calls “the familiar humanist
separation of art and life (of human imagination and order versus chaos and disorder)” (2004: 7),
and reveals a failure to maintain this binary opposition in contemporary reality. The value, then,
of the postmodern investigative process is not in offering the illusion, or even delusion, of a reality
ordered by the product of human imagination, endeavor, the socio-political and cultural traditions
as presented by the grand narratives and discourses of modernity, but rather bring to awareness the
mechanisms by which our everyday experience is ultimately structured, and consequently guided
by the constructs taken as givens. This is supported by Hutcheon’s argument that postmodernism
“works to show that all repairs are human constructs, but that, from that very fact, they derive their
value as well as their limitation” (2004: 7), which strongly challenges the liberal humanist
bourgeois tradition that presumes authority over the natural and universal givens, in its
philosophical essence, and in whatever of its different forms. The irony in the argument against
this challenging of liberal humanism finds its culmination in such circumstance where the
ineffectiveness of modernist ideas is tacitly recognized by their proponents, and yet when the
argument against their scrutiny stops at the postmodern attitude that, as Hutcheon says, “[a]ll
repairs are both comforting and illusory” (2004: 7), which is, indeed, a painful recognition of the
practical inadequacy of traditional narratives in neoliberalism of contemporary societies for both
sides, and, in the words of Hutcheon, “postmodernist interrogations of humanist certainties live
with this kind of contradiction” (2004: 7). Contrary to Terry Eagleton who recognizes, though
implicitly, the failures of modernism and insists, regardless, on the necessity to revert to a
traditional (modernist) paradigm that would, at least in theory or public discourse, stabilize the
mass of unsustainable values, Hutcheon, among others, does not hesitate to concede the hypocrisy

of inauthenticity of modernist ideas in contemporary society, at the end of the twentieth century.

Another one of Linda Hutcheon’s proposed definitions in A Poetics of Postmodernism, that
postmodernism “as a cultural activity that can be discerned in most art forms and many currents
of thought today [...] is fundamentally contradictory, resolutely historical, and inescapably
political” (2004: 4) reflects on the issue of the late capitalist economic and socio-political
incongruities, and relates it to the postmodern concept of “the presence of the past” (2004: 4) — the
past being emanated in the modernist liberal humanist narratives that in contemporaneity visibly
negate the consequences of the economic-political power relations at play since the second half of

the twentieth century. However, what this author terms “fundamentally contradictory” in her
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definition above pertains to the contradictions of the realities that are at play in contemporaneity:
the divergence of discourses, a certain discontinuity of the foundational narratives, be they
economic, social, political or cultural, with the experience of collective and subjective realities.
Investigating the meta-historiographic novel, Hutcheon finds the postmodern practice to be
“resolutely historical” and yet, the postmodern critical thought does not necessarily burden itself
with such an endeavor in terms of deliberate investigation of the elapsed events, phenomena or
such. Postmodernism is not necessarily interested in re-experiencing the past because of its
awareness of the nature of historicity — history as a human construct narrativized and pragmatically
transformed into rhetorical and ideological discourses that further, by means of unavoidable,
predictable and even preordained interaction dictate the course of economic, political and socio-
cultural development, for a lack of a better term because it is quite questionable whether certain
legacies of the past indeed steered Western and other societies in the course of the progress
envisioned by liberal humanism, even at its purest. Therefore, even though Hutcheon deals with a
very specific sub-genre in A Poetics of Postmodernism, the author’s view on historicity as
inherently present in postmodern, and | argue contemporary literature, strongly holds. Any
investigation into the validity of grand narratives that affect the mundane through the economic,
socio-political and cultural discourses, be they local, regional or global, starts from the position
that brings to foreground the legacies of the past, and, sometimes even forcefully, juxtaposes them
against contemporary realities. Speaking of postmodern architecture and painting, Hutcheon
notices that with postmodernism there never appears a “nostalgic return” (2004: 4), no reverting
to the values that proved ineffective or unsustainable even if the current reality offers no authentic
vision of the present or future. And this is certainly true for contemporary Canadian short fiction
which, very sensibly, contemplates its contemporaneity and the mechanisms by which its specific,
historical legacies affect the unfolding of the economic, socio-political and cultural forces dictating
the conditions of subjective experience in the twenty-first century Canada. The postmodernist has,
in fact, nothing specific to return to, and it is frequently this refusal to ‘suspend the disbelief” of
the validity of the exhausted visions and grand narratives that is regarded as reactionary
disillusionment with modernism. I use the term ‘reactionary’ because it is a typically postmodern
quality that the socio-political, and other, criticism works within the existing paradigms, and from
within the existing discourses, in order to subvert the object of its criticism. Explicitly, the object

of criticism is the object consumed, and much in the vein of my implicating Derrida’s contribution
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to the theoretical discourses of postmodernism, so does postmodern criticism, always — in one way
or another, implicate the existing discourses in interaction with the subversive opposing
discourses. It may be imputed on postmodern literature, fiction and non-fiction in general, that it
overuses pastiche and too heavily relies on intertextuality, rendering the produced cultural product
inauthentic, and even useless in terms of original artistic or other contribution to contemporaneity
and the canons, but such practices testify to the heightened awareness of historicity, as well as the
vast body of cultural production that is understood as a collective endeavor. It is especially the
case with twenty-first century production, globalization, global consumerism, the massive waves
of migration, dynamic cultural exchange, as well as the general confusion and disorientation
caused by information technology and global media. The condition of the twenty-first century
individual and the collective is such that no totality of belief is either conceivable anymore, or
feasible because the socio-political and cultural constants have been put under such scrutiny that
their validity is relentlessly challenged by the dynamics of contemporaneity — the plurality of
contemporary experience. Therefore, the postmodern critical thought cannot be deemed
reactionary. Moreover, in terms of the label of ‘cultural dominant’ attributed to postmodernism
and the postmodern critical thought, it can be argued that it habitually serves as a negative umbrella
term for any criticism of what the “late capitalist dissolution of bourgeois hegemony and the
development of mass culture” (Hutcheon 2004: 6) bring to culmination at the end of the twentieth
and the beginning of the twenty-first century. The totalizing power of liberal humanist values and
modernist ideals constructed the basis for economy driven politics and global mass consumerist
culture. This “increasing uniformization of mass culture [as] the one of the totalizing forces that
postmodernism exists to challenge” (Hutcheon 2004: 6) is the direct product of modernist
bourgeois hypocrisy, and its translation into the institutions and foundations of our societies. In
those terms, postmodernism can hardly be labeled as reactionary. It is a mirror to all the modernist
falsities and unfinished idealistic liberal humanist endeavors that observed ‘otherness’, yet instead
of recognizing the validity of its existence strove to erase it forcefully by means of integration and
uniformization. Postmodernism, however, recognizes difference and multiplicity, variety and
range, refusing to treat them, at the same time, as a point of reference ‘against’ which one’s

subjective, or collective, experience of mass culture should be defined and regulated.

Commenting on the paradigm of postmodern literature in A Poetics of Postmodernism, Hutcheon

focuses on historiographic metafiction, however, her insights go beyond this particular sub-genre
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of fiction. The “theoretical self-awareness of history and fiction as human constructs” (2004: 5)
that Hutcheon notices as the basis of postmodern “rethinking and reworking of the forms and
contents of the past” (2004: 5) stands in support to the above discussed quality of postmodern
discourses and literature as naturally and deliberately working from within the existing paradigms
with the view of exposing their falsity or unsustainability in the present moment. These
differences, Hutcheon says, “in the plural, are always multiple and provisional” (2004: 6), and this,
in theory, is certainly not novel to postmodernism. It does operate within the paradigm of
modernism that recognized the separation in the collective psyche. However, it is also not
surprising that the modernist paradigm could not move further away from investigating its own
tenets against the paradigmatic otherness, and subsequently employ such grand narratives, revived
or revitalized only to assimilate the perceived otherness into its own totalizing core (or Bertens’
‘vortex’). The resistance initially expressed by the oppressed Other translated itself onto the
oppressor, and this is why it is tragically ironic, and disappointing, to hear the academic circles’
banter against the postmodern critical thought as a reactionary plague. Hutcheon wonderfully
explains this conflicted relationship by saying that postmodernism contests modernism “from
within its own assumptions” (2004: 6), and clarifies an often ignored fact that the postmodern
thought and its (theoretical) discourses do not challenge humanism in itself, or the desire for a
“profoundly humanistic [...] paradoxical desire for stable aesthetic and moral values” (2004: 6),
paradoxical because of the impossibility of the existence of such universals. She considers the
poetics of T. S. Eliot and James Joyce as the most paradigmatic representatives of this longing for
a totalizing artistic framework that could be translated onto the socio-political, economic and
cultural plains. And what seems to guide the critics of postmodernism is a kind of a romantic
loyalty to the untenable narratives of the modernist dreamers, which in itself is, granted,
understandable and admirable, but escapist and impractical in such instances where it limits itself
to aesthetics. On the other hand, this supposed idealism is both damaging and sinister when it is
propagated by empowered, socio-economically well-off, political elites, and the academia, whose
existential reality can only be perpetuated by the elusive myths of a modernist liberal humanist
dream world. Juxtaposed with the conditions of the individual and the collective living in neo-
liberal capitalist society at the beginning of the twenty-first century, the modernist ideals take the
form of Disney produced fairytales, and it is offensive to the rational individual that liberal

humanist, bourgeois ideas are refused the benefit of transmutation and change, the opportunity to
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be modified in the spirit of a different time and circumstance. Their impracticality need not even
be discussed, and yet, the impracticality of enjoying the consolatory qualities of modernist grand
narratives remains the privilege and the prerogative of the modern bourgeoisie. Commenting on
the grand narratives of modernism, Hutcheon says that “such systems are indeed attractive, perhaps
even necessary,” but, as she notices, “this does not make them any the less illusory” (2004: 6). The
modernist discourse remains highly elitist not only because of its evident disregard for the realities
in which it would operate in contemporaneity, but because it is unreachable and obscure, even in
its escapist-consolatory form to the average individual. For the modern narrative of the romantic
idealist artist to survive and to disseminate the ideas of liberation in contemporaneity, a consensus
on the necessity of that sensibility would be required. The illusion of consensus is precious to the
modernist because it validates the grand narrative that totalizes the vision of the socio-political
order that sustains them at the end of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first century,
and that is the most detrimental effect of modernism. Modernism finds it difficult to navigate the
realm of ‘language-play’ and its proliferative nature, and this is justifiable. However, the
persistence of the efforts to willfully ignore the circumstance of contemporary reality is a highly
idealistic, romantic, and ultimately, a bourgeoisie-controlled attempt to obliterate the perceived
otherness on the external and the perceived contradictions on the internal level, as well as the
tangible economic and socio-political issues, by creating a complex, yet narcissistic, ideology-
driven grand narrative that essentially only sustains itself and those who benefit from the notion
of universality and totality. Even more explicitly, it is a modern myth that maintains an illusion of
a traditional circumstance, publicized as socio-politically progressive and morally unifying
narrative. This sort of social reality structured by unsustainable, exclusive and excluding
discourses is what postmodernism strives to expose as the illusion of reality by explicating how
they shape reality and how reality itself is a human construct:

Whatever narratives or systems that once allowed us to think we could unproblematically
and universally define public agreement have now been questioned by the
acknowledgement of differences — in theory and in artistic practice. In its most extreme
formulation, the result is that consensus becomes the illusion of consensus, whether it be
defined in terms of minority (educated, sensitive, €litist) or mass (commercial, popular,

conventional) culture, for both are manifestations of late capitalist, bourgeois,
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informational, postindustrial society, a society in which social reality is structured by

discourses (in the plural) — or so postmodernism endeavors to teach. (Hutcheon 2004: 7)

The systems that Hutcheon discusses, the artificial consensus-generating institutions, groups or
collectives, are the main targets of the postmodern critical thought, and postmodern literature, both
in a direct and indirect manner, “from the media to the university, from museums to theaters”
(2004: 9). And these institutions are the formations of the very liberal humanist hypocrisy that, on
the one hand, sustains the capitalist agenda, and on the other, persists to control the socio-political
imperatives. The embittered criticism against, specifically, the academic circles, the liberal-
humanist modernists, the literary and critical circles, that refuse to accept that the tenets of their
ideology are no longer valid or productive, is not reactionary. It is the only restorative power for
the individual and the collective in contemporaneity, and it is there that we might find
emancipatory solutions. It is an anti-escapist approach to the modernist legacy, the economic,
social and political catastrophe of the second half of the twentieth century, stretching into the
beginning of the new millennia with its deceitful and insidious translation into the politics of
economy and war, the relativization of human life according to the criterion of one’s perception of
the desired uniformity, the duplicitous interpretation of the liberal humanist legacy of the western
world in contact with the consequences of its own inhumane, imperialist politics as has been seen
in the migrant crises, and, ultimately, its own inability to concede to the fact that the late capitalist
monster unleashed on the world under the guise of modernist enthusiasm cannot be subdued. The
postmodern critical thought strives to explicate precisely how these modernist discourses, interest-
driven liberal humanist visions of a unified society, spun out of control, and how easy, in fact, it
has been to create discourses that would construct and re-construct our experienced realities in
such a manner so as to suit the purpose, necessity and ambition of various groups’ or nations’
shareholders. Yet, postmodernism does not object to the idea of the possibility of consensus, nor
does it make any attempts at placing the marginalized as the new center around which consensus
should be achieved (Hutcheon 2004: 12), which is another point of criticism against it. The
postmodern interrogation into the validity of what has so far been considered universal, given,
traditional or natural, the entire liberal humanist setup, offers no alternative from the perspective

of the liminal or marginalized — there is no privilege to the role of the discourse producing subject,
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no designated authority®. Hutcheon says that “the questioning of the universal and totalizing in the
name of the local and particular does not automatically entail the end of all consensus™ (2004: 12),
but that, at the same time, the “complex networks of local and contingent conditions” dictate only

“positional” (2004: 12) certainty.

The Postmodern Bargaining

In Encyclopedia of Postmodernism, Taylor and Winquist deal with yet another distinction between
modernism and postmodernism pertaining to “the assumed [...] possibility of a last word and of
language as a closed system” (2001: 53) that postmodernism challenges at every available
occasion. They suggest that “the death of the author and the closure of the book refer to the end of
the presumption of totality and the belief in meaning as a closed and fixed system” (2001: 53), and
whereas Taylor and Winquist use the term ‘preferred’, one could be as free to say that the line of
thought reflected in Barthes’ phrase, ‘the death of the author’, establishes such grounds for the
‘indispensable’ postmodern pluralities to be underscored against the current of the universalities
and givens propagated by modernism. Modernist art and theory, as well as its critical practice in
service of the perpetuation of theory, comments on the supposed postmodern ethics as relativizing
in terms of their propensity for deconstructing the narrativized myths of the modernist tradition.
The defensiveness, however, reveals the vulnerability of modernist ideology, liberal humanism
and their perpetuating grand narratives. Contemporaneity is, Taylor and Winquist comment,
satiated by the traditional, and not solely because of its obsession with the binary oppositions that
the underlying myths and the subsequent narrativized discourses preserve, but also because of the
modernist reaction to what postmodern criticism directs at it (2001: 58). The disambiguation of
the modernist relationship to the other and the exposing of the artificiality of its constructs have
only brought to the foreground the messianic nature of the modernist myths that necessitate great-
lengths to make believable in contemporaneity. As mentioned earlier, postmodernism neither
denies the value of humanism, nor does it dispute its necessity, however, it strongly opposes the

certitude imposed by modernism about the nature of universals, naturals, and givens in their

8 The reluctance to grant discourse privilege to one elite, or another, but a minority in any case, might be one of the
reasons behind Eagleton’s reactionary categorizing of postmodernists as intellectually backward, and this additionally
exposes Eagleton’s, perhaps understandable, lack of faith in humanity on the whole since he finds plurality dangerous
and ‘catastrophic’.
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interpretation of liberal humanism, and specifically in the context of late capitalism and
contemporary neo-liberal capitalism. The grand narratives of modernism not only lose their
potency in terms of providing knowledge that unifies and solidifies the foundational tenets of
society by being unraveled due to their incongruity with the economic, political and social realities,
but they are additionally interrogated for their politico-rhetorical function upon the revelation of
their inherent inconsistencies. The latter may especially be accredited to the postmodern critical
thought and its disputation of the credulity of such pretentious certainty with which, particularly
contemporary modernism-inclined critics, insist on the sustainability of the visibly ineffective
master or meta-narratives (Hutcheon 2004: 6). Moreover, the difference in the conditions under
which modernism operated as a counteracting force to the economic and political discourses of

capitalism, cannot be equated to those in contemporaneity.

In “Late Capitalism,” The Bloomsbury Handbook of Literary and Cultural Theory (2018), Henry
Giroux notes that “[within] neoliberal ideology, an emphasis on competition in every sphere of
life promotes a winner-take-all ethos that finds its ultimate expression in the assertion that fairness
has no place in a society dominated by winners and losers” (269), which is further to suggest that
not only have the liberal humanist values proved to be provisional and conditional on the socio-
cultural basis, but also that such notions of unifying philosophy or ideology simply do not
correspond contemporary reality. Giroux further explains that “[neoliberalism] fosters the viewing
of pain and suffering as entertainment, warfare a permanent state of existence, and militarism as
the most powerful force shaping masculinity” (2018: 272), which is precisely the outcome of the
hypocrisy of the modalities in which liberal humanist values have come to be institutionalized and
integrated in the public discourse, yet in clear disagreement with reality, or at least for the great
majority globally, since liberal humanist values — modelled upon the utopian ideal of a universal
experience — do not even feign interest external to the source of this desired experience: bourgeois,
white, Western and male. In his article, Giroux goes on to recognize divorce between politics and
economy and ethics, respectively (2018: 272). “[The] ideological metrics of political zombies”
(Giroux 2018: 272), as this critic describes the present state of values, this “atomization” (Giroux
2018: 272), reveals “the crisis of memory, thinking, hope, and agency itself” (Giroux 2018: 275),
which is precisely why the postmodern critical approach — for once a manifestation of sobriety in

the face of what Jameson calls a “new and historically original dilemma” (1991: 412), but which
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is rather the demystified state of mankind, since ‘the moment’ of Derrida’s logos — presents a

necessity rather than a source of pessimism.

In “Answering the Question: What Is Postmodernism?” (1986), Jean-Francois Lyotard makes an
interesting claim that “a work can become modern only if it is first postmodern” (2011: 335). The
statement, contradictory as it may sound, maintains that postmodernism, as a philosophical task or
critical and literary paradigm, does not merely emerge from modernism, or represents “modernism
at its end,” but rather that postmodernism is what one could label modern, “in the nascent state,”
which is, in fact, “constant” (2011: 335). One need not agree with Lyotard’s position that
postmodernism is a counterintuitive predecessor of modernism, but there is a sensibleness behind
the rationale that recognizes the inquisitive propensity of the postmodern critical thought,
considered in a very general sense, seeking not to re-construct (modernism) against an idealized,
romantic image of liberal humanism, but de-construct the inherited traditions, philosophical and
political foundations, as well as the economic circumstances of contemporaneity, and doing so
while remaining persistently aware that there would never be any eternal or universal solutions to
the human condition, and that there would persist a need to reevaluate our narratives. Lyotard
supports this claim by arguing that “all that has been received, if only yesterday [...] must be
suspected” (2011: 335) — a claim that identifies a crucial divide between the modernist line of
thinking, or philosophical task, and that of the postmodern critical thought. The inversion that
creates the schism between the two diverging critical paths is reflected in the fact that
postmodernism does not pursue to validate the traditions it inherits from the past, but rather de-
constructs them in search of such answers that would provide the building blocks for constructing,
potentially, a new philosophy, a humanism corresponding contemporary reality — a humanism
whose outline need not be envisioned before the end of the interrogative process; whereas
modernism sees this task as nihilist, anti-humanist and destructive because it inevitably implies an
abandonment of such traditions that have artificially been kept alive — traditions that may well be
at the foundation of the Western culture and ethos in general, but undeniably constructs that have
been resuscitated so many times that they might just be braindead by this point. However, the
nostalgia of modernism unconsciously, and often consciously, disregards the economic and
political realities, and willingly refuses to appreciate their implications — in reality or for the future.
When Lyotard discusses how “capitalism inherently possesses the power to derealize familiar

objects, social roles, and institutions to such a degree that the so-called realistic representations
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can no longer evoke reality except as nostalgia or mockery” (2011: 331), he directly condemns the
liberal humanist rhetoric of “the Salons and the Académies,” the established hybrid-bourgeoisie,
pseudo-liberated and pseudo-liberal, the bourgeoisie of the late twentieth century whose “function
as purgation and to grant awards for good plastic and literary conduct under the cover of realism”
(2011: 331) can no longer sustain itself under the sway of neo-liberal capitalist economic politics.
If, at the end of the twentieth century, modern critical thought and literature, satiated with its own
rhetoric, arrives only at “an occasion for suffering rather than for satisfaction” (Lyotard 2011:
331), then the postmodern pragmatic nihilism (Nietzsche), destruction (Heidegger) and
deconstruction (Derrida) reveal signs of intellectual sensibleness and maturity refusing to remain
wedged between romanticizing the past and the solipsism that transpires from it. Artistic
experimentation, a modernist endeavor originally, takes the form of direct criticism against
“political academicism” and the “a priori criteria of the beautiful” (Lyotard 2011: 332), and this
is, according to Lyotard, the cause of such fervent and reactionary attacks on the postmodern
critical thought: “aesthetic judgement would only be required to decide whether such or such work
is in conformity with the established rules of the beautiful” (2011: 332), and even at the end of the
twentieth century, we still encounter strong academic, and political, Eurocentric in essence,
resistance of the elitist bourgeoisie against the reevaluation of the aesthetic, political and cultural
ideals rooted deeply in liberal humanism. And the aesthetics of postmodernism are profoundly
based on the metafictional nature of the exploration into the historical circumstance and their
manifestation in the present moment. This resistance, “the diverse invitations to suspend artistic
experimentation” (Lyotard 2011: 330), the opposition to the impulse to expose the artificiality of
the discursive reality, Lyotard notices, “is an identical call for order, a desire for unity, for identity,
for security, or popularity” (2011: 330). In his article, Lyotard, calls for the reintegration of artists
and writers “into the bosom of the community” (2011: 330), as opposed to ostracizing them for
deviating from the aesthetic, but ultimately political, norms of the supposed realism as modified

by the bourgeois modernist ideology.

Lyotard’s exposition of modern and postmodern poetics bases itself, fundamentally, in the politics

of its aesthetics, and modernism-wise, he explains that:

[...] modern aesthetics is an aesthetic of the sublime, though a nostalgic one. It allows the

unpresentable to be put forward only as the missing contents; but the form, because of its
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recognizable consistency, continues to offer to the reader or viewer matter for solace and
pleasure. Yet these sentiments do not constitute the real sublime sentiment, which is in an
intrinsic combination of pleasure and pain: the pleasure that reason should exceed all
presentation, the pain that imagination or sensibility should not be equal to the concept.
(2011: 337)

Postmodernism, on the other hand, “puts forward the unpresentable in the presentation itself”
(Lyotard 2011: 337), and seeks no “solace of good forms, the consensus of a taste which would
make it possible to share collectively the nostalgia for the unattainable” (Lyotard 2011: 337) purely
because the elitism and —centrism of modernism, as exposed by postmodernity, and postmodern
literature, cannot possibly operate under its own hypocritical guise of (liberal) humanism in
contemporaneity. As uncompromising and blunt as it may sound, the excessiveness of modernism
in terms of its aesthetic practice and its highbrow self-righteousness in terms of the discursive
privilege of the subject, and especially the object of art and politics, dissipates its philosophical
validity and political relevance under the weight of its own ideological legacy. Postmodernism,
according to Lyotard, and this view coincides with Derrida’s, but also Nietzsche’s, reflects not a
new aesthetic or methodology, for it certainly does not shy away from the modernist interrogative
paradigm; postmodernism, rather, reflects a substantial shift in the philosophical task of the artist
who can no longer “be judged according to a determining judgement, by applying familiar
categories to the text or to the work” (2011: 337). The postmodern artist, in his very work,
reevaluates the categories of the past, modernist or other, and works “without rules in order to
formulate the rules of what will have been done” (Lyotard 2011: 337) in order to articulate that
which is unpresentable in the presentation, and reappropriate its presence in contemporaneity
through examining the past, to evoke Derrida again. With regard to this, Lyotard explicates the
term ‘postmodern’ as, ideally, to be understood as “the paradox of the future (post) anterior
(modo)” (2011: 337);

We have paid a high enough price for the nostalgia of the whole and the one, for the
reconciliation of the concept and the sensible, and the transparent and the communicable
experience. Under the general demand for slackening and for appeasement, we can hear

the mutterings of the desire for a return of terror for the realization of the fantasy to seize
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reality. The answer is: let us wage a war on totality; let us be witnesses to the unpresentable;

let us activate the differences and save the honor of the name. (2011: 337)

Lyotard’s call to “wage a war on totality” and “be witnesses to the unpresentable” (2011: 337)
reflects a profound disbelief in the illusion of a genuine unity and totalization under liberal
humanist values in modernist literature, theory, philosophy, but also politics of the twentieth
century that operate in the same manner as modernist theory. Lyotard’s “war on totality” is a war
against the impression of tolerance, guised under the liberal humanist endeavor for economic,
political, cultural, philosophical, ideological and aesthetic uniformization. Much like Hutcheon
understands it, the postmodern mission, the process of problematization, need not “supply reality
but [...] invent allusions to the conceivable which cannot be presented” (Lyotard 2011: 337), and
it is an objective-less, process-oriented mission that “is not to be expected [...] [to] effect the last
reconciliation between language games [...] and that only the transcendental illusion [...] can hope

to totalize them into a real unity” (Lyotard 2011: 337).

In The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, originally published in 1979, Jean-
Frangois Lyotard explores the condition of knowledge in Western societies, “the most highly
developed societies” (1984: xxiii) — an unsurprising Eurocentric label — and uses the term
‘postmodern’, initially used by American theorists and critics, to describe “the state of our culture
following the transformations which, since the end of the nineteenth century, have altered the game
rules for science, literature, and the arts” (1984: xxiii). The quintessence of this author’s
investigation into the grand narratives of the West, the very weave of the Western logos, is the
investigation into the conflict between science and the narratives that it, inevitably, de-constructs.
What Fredric Jameson sees as the typically postmodern variety of theoretical discourses, a natural
outcome of the investigation into the nature of narratives, practices and theories present, a
manifestation of the inquisitive spirit of this, essentially, philosophical position, Lyotard
formulates by explaining that “science does not restrict itself to stating useful regularities and seeks
the truth,” forcing itself to also seek ways in which it would “legitimate the rules of its own game”
(1984: xxiii) the outcome of which is the perceived multiplicity of theoretical discourses. However,
using the term ‘postmodern’ or ‘postmodernism’ in a general manner to designate the multiplicity
of the evaluations and revisions the Western discourses undergo after the 1960s seems to be quite

unappreciative and even counterproductive in terms of the customary expectation that the
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postmodern-turn would produce a similar result when applied, say in science, philosophy,
literature, etc., which is certainly not the case. Lyotard notices this, and even if the phrasing that
“a discourse of legitimation with respect to its own status, a discourse called philosophy,” (1984:
xxiii) refers only to the manner in which scientific, technological and informational advances
predictably influenced every aspect of our existence, the human condition, it also refers to the
plasticity and the unrestricted nature of these changes. The legitimation of the discourses
mentioned here seems to manifest itself singularly in specific instances so that speaking about
postmodernism at the end of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first century requires a
cautious approach because, on the one hand, the very condition of ‘being postmodern’ is always
explained ex post facto. On the other hand, this broad phenomenon Lyotard primarily ascribes to
the rise of the scientific discourse, in its essence, produces such varied results that render it
impossible to interpret it in traditional ways. More precisely, our customary expectations imposed
by the modernist anticipation of a totalizing theory or objective, fail when faced with the
postmodern philosophical turn that fundamentally rejects the hypothesis that there could be such
a thing as universality or natural givens at the core of things, or a uniformity that could stretch its
unifying influence along a line of disciplines. Again, for Lyotard, it is the scientific leap that is at
the core of the postmodern, philosophical, departure®, for Derrida it is the deflation perceived in
the centralized and sequestered, but ultimately unstable discourse, for Barthes it is the realization
that the very process of discourse production operates within an already set value-system in which
‘play’ is only symbolic — the death of the author in the act of indirect communication; and for
Foucault, it is the inescapable economic, social and political interaction of discourses operating
within ideologically and philosophically interrelated networks of power in which all discourse
privilege is assigned with the view of perpetuating itself, interpellating manipulatively, the human

subject.

9 | use the word purposefully to further elaborate the argument proposed in this study that postmodernism is a project
of evaluation and revision rather than discontinuity and rejection, an enterprise that does not set its objectives prior to
allowing the process of inquiry to take place. Essentially, this position coincides with that of Derrida and Lyotard,
among others, in terms of understanding postmodernism as an enterprise that legitimates and systematizes the
discourses of contemporaneity, relieving them of the inherited ideological, philosophical or political burdens that
visibly strive for the demythologized totalization and uniformization of liberal-humanist, modernist, philosophy — a
project, granted, whose end-goal seems highly biased and unachievable, whose method remains unreliable and
unstable due to the nature of the philosophical proposition that they too must only be perceived as constructs and
therefore must eventually change; yet, a project whose process provides invaluable awareness of the reality of
contemporaneity, which is ultimately more appreciated than any illusion.

82



Lyotard’s perception of the Western society as drastically changing after the 1950s leads him to
associate the technological transformations, the “research and the transmission of acquired
learning” (1984: 4) that follow from it, with the epistemological turbulence of “the postmodern
age” (1984: 3). More precisely, Lyotard relates the transition from the postindustrial to postmodern
‘age’ to the specific kind of commodification of knowledge in which it “cannot survive unchanged
within this context of general transformation” (1984: 4), and this change is reflected in the event
of knowledge becoming highly “operational” (1984: 4), economy and progress driven, transmitted
to perpetuate its own new basis of performativity: “knowledge is and will be produced in order to
be sold, it is and will be consumed in order to be valorized in a new production: in both cases, the
goal is exchange” (1984: 4). This may potentially explain Lyotard’s opening lines of The
Postmodern Condition, the qualification of the setting of the object of his study being termed as
“the most highly developed societies” (1984: xxiii) — the technologically developed West. At the
time Lyotard writes this study, the late 1970s, he perceives science as the dominant language not
only of economy, but also politics, which in itself is not a discovery per se in terms of the
interrelatedness between the philosophical, ideological, and therefore political and cultural
evolution on the whole, and especially since the period of Enlightenment in which “a metanarrative
implying a philosophy of history is used to legitimate knowledge” (1984: xxiv). This legacy of
legitimizing knowledge on the bases of grand narratives as repositories of ultimate and universal
truths bring to question “the validity of the institutions governing the social bond” (Lyotard 1984
xxiv). Lyotard brilliantly explains the insidious nature of this method of legitimization — of
knowledge, institutions, ‘the social bond’, justice, etc. — in finding that “against all expectations, a
collectivity that takes narrative as its key form of competence has no need to remember its past,”
by which “the narratives’ reference may seem to belong to the past, but in reality it is always
contemporaneous with the act of recitation” (1984: 22) because the act of the reiteration of the
narrative in the present moment subtly bridges the gap between the moment of the reception of
this narrative truth, and the idea-turned-factual that this transmitted truth would persist in the future
with the same weight of universality and value. Furthermore, “a culture that gives precedence to
the narrative form doubtless has no more of a need for special procedures to authorize its narratives
than it has to remember its past” (Lyotard 1984: 22), and Lyotard elaborates this argument by
practically exposing the nature of authority as accumulated by grand narratives — authority that is,

essentially, assigned or ascribed to them by means of transmission itself, the very act of recounting
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them, “but also by listening to them and recounting themselves through them; in other words, by
putting them into ‘play’ in their institutions™ (1984: 22). Without the voluntary participation in the
‘play’ in which narratives are made alive in the act of (passive) reception and (active) production,
the self-recognition and realization in the process, the grand narrative would not hold any
authority. It is in this process that the narrative is legitimized, and its unifying and totalizing
functions in social setting achieved. “Narratives [...] determine criteria of competence and/or
illustrate how they are to be applied” (Lyotard 1984: 23), and their authority encompasses the
assigning of the roles of the privileged subject and object of the discourse, as Foucault would
explain it. The authoritative value of narratives and their legitimization, therefore, are not external
to them, but rather, their ‘truth’ is internal and emanating from their own internalized systems of
beliefs and values that become, at the same time, legitimizing values, with each cycle of
transmission, reception and reproduction, regulating the specific roles of the “narratee and diegesis
as well as the post of narrator” (Lyotard 1984: 22). The term Lyotard uses here, “diegesis” is
particularly interesting from the point of view of literary theory, conveniently reminiscent of
structuralist terminology, for it suggests that in grand narrative dissemination, the process of
interpellation virtually drags the addressee into the world of that narrative — a fictional world that
they become a part of, therefore legitimizing their own subsequent dissemination of the narrative,
by means of which they achieve the strengthening of the social bond, and the nature of the power
relations with the community they address, and in which they are being addressed in their specific,
assigned role. Grand narratives, “thus define what has the right to be said and done in the culture
in question, and since they are themselves a part of that culture, they are legitimated by the simple
fact that they do what they do” (Lyotard 1984: 23). Lyotard sees the core of the issue in the
institutional presence of grand narratives, their didactic dissemination as a matter of implied truth
consensus (1984: 24). Didactics, according to him, “ensures that this reproduction takes place”
(1984: 24), which is potentially why the call for discourse legitimization caused by the
commanding rise of the scientific discourse, the technological and informational age, could not
‘exterminate’ grand narratives as models of cognitive perception of our reality, but rather
defragment them. The narrative mode of thinking, undoubtedly, is a cognitive prerogative of the
human species. On the individual level, it solidifies the overall understanding of one’s embodied
experiences, and mentally and psychologically shapes behavior. On the social level, it not only

shapes the collective experience, but formulates the social performatives. The narrative experience
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of the world is inevitable and essential, on both levels. However, the phenomenon of grand
narratives, the concept of the implied consensus of truth as embodied by them, their fictional
nature, or rather, the artifice of grand narrative as a prescriptive collective cognitive experience,
all become problematic when the operative values and truth become strikingly contradictory to the
circumstance of reality — when the identification with the narrative requires blind faith and
voluntary ‘suspension of disbelief”. Unsurprisingly, Lyotard argues that even the scientific
narrative “finds it necessary to de-emphasize higher education” (1984: 31), much like, I argue in
this study, all grand narratives do. Lyotard associates this paradoxical phenomenon with the
existing corruption in the scientific community that ensures its desired progress by complacently
allowing for the politics of economy to define the mode in which this progress is achieved. The
truth-seeking purpose of the scientific discourse, in liberal capitalism, becomes restricted within
the framework of economic sustainability, profitability and interests, and therefore, there is no

purpose in knowledge that does not bring profit.

Lyotard contrasts the knowledge as structured by the scientific discourse to non-scientific
knowledge, and finds that “that the former’s existence is no more — and no less — necessary than
the latter’s” (1984: 26) — both belonging to the ‘language game’ in which both types of

‘knowledge’ are:

composed of sets of statements; the statements are ‘moves’ made by the players within the
framework of generally applicable rules; these rules are specific to each particular kind of
knowledge, and the ‘moves’ judged to be ‘good’ in one cannot be of the same type as those

judged ‘good’ in another, unless it happens that way by chance” (1984: 26).

On the formal and structural levels, Lyotard’s claim is a logical and a valid one — both kinds of
knowledge, understood as specific frameworks for structuring cognitive experience, allow for the
‘play’ or ‘game’ to run under certain conditions, and those are regulated by the nature of the
framework in such a manner that it would be “impossible to judge the existence or validity of
narrative knowledge on the basis of scientific knowledge and vice versa: the relevant criteria are
different” (1984: 26). The “modern proclivity to define the conditions of a discourse in a discourse
on those conditions” (Lyotard 1984: 30), is a practice that, according to Lyotard, has been operative

since “Renaissance Humanism and variously present in the Enlightenment, the Sturm und Drang,
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German idealist philosophy, and the historical school in France” (1984: 30), and not only does
postmodernism show no propensity to terminate the practice, but it has made it its instrument,
quite unoriginally, all things past considered. However, what is authentic about the postmodern
approach to narrative, is that even in the process of narrativization, the postmodern outcome resists
any totality, closure or self-assuredness of its process. If Lyotard’s claim that the “explicit appeal
to narrative in the problematic of knowledge is concomitant with the liberation of the bourgeois
classes from the traditional authorities” (1984: 30) is taken to be valid, and that the subsequent
attempts at narrativizing our experience of reality represent efforts to assign meaning to “the new
authorities” (1984: 30), the specific conditions of the reality that is no longer in accord with the
economic or socio-political reality of the early twentieth century, or the narratives operating
around the period, then postmodernism, and specifically postmodern literature and criticism,
grants authority to the individual rather than another sort of authority — be it past, present, or
visionary. Lyotard argues that, in postmodernity, legitimacy, unsurprisingly, takes the form of
consensus, as it has before, but that the consensus “combines with the new scientific attitude: the
name of the hero is the people, the sign of legitimacy is the people’s consensus, and their mode of
creating norms is deliberation” (1984: 30), echoing Foucault’s account of the scientific community
in which, instead of operating under the sway of the dogma, the discourse, ideally, evolves with
the plurality of input. However, the accumulation of knowledge, the prerequisite for socio-political
progress, as seen by Lyotard, leads only to technological progress because, driven by economy-
based politics, it perpetuates its own validity and purpose, and regulates the mode in which its
discourses are formulated — much in line with Foucault’s account of the manner in which dogmatic

social groups operate in “The Order of Things”.

If the criteria for the validation of scientific ‘narratives’ or discourses would be applied to what we
have known as grand narratives, few of these would sustain the test of reality (contemporary), or
their internal structure would collapse under the burden of ‘rational’ scientific proof. Lyotard very
tactfully finds the problem of legitimization inappropriate when applied to these two contrasting
frameworks of our capacity to make sense of the world around us, and legitimization, according
to him, becomes in itself “a heuristic driving force” (1984: 27) in the postmodern critical thought.
Lyotard potentially sees a problem with this postmodern, but primarily scientific project in that “it
leaves behind the metaphysical search for a first proof or a transcendental authority” (1984: 29), it

appropriates the conditions of truth and the authority to decide what these conditions are (1984:
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29); and that ultimately, since the scientific approach, too, is a language game, a platform with
designated rules, “there is no other proof that the rules are good than the consensus extended to
them by the experts” (Lyotard 1984: 29). The mere condition of practicality, the “heuristic driving
force” of the legitimization process inspired by the scientific discourse, simply does not meet the

condition of applicability to all kinds of human constructs:

It is not inconceivable that the recourse to narrative is inevitable, at least to the extent that
the language game of science desires its statements to be true but does not have the
resources to legitimate their truth on its own. If this is the case, it is necessary to admit an
irreducible need for history understood, as outlined above — not as a need to remember or
to project (a need for historicity, for accent), but on the contrary as a need to forget (a need
for metrum). (Lyotard 1984: 28)

What Lyotard notices at the onset of the technological and informational expansion that would
produce unseen economic, political and, inevitably, cultural global changes, is that “science will
maintain and no doubt strengthen its preeminence in the arsenal of productive capacities of the
nation-states” and that “this situation is one of the reasons leading to the conclusion that the gap
between developed and developing countries will grow ever wider in the future” (1984: 5). The
dissolution of knowledge as source of value-judgements that marks the end of the twentieth and
the beginning of the twenty-first century, the information-technology era, quite ironically even if
expectedly, may be traced to two major phenomena - the scientific and informational shift that
radically changes both the nature of knowledge production, transmission and acquisition, and the
subsequent abandonment of the grand-narratives that no longer possess the mysticism necessary
to compete with the existential realities and the pragmatic nature of the unique economic, social
and political reality. Knowledge, Lyotard says, “ceases to be an end in itself” and “loses its ‘use-
value’” (1984: 5), and albeit the fact that “scientific knowledge does not represent the totality of
knowledge” (1984: 7) its strategic production and dissemination, in the interest of liberal capitalist
economic politics, viciously, yet almost imperceptibly, render obsolete those forms of unscientific
knowledge Lyotard calls grand narratives for they neither provide useful insight into the reality of
contemporaneity, nor can they stand the test of scientific legitimization without suffering ‘the
earthquake’ of inevitable deconstruction that either completely annihilates them, or allows only

for certain fragments to continue to exist. In explaining the nature of narrative knowledge, Lyotard
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essentially highlights the potential problematics of the highly pragmatic contemporaneity that no
longer sees any possibility of organizing knowledge production, and transmission, except around

the economically, therefore, politically desired goals:

| do not mean to say that narrative knowledge can prevail over science, but its model is
related to ideas of internal equilibrium and conviviality next to which contemporary
scientific knowledge cuts a poor figure, especially if it is to undergo an exteriorization with
respect to the ‘knower’ and an alienation from its user even greater than has previously
been the case. The resulting demoralization of researchers and teachers is far from
negligible (1984: 7)

One could easily fall into the trap of romanticizing what Lyotard calls narrative knowledge, the
grand narratives, “ideas of internal equilibrium and conviviality next to which contemporary
scientific knowledge cuts a poor figure” (1984: 7), but that remains the legacy of liberal humanism
and modernism in general, a reactionary resistance to the realities of contemporaneity. The
perceived necessity, the idealistic obligation, and the compulsion to seek scientific, as well as
unscientific, models according to which the grand narratives of the West'® could recover their
potency and justify their presence in the socio-political constructs, against the backdrop of the
economic setting that, in all actuality, cannot yield satisfying results. For Lyotard, it is the
metadiscourse of narratives that has “an explicit appeal” (1984: xxiii) in certain cases, “such as the
dialectics of Spirit, the hermeneutics of meaning, the emancipation of the rational or working
subject, or the creation of wealth” (1984: xxiii), but the appeal falls short. The knowledge offered
by grand narratives — traditional narrative knowledge, as subjected to scientific legitimization,
becomes interpreted as the “obscurantism” of the “minorities” or “separatist movements” (Lyotard

1984: 30). The narratives that emerge in postmodernism serve the purpose of providing validity

10 This is not to suggest that other cultures have not or still do plunge into similar idealistic, yet ultimately destructive,
delusions of aggrandizing their own historical, cultural and ideological heritage. That would be an uninformed and
ridiculous claim. Quite the contrary, our ‘imaginary communities’ thrive, in the forms in which we know them,
potentially for this very reason, but the scope of this study restricts the author from dealing with the problematics of
the phenomenon in the capacity required to clear the potential for being misunderstood for singling out the Western
culture, its ethos, as having monopoly over this perceived entitlement. It might be unsurprising that the author of this
dissertation has become so engrossed with Canadian literature and culture, on the one hand, and its critics and theorists,
on the other, because there seems to endure, in this ‘Canadianness’, an awareness of the unrealistic nature of the grand-
narrative entitlement so forcefully retained elsewhere, if one could be allowed to generalize in this manner, for a
moment, without being academically stigmatized for it.
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for a certain kind of knowledge, and Lyotard sees “two routes, depending on whether it represents
the subject of the narrative as cognitive or practical, as a hero of knowledge or a hero of liberty”
(1984: 31), and neither can be adequately represented in a narrative because the very nature of the
process of legitimization would imply a constant reevaluation of the narrative produced. Moreover,
as Lyotard suggests, the demand for legitimation entices the process of delegitimation, and vice-

Versa.

The “crisis’ of scientific knowledge, signs of which have been accumulating since the end
of the nineteenth century, is not born of a chance proliferation of sciences, itself an effect
of progress in technology and the expansion of capitalism. It represents, rather, an internal

erosion of the legitimacy principle of knowledge. (1984: 39)

The already discussed principle of knowledge as the guiding force behind the scientific turn, the
postmodern scientific discourse proliferation and the desire to legitimize the scientific language
game and transfer the ‘rules’ to other discourses as well, is sourced in the powerful link between
economy and politics, or rather the economic interests as reflected in politics. On the one hand,
“the grand narrative has lost its credibility, regardless of what mode of unification it uses,
regardless of whether it is a speculative narrative or a narrative of emancipation” (Lyotard 1984:
37), and Lyotard explains it as the outcome of the failure of certain socio-political and ideological
alternatives to capitalism that have disastrously failed in the twentieth century, but also as the effect
of “the blossoming of techniques and technologies since the Second World War” (1984: 37) — the
shift to the practical and pragmatic, the supposedly utilitarian economics and politics, that find the
scientific discourse a more suitable framework for its social performatives. However, the problem
of legitimation pervades the scientific discourse as much as it does others, and the deconstruction

qui arrive!! spares nothing in its way:

A science that has not legitimated itself is not a true science; if the discourse that was meant
to legitimate it seems to belong to a prescientific form of knowledge, like a ‘vulgar’
narrative, it is demoted to the lowest rank, that of an ideology or instrument of power. And
this always happens if the rules of the science game that discourse denounces as empirical
are applied to science itself. (Lyotard 1984: 39)

11 Derrida, deconstruction as “ce qui arrive” (in Royle 2003: 25).
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Lyotard observes a tendency to short-circuit the problem of this obscure, “prescientific” or
“vulgar” knowledge by substituting grand narratives by the so-called “language games” (1984:
10), a different mode of discourse in which the rules of the “game” are a matter of contract
“between players (which is not to say that the players invent the rules)” (1984: 10), in which the
game is only valid if the rules are respected and abided by; and in which “every utterance should
be thought of as a ‘move’ in a game” (1984: 10). Essentially, a discourse understood in this manner,
when legitimized by means of formulating the rules of the game — be it terminology, ideology, or
other — acquires a narrative of validity, and by extension, the validity of the game in question, as
well as all the moves by all the players, become validated in the same manner grand narratives
validate or vindicate specific experiences. The postmodern scientific discourse should, according
to its own implied philosophical task, remain an open discourse — a discourse that does not
privilege a speaking subject — rather than become narrativized or narratively validated, which
would imply a different kind of relationship within the community. However, the commaodification
of knowledge, the undermining of higher education, the economic emphasis on practicality and
the pragmatic politics managing the dynamics of knowledge production, transmission,
reproduction, and ultimately value, render the scientific discourse and its propensity for
legitimation vulnerable to grand narratives. Therefore, the necessity for unscientific knowledge
persists, regardless of the dissipation of grand narratives, for “nobody speaks all of those
languages” (Lyotard 1984: 41), the various languages of contemporary discourses — the

postmodern multiplicity:

they have no universal metalanguage, the project of the system-subject is a failure, the goal
of emancipation has nothing to do with science, we are all stuck in the positivism of this
or that discipline of learning, the learned scholars have turned into scientists, the
diminished tasks of research have become compartmentalized and no one can master them
all. (Lyotard 1984: 41)

There is a sense that the postmodern condition, and potentially even more so the ‘contemporary
condition” emulates a new sort of dissociation of sensibility — one that is grounded in (information)
technology, in which the technological “’reality’ is what provides the evidence used as proof in
scientific argumentation, and also provides prescriptions and promises of a juridical, ethical, and

political nature with results” (Lyotard 1984: 47), and this “decision-making authority” (Lyotard
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1984: 47) it acquires by providing concrete results in terms of technological advancement, and by
extension, the image of overall progress, only reinforces itself by multiplying its game-rules, its

language-game, onto the surrounding discourses, and onto all the aspects of our existence.

Commenting on the likelihood in the change of the paradigm in the emancipatory narrative of
education, Lyotard argues that “the partial replacement of teachers by machines may seem
inadequate or even intolerable” (1984: 51), however, there is certainty that the nature of the
emancipatory myth has drastically changed. If knowledge is commodified — assessed in terms of
its economic value, then the motivation for acquiring knowledge necessarily changes the paradigm
of the narrative of education, and of emancipation. In the multiplicity of language games, the
compartmentalization of work, the narrative of the hero of knowledge becomes either a privilege
of the financially established elite, or an impossibility. The narrative of the hero of liberty remains
in the field of fiction — modern fiction, to be more precise, because it is this grand narrative that
postmodernism seems to be the most critical of. Lyotard defines postmodernism as an “incredulity
toward metanarratives” (1984: xxiv), incredulity that “is now such that we no longer expect
salvation to rise from these inconsistencies, as did Marx™ (1984: xxiv), the incredulity that is rooted
in the technological “operativity criterion” (1984: xxv), but also a form of dissention (Lyotard
1984: xxv) that “refines our sensitivity to differences and reinforces our ability to tolerate the
incommensurable” (1984: xxv) without reverting to grand narratives of the past, the philosophy or
ideology that has no substance or even potential to validate the contemporary condition. It is “the
little narrative [petit récit]” that “remains the quintessential form of imaginative invention”
(Lyotard 1984: 60), even if those stand for pagan strategies that merely provide a notion of fluidity
of contemporariness rather than a totalizing explanation of the human experience. According to
Taylor and Winquist in Encyclopedia of Postmodernism, “little narratives emphasize dissension
within a discursive horizon of consensus that is never reached,” and they belong to the realm of
language games whose “moves call into question the efficacy of grand narratives or scientific
paradigms and allow complexity to emerge” (2001: 231), even if the complexity itself remains

unsolvable.

The modernist treatment of little narratives would suggest a certain regression in terms of
fragmentation, and granted, postmodernism does not shy away from admitting its own tendency

and responsibility for creating negative trends. In Encyclopedia of Postmodernism, Taylor and
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Winquist notice that the postmodern propensity for combining and embracing differences does not
“always result in strategic mobility” but rather that the general acceptance and encouraging of
diversity results also in such fragmentation that promotes “minoritarian politics” which are
ultimately rendered politically ineffective (2001: 231), which is Eagleton’s concern as well, as
discussed. The two authors discuss the issue on the example of the disintegration of the feminist
movement and its subdivision that ultimately brought forward postfeminism — a myriad of sub-
movements within a larger framework, operating seemingly under the theoretical basis of the
feminist discourse (Taylor & Winquist 2001: 231). Taylor and Winquist brilliantly explain this
fragmentation by emphasizing the fact that postmodernism works both using and within the

modernist paradigm:

The political ambiguity of little narratives is further aggravated when we consider how
easily they can be interpreted as plausible late capitalist strategies: Small capital investors,
part-time career parents, corporate telecommuters represent highly successful little

narratives in the context of capitalism. (2001: 231)

This “political ambiguity of little narratives,” then, seems to be incredibly compatible with the
modernist paradigm since it evolved in late capitalism, and it additionally points to the extent of
hypocrisy of the modernist insistence on grand narratives, or rather, its great ability to assimilate,
merge or adapt little narratives into master narratives. Or, that is, until such saturation of grand
narratives occurred that the illusion of the possibility of a totalizing narrative imploded on itself.
Modernism’s impulse to universalize and totalize stands in opposition to the postmodern insistence
on specificity and particularity that is the result of its insistence on the process of investigation — a
scrutiny that unpretentiously claims its right to scrutinize, but not necessarily to provide a
narrative, a broader framework, within which the results of the investigation would fit. Moreover,
postmodern investigation often yields insight into that which is unclassifiable in the grand
narratives, but still present or persisting in contemporaneity, be it patriarchy, modernism,
capitalism or liberal-humanism. And as Bertrand Russel notices, postmodern art “asserts and then
deliberately undermines such principles as value, order, meaning, control and identity that have
been the basic premises of bourgeois liberalism” (in Hutcheon 2004: 13) in order to expose the
fictionality of the idea that there could be such timeless or universal concepts as proposed by

modernism, both in terms of ideological or other structures. In A Poetics of Postmodernism,
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Hutcheon notices that the postmodern interrogation brings into question the value of the asserted
truth, but does not automatically deny it. As even such truths that still hold in contemporaneity are
recognized as human constructs, postmodernism investigates their relations with other present
“social, aesthetic, philosophical, and ideological constructs” (Hutcheon 2004: 13), and in such a
manner that recognizes the inevitability of the existence of a certain ideological basis that is
implicit in the interrogation itself. It is for this reason that postmodernism is a highly self-reflexive
practice, even if such an approach requires provisionality in terms of assessment, the outcome of

analysis and, ultimately, even in terms of its purpose in the wider network of present discourses.

As a practice, postmodernism is one of negotiation. In Hutcheon’s words, it is ““an ongoing cultural
process or activity [...] a “poetics,” an open, ever-changing theoretical structure by which to order
both our cultural knowledge and our critical procedures,” and not “in the structuralist sense of the
word” (2004: 14), but rather as an endeavor that pursues to establish a dynamic dialog between
the established and emerging discourses in society, and this implies interpreting both literary and
non-literary production, in this case, as “a matter of reading literature through its surrounding
theoretical discourses” (2004: 14), as opposed to regarding them as contingent upon theory or
dependent on other discourses, theoretical or other, preceding their production. Any cultural
production is intertextual in varying degrees, and the degree to which it portends to exert
dominance pertaining to universality and totality, must be brought into question. Contrary to Terry
Eagleton’s insistence on the reactionary nature precisely because of this presumably aimless self-
reflexive propensity of postmodern inquiry, Hutcheon notes that the poetics, or rather the
problematics of postmodernism, “must deal with both [art and theory] and can theorize only on
the basis of all the forms of postmodern discourse available to it” (2004: 19). In this manner, the
postmodern critical practice, as opposed to modernist, recognizes the socio-political implications
of its involvement in the meaning-generating processes, and accepts the responsibility for the

constructs it produces, as well as their inherent provisionality and context-bound validity:

Within such a ‘postmodernist’ ideology, all a poetics of postmodernism would do would
be selfconsciously to enact the metalinguistic contradiction of being inside and outside,
complicitous and distanced, inscribing and contesting its own provisional formulations.
Such an enterprise would obviously not yield any universal truths but, then again, that

would not be what it sought to do. To move from the desire and expectation of sure and
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single meaning to a recognition of the value of differences and even contradictions might
be a tentative first step to accepting responsibility for both art and theory as signifying
processes. In other words, maybe we could begin to study the implications of both our
making and our making sense of our culture. (Hutcheon 2004: 21)

The idea resounding in Jacques Derrida’s works, perhaps especially in Of Grammatology, that
ultimately, the process of deconstruction should represent an instinctive effort to take
responsibility for the presence of the inherited traditions and discourses, and an effort to assess
them for their viability in the present moment, and reappropriate our contemporaneity by the act,
echoes in Hutcheon’s claim that the implied, conditional ideology of postmodernism constitutes a
self-conscious effort to explore “the metalinguistic contradiction of being inside and outside,” but
also to abandon the idea that deconstruction could “yield any universal truths”. This line of thought
exposes the strong philosophical divide between the modern and postmodern paradigm. To be
precise, in “Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences,” Derrida puts
forward the idea that there are two diverging paths to interpretation of interpretation, the two modes
of thinking that have already been discussed in the chapter dealing with the philosophical,
ideological and political legacy of the 1960s'? - the second of which being philosophically
descriptive of the postmodern approach. What is implied by Derrida’s formulation is that the
process of deconstruction is by no means an innovation, but a mode of automatic or instinctive
interrogation. However, this interrogation, in terms of the modern philosophical and ideological
foundations, seeks to interpret the discourse, literary or non-literary, the inherited symbolic order
and authority, as source of universality, truth and justification for its own philosophical and
ideological propositions. On the other hand, the postmodern paradigm, essentially, method-wise,
very similar to the modernist, seeks no universality or validation for the liberal humanist paradigm.
Derrida’s second mode of interpretation of interpretation stands for an effort that strives to simply
deconstruct the logos, potentially in hope of there remaining such traces of inheritance that could
sustain themselves in contemporaneity as emancipatory, but ultimately, without the goal of finding
the romantic universal origin of man, or the idealistic universal order of society. The differences
that Hutcheon notices, much like the traces and the marginal that Derrida discusses in Of

Grammatology, have always been present — in discourse, in literature, in theory and practice — but

12°You know nothing, Jon Snow — The Late 1960s
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their presence is no longer neutralized, exoticized or romanticized in postmodernism. The
“implications of both our making and our making sense of our culture” (Hutcheon 2004: 21) reflect
the double-edged character of the postmodern interrogation. According to Hutcheon in A Poetics
of Postmodernism, there is a tendency in the modernist tradition to think of culture in terms of
either “unifactory” or “contradictionist” (2004: 21), which is essentially a Marxist categorization,
but also reflexive of the legacy of structuralist thinking and modernist insistence on truth value
authority that inevitably engages in the process of othering, consciously or unconsciously. “The
visible paradoxes of the postmodern,” Hutcheon notices, “do not mask any hidden unity which
analysis can reveal” (2004: 21) because the postmodern task is not to validate the logos within
which it operates, but rather to explore it from both an internal vantage point, in a highly conscious
(and conscientious) manner, and from an external vantage point which recognizes all the
marginality created by the logos, by the inherited traditions, be they modern or other. What seems
to be the cause of some of the most reactionary criticism towards postmodernism is its fundamental

indifference towards the authority of truth nurtured by modernism.

Postmodern art, according to Hutcheon, “seems to be marked paradoxically by both history and
an internalized, self-reflexive investigation of the nature, the limits, and the possibilities of the
discourse of art” (2004: 22), and, of course, as this critic treats the genre of postmodern
historiographic metafiction specifically, it can be discussed whether this applies to other genres or
forms of postmodern art in the same range and to the same extent. The emphasis Hutcheon places
on the process, as the main interest of postmodern inquiry, explicates the use of such devices as
irony and parody because of the focus on the postmodern relation to the past as well. And this is
perceived in contemporary literature even when its topicality seemingly fails to resonate with the
concerns of the past. In contemporary literature, the “parodic relation to the art of the past”
(Hutcheon 2004: 22) is reflected in the exploration of the discourses of the past, or the established
discourses of contemporaneity that an individual can only ironically resonate with. Hutcheon

describes parody as:

[that] seemingly introverted formalism — that paradoxically brings about a direct
confrontation with the problem of the relation of the aesthetic to a world of significance
external to itself, to a discursive world of socially defined meaning systems (past and

present)—in other words, to the political and the historical. (2004: 22)
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This would mean that postmodern literature, and art in the case of Hutcheon’s study, explores the
relation between its own, contemporary aesthetics, and the external discourses and meaning
systems. The ironic and the parodic are then introduced to examine the relation of the political and
the historical, both in the discourses of the past and the discourses of the present moment. With
the emphasis on the process itself rather than criticism with a particular objective, postmodern
practice aims to confront the discursive systems with their own manifestations. The result of such
an investigation that does not necessarily pretend to provide a decided position on the solution to
the discrepancies or incongruities of the interacting discourses, must be presented in the form that
considers the subjective nature of individual experiences and interactions with socio-political
discourses in culture, and this is both what points to the essence of postmodern aesthetics, and
explains the postmodern insistence on the impossibility of a totalizing system — of significance,
meaning or values, translated in the discourses of contemporaneity. Furthermore, Hutcheon

defines postmodernism as:

a fundamentally contradictory enterprise: its art forms (and its theory) at once use and
abuse, install and then destabilize convention in parodic ways, self-consciously pointing
both to their own inherent paradoxes and provisionally and, of course, to their critical or
ironic re-reading of the art of the past. In implicitly contesting in this way such concepts as
aesthetic originality and textual closure, postmodernist art offers a new model for mapping
the borderland between art and the world, a model that works from a position within both
and yet not totally within either, a model that is profoundly implicated in, yet still capable
of criticizing, that which it seeks to describe. (2004: 23)

The label of postmodernism being “fundamentally contradictory” arises from the fact that
postmodern literature, much like the postmodern critical theory, uses the paradigms of modernism
and its instruments to expose their own falsities, limitations and inadequacies; that it uses
modernist instruments, sometimes excessively experimenting with the purpose of exploring
discourse limits and the nature of conventions; and that philosophically and ideologically,
postmodernism does not necessarily negate modernist and liberal humanist ideas, but rather strives
to invalidate and counteract the prevalent belief that these are universal and natural, which is not
an act of rejection in itself. Moreover, the typically postmodern attitude towards the modernist line

of thinking does not strive to annul history or the socio-political legacies of modernism for such
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an endeavor would invalidate the entirety of human production. Rather, postmodernism, in most,
if not all its manifestations, objects to the idea that any constructs of the past, including the
modernist enterprise, deserve their place in contemporaneity due to their supposed philosophical,
ideological, economic, political or other prerogative. Postmodernism puts the modernist enterprise
to test by “destabilizing convention” and considering the outcomes and consequences in the
aftermath. The sensitivity invited by the ironic interrogation of the discourses and narratives of the
past, or those established as the socio-political or cultural norm, is precisely what postmodernism
desires to neutralize, and, at the same time, this sensitivity is at the root of the modernist bitter
criticism against the postmodern critical thought. Any parodic or ironic reference, therefore,
Hutcheon notes discussing postmodern architecture, reopens a dialogue with the past in such a
manner that foregrounds the necessity for political reconsideration (2004: 23) because the
postmodern theoretical discourse wants to reconstruct the public discourse that is highly aware of
the modernist self-righteousness, the fragility of its aesthetic and political values against
contemporaneity, and ultimately “its attendant political self-marginalization” (2004: 23). It is the
ideological core of not only modernist, but any discourses and narratives, that suffers under the
magnifying glass of the postmodern critical thought, and the “self-marginalization” Hutcheon
mentions directly relates to the modernist tendency to presuppose authority, in contrast to the
postmodern tendency to challenge it automatically. By extension, this is not to say that
postmodernism is somehow inherently more political than modernism, or at all for that matter. In
fact, as previously mentioned, the problematics of postmodernism, as well as the “incredulity
towards grand narratives” and the propensity for “little narratives” (Lyotard), both often diminish
its political potential. In Hutcheon’s words, postmodernism is a “contradiction and a move toward
antitotalization” (2004: 42), and the ‘contradiction’ that the critical circles insist on associating
with postmodernism remains merely a rationalization for the phenomenon, and the difficulty of
envisioning an approach that involves simultaneous self-reflexiveness and self-disambiguation of
the postmodern discourses. The “ironic ambiguities” (Hutcheon 2004: 43) often forcibly
reconciled in modernist literature, or unsatisfactorily raised to the level of abstraction only to be
placed under a totalizing ideological or philosophical umbrella, are contested in postmodern
representation by the very recognition that their existence cannot be vindicated by a plausible
totalizing discursive reality. Hutcheon argues that both modernism and postmodernism retain their

own contradictions, but that postmodernism treats these contradictions as a confirmation of the co-
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existence of multiple systems and orders without attempting to impose a unifying system that
would create the illusion of some sort of socio-political, cultural, ideological or philosophical
consensus (2004: 43), in spite of the supposed postmodern and contemporary consensus of “the
people” operating under the platform of scientific progress (Lyotard). These contradictions are
rather truth conditions, and the postmodern treats them as inevitable and necessary, yet provisional,
transient and changeable “human constructs in history” (Hutcheon 2004: 43) — not only should the
provisional nature of these construct and their implied truth conditions be openly explored, but
such a practice does not necessarily negate the truth value attached to these conditions in the past.

Fredric Jameson emphasizes on the idea that the impossibility of the referent and history as the
ultimate objects is unnegotiable in postmodernism (in Hutcheon 2004: 24). That is, Jameson insists
that all referents and historical artifacts represent human constructs and are as such unsustainable
as stable points of reference or universal, and even natural, value. Hutcheon notes that this
“deliberate refusal to do so is not a naive one: what postmodernism does is to contest the very
possibility of our ever being able to know the “ultimate objects” of the past” (2004: 24), and, by
extension, any basis for social, political, historical, or other ‘reality’ of the past is merely discursive
and therefore unreliable. With regard to art, Hutcheon notes that the postmodern theoretical
discourse explicates how “when it is used as the referent of art, and so the only “genuine
historicity” [it] becomes that which would openly acknowledge its own discursive, contingent
identity” (2004: 24). Postmodern, and contemporary literature, not only forefronts the discursive
contexts that have prompted the production of the precedent cultural and other artifacts, but
examines them against the discursive practices of contemporaneity, in the framework of
intertextuality. The overload of information, the speed of transmission, the facility of reproduction
and the scope of its production in the twenty-first century explains the phenomenon the almost in-
built and intrinsic intertextuality in contemporary narratives. Hutcheon argues Jameson’s position
that postmodern art disregards, “brackets or effaces” history and states that history “is incorporated
and modified, given new and different life and meaning” (2004: 24), and in terms of postmodern
historiographic metafiction this insight holds. However, not all postmodern literature deals
specifically with historical incidents by exploring them as discursive constructs and placing them
in new contexts in order to deconstruct their socio-political, cultural, ideological, philosophical
background or other. What is so peculiar about the postmodern interrogation, and especially

contemporary postmodern literature, is its tendency to implicate the discursive remnants of the
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past in the discursive reality of the present moment, and this juxtaposition or contrast need not
have an explicit (discursive) referent in the past. The present is highly saturated with the discursive
presence of the past, and necessitates not a regurgitating of these discourses or narratives so as to
validate their original creation or persistence, but rather to remove their obsolete form and
potentially salvage their humanist or emancipatory potential. The postmodern critical thought does
not reject the context of the discursive constructs, but investigates the paradigms of their origins
and operative values in the present coextensively with the interrogation of the contemporary
economic, political, social and cultural context — an unfathomable complexity that no longer sees
the value in explaining the tangled knots in its weave via a totalizing philosophical or ideological

key.

Postmodernism, Postmodernism and Canadian Postmodernism

Taylor and Winquist, in Encyclopedia of Postmodernism, date the postmodern critical thought to
the 1960s, as “a neo-Nietzschean variant of the practice of contesting the authority of forms of
knowledge derived from Enlightenment philosophy” (2001: 302), and associate it, in addition to
Nietzsche’s widely misunderstood philosophical concept — nihilism, to Foucault’s view of the
power relations in Western society as exercised by the institutionally enforced discourses. Taylor
and Winquist, much like the philosophers and critics discussed previously, relate this to the
problematics of knowledge and language itself, so that the postmodern critical thought, according
to them seeks to “delegitimize these institutional orders of knowledge by exposing the contingent
nature of their authority and the oppressive power relations inscribed within them” (2001: 302).
Jean Baudrillard, however, in his treatment of the conditions of knowledge, and the conditions of
knowing, goes beyond the pre-postmodern®® philosophical disillusionment, and observes reality

itself as a complex network of discourses, which so powerfully exert their symbolic influence, that

13 Even if the term coined here adds to the terminological confusion, as explained by Lyotard, what is implied by pre-
postmodern pertains to the philosophical paradigms that disambiguate the ambitions of the Enlightenment ideological
and philosophical core: Nietzsche’s concept of nihilism as the ultimate understanding that the philosophical and
ideological paradigms established by the Western tradition not only require substantial revision, but that there is an
imminent sense that epistemologically these have never been, nor will be sustainable in the future. With Heidegger,
Nietzsche, Freud, and the subsequent accumulation of epistemological uncertainty, the ‘pre-postmodern’ here refers
also to Lyotard’s understanding that the postmodern is modern in its ‘nascent’ state, only released from the illusion of
an epistemological certainty as provided by modernism-appropriated narratives of liberation, freedom and
imagination. Perhaps the heuristic label, counterintuitively, should have been termed ‘pre-modernism’.
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reality becomes a simulation of itself. More precisely, the discursive reality, as perceived by
Baudrillard, is one of “serial signs... immanent in their repetition” and “who could say what the
reality is that these signs simulate” (2011: 340). In “The Orders of Simulacra,” first published in
1983 as a chapter in his seminal study Simulations, Baudrillard explores the discursive reality of
contemporaneity “in its entirety — political, social, historical and economic — that from now on
incorporates the simulatory dimension of hyperrealism” (2011: 338), a proposition that implies an
inversion of sorts between the perceived reality, on the one hand, and the nature of the subject and
object of art, on the other. For Baudrillard, the essence of the postmodern experience of reality,
and it might easily be speculated contemporary as well, is an ““esthetic’ hallucination of reality”
(2011: 338), a hallucination of the constructed idea of what the embodied experience of reality

should resemble:

The old slogan ‘truth is stranger than fiction’, that still corresponded to the surrealist phase
of this estheticization of life, is obsolete. There is no more fiction that life could possibly
confront, even victoriously — radical disenchantment, the cool and cybernetic phase
following the hot stage of fantasy. (2011: 338)

The proliferation of discourses as operating within the paradigm of legitimation, the explosion of
information technology providing an illusion of information free-flow and producing an
impression of the discourse-producing ‘laisse-faire’ principle at work, all amount to the destruction
of what Baudrillard terms “the surrealist phase of this estheticization of life” (2011: 338) in which
“truth is stranger than fiction” (2011: 338). Truth, a construct of relative and context-bound value,
as explicated by the interrogation into the discursive nature of the epistemological ‘certainties’
inherited from the Enlightenment philosophy, now becomes malleable and plastic, as contexts
replicate and multiply uncontrollably. The distinction between reality, supposedly founded on
existential and epistemological certainties, and art, as ‘grounded’ in the imaginative capacity,
becomes vague or ceases to exist, “and so art is everywhere, since artifice is at the very heart of
reality” (Baudrillard 2011: 340) — all of reality is discursive amounting even to an embodied

discursive experience!, and “so art is dead, not only because its critical transcendence is gone, but

14 The concept elaborated in The Matrix (1999), a science fiction feature, written and directed, by the Wachowskis, in
which humans physically exist in a dystopian reality governed by artificial intelligence that exploits their bodies for
bio-energy while keeping them in a trance-like state, captivated in a mental and psychological virtual simulation
providing a sense of normalcy and ordinariness. The controversial metaphor has been criticized by Baudrillard who
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because reality itself, entirely impregnated by an esthetic which is inseparable from its own
structure, has been confused with its own image” (Baudrillard 2011: 340). Reality is satiated with
artificiality to such an extent that it no longer assumes its own authenticity, nor does it “even
surpass fiction” (Baudrillard 2011: 340). According to Baudrillard, the transcendental function of
criticism, the “pleasure” in “discovering the ‘natural’ in what was artificial and counterfeit” (2011:
339), becomes inadequate “when the real and the imaginary are confused in the same operational
totality” (2011: 339) since artistic production no longer represents a space for the examination of
reality, or the discovery of the ‘true nature’ of reality, because it is made merely “esthetic” (2011:
339) emulating the fictional nature of reality. Reality, as “contaminated by its simulacrum”
(Baudrillard 2011: 339), fails to show its ‘true’ or real image since it is entirely composed of the
discursively constructed ‘truths’ — it is hyperreal, and the direction of the emulative aspirations of
realism, that art should reflect reality, fails, which is incidentally the reason why modernist
philosophy ultimately fails to retain its operative value in contemporaneity. If reality is a
simulacrum of itself, as proposed by Baudrillard, then the relationship between this hyperrealist
reality and art (fiction) exposes a two-directional channel for symbolic interaction. At the core of
the problematics, Baudrillard finds in the simulation of reality, “the metalinguistic illusion” that
“duplicates and completes the referential illusion” (2011: 339). It is the consensus on the supposed
metalinguistic stability that enables for the very phenomenon of the hyperreal, for the simulation,
to exist, and for the simulacra to proliferate. Linda Hutcheon, in A Poetics of Postmodernism,
suggests that “the postmodern still operates [...] in the realm of representation, not of simulation,
even if it constantly questions the rules of that realm” (2004: 230). However, it could be argued
that the postmodern operates in the realm of representation precisely because it incessantly
questions the rules of the realm of representation — the validity of the philosophical, ideological
and other basis, as well as the metalinguistic stability of its own medium of this endeavor. In

addition to that, postmodern literature not only interrogates the referent-world (reality), but also

refused cooperation with the Wachowskis due to their supposed misapprehension of the conceptual nature of
Simulations. In his article “A French Philosopher Talks Back to Hollywood and The Matrix” (2002), Brent Staples,
The New York Times author for the Editorial Observer column online, relates the words of the late French philosopher
as an unexpected parodic twist in the e-mail correspondence interview as Baudrillard supposedly stated that “no movie
could ever do justice to the themes of this book,” which suggests that Staples himself might not have read the
philosopher’s study Simulacra and Simulation, or otherwise he would not have asked the question in the first place.
Staples, Brent. “A French Philosopher Talks Back to Hollywood and The Matrix.” The New York Times Online:
Opinion, 24 May 2002, https://www.nytimes.com/2002/05/24/opinion/editorial-observer-a-french-philosopher-talks-
back-to-hollywood-and-the-matrix.html. Accessed 29 May 2020.
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the nature of its representation of the fictional. Baudrillard claims that “all closed systems protect
themselves at the same time from the referential — as well as from all metalanguage that the system
forestalls in playing at its own metalanguage” (2011: 339), whereby a duplication is produced in
which the critique of the system is the duplication, another projection, of the metalanguage itself
(2011: 339), and this too is recognized by the postmodern critical thought in its effort to sustain
itself in the critical mode, rather than didactic, among other, even if this makes little difference in
the system of knowledge production, replication and dissemination, at least according to
Baudrillard. The self-reflexive motivation behind this study, at this point, requires an appreciation
for the persisting modernist romantic idealism since the consideration of Baudrillard’s pessimistic
and rather alarming idea of the inescapable simulation only suggests that any criticism, even
postmodern criticism; any art or literature, even the postmodern kind — only describe an endless
replication of the metalanguage under which it operates in the simulation, which can be understood
both as daunting, unavoidable and inescapable regardless of all the experimentation, and
ultimately, ‘pathetic’ (Baudrillard 2011).

In The Hlusions of Postmodernism, published in 1997, Terry Eagleton highlights the “rejection of
the so-called metanarratives” as the “definitive of postmodern philosophy” (2011: 341), though it
is unclear whether this discussion, on postmodern philosophy, postmodernism in literature and
postmodernity in general as a phenomenon, is executed from the same theoretical angle, or whether
there is a certain hybridized Marxist-modernist eclecticism in his criticism. The framework behind
Eagleton’s thought here is based on the idea that the postmodernist is either “enthused by a
particular metanarrative, such as the story of technological progress or the march of Mind” (2011:
341), or fervently dedicated to maintaining “a plurality of tales” (2011: 341). Granted, at the core
of the postmodern critical thought, one might discover the metanarrative of the scientific
legitimation and incredulity of the degree in which as a phenomenon it becomes a metanarrative
of suspicion (as Lyotard explains it); or the metanarrative of de(con)struction (Derrida), or anti-
authoritarian criticism (Foucault), etc., all of which anti-totalize our philosophical understanding
of the experience of the discursive reality. The difference between the two diverging, yet equally
negative trends among the postmodernists, as Eagleton specifically sees them — both of which dare
to assume that the privileged role of the discourse-producing subject is open and — and the kind of
postmodernist that Eagleton can suffer to discuss, is that the latter, “the more intelligent

postmodernist recognizes” (2011: 341) that there actually might be ““a plurality of metanarratives”
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(2011: 341). This prominent critic basically re-discovers modernism for the benefit and
emancipation of the unintelligent postmodernist, but granted, Eagleton does not go so far as
illustrate his claim by, potentially, listing the existing religious, ideological or other narratives and
emphasizing on the idea that these indeed persist, coexist, successfully because multitudes firmly
‘believe’ in them, and that all of these are equally relevant, especially in the tolerant, liberal and
humanist contemporary society. That sort of illustration would be highly condescending, and
Eagleton shows great concert not to generalize, at this point, and place all postmodernists in the
same basket. In fact, Eagleton’s subdued criticism of the postmodern thinker focuses on the value

of metanarratives, or grand narratives, and he highlights that:

grands reécits are significant for two reasons: first, because they are the cause today as in
the past of a good deal of misery which needs to be put to rights, and secondly because if
we do not do so they shall go on demanding enormous investments of energy and hence
distract us from the pleasures of talking about something more interesting for a change.
(2011: 341)

Both Eagleton’s qualitative hierarchizing of postmodernists into more and less intelligent ones,
and this profoundly hypocritical proposition that postmodernists reject grand narratives with the
aim of erasing them thereby erasing the consequences of their being embedded in our cultures and
our discourses, testify to how important a role the academic circles have played in the
dissemination of the sinister hypocrisy of liberal humanism. The privilege to authoritatively
qualify, as Eagleton does, also testifies to the lack of accountability, conscientiousness and
responsibility on the part of the bourgeois academics who bring abstraction to perfection and self-
validate their social, political and economic position by tacitly maintaining the state of social,
political and economic political injustice they so fervently stand against. Eagleton’s reaction to the
reevaluation of the grands récits of the Western culture is not triggered by the postmodern rejection
of their significance, but by the outcome of the interrogation of their validity and justifiability,
especially in contemporaneity. The “good deal of misery which needs to be put to rights” (2011:
341), as caused by the festering contextual value of the grand narratives, is never overlooked by
the postmodern critic, nor is there a call to abandon the inquiry into how such phenomena ever
persisted to the extent of holding contemporaneity hostage. In 2020, it would be interesting to learn

how Eagleton interprets the massive shootings against second-generation immigrants in Germany,
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almost a century after the Second World War — attacks operating under the self-same classist,
racist, homophobic, xenophobic, colonial, imperialist, white-European tradition, if not ideology —
one of the most persistent and powerful network of interacting grand narratives. If there ever has
been a concern that postmodern philosophy, literature or criticism would go so far as to distract us
from the historical, political, philosophical or ideological burdens of the past, the concern should
have been abandoned by now, at least due to the fact that postmodern literature and criticism have
been so acutely aware of its historicity, that it has become saturated by its own ‘archeological’
undertaking. However, Eagleton’s resentment must be understandable at this point, considering
the “enormous investments of energy” (2011: 341) spent on attempting to vindicate the grand
narratives that form the philosophical, political, cultural, but also traditional, bases of the West, of
the academia, of the myth of the humanist, the modernist, the philanthropist, the hero of liberation,
etc. Especially considering the potential of the ultimate failure of this endeavor, much like that of
feminism, according to Eagleton, that “has made few major contributions to Marxist thought”
(2011: 342), though, of course, Eagleton generously absolves feminism of that ‘fault’. Without
dwelling on the underlying idea that feminism should have somehow contributed to Marxism
specifically due to its inherent superiority against the vast background of other totalizing
ideologies, and without intending to pretentiously question the criteria Eagleton uses in classifying,
and rather carefully and conveniently, certain narratives ‘grand’ in terms of “providing the matrix
within which so many, but not all, of our practices take shape” (2011: 342). Somehow, Eagleton
manages to turn into a postmodern thinker while arguing against postmodernism. If one naively,
without any sense of history, assumes that it is possible to restrict grand narratives to a certain kind
of space, time or occasion, then one is talking about provisory rituals, and not the powerful
discursive entities that penetrate into the different aspects of communal life and create the
discursive reality that replicates the values embodied by these grand narratives. Postmodernism,
says Eagleton, “wedded as it is to the particular, would be reluctant to accept that there are
propositions which are true of all times and places, yet which are not simply vacuous and trivial”
(2011: 342), which is, again, an out-of-context and generalizing claim — a convenient one at that,
implying godlessness, anarchy, destructiveness, an anti-traditionalist attitude, a blatant disregard
for the past, a militant, cult-like force threatening to destroy all that is supposedly humanist in
Western culture. The postmodern turn, its critical thought and literature, it can be concluded, may

be equated with a home-grown terrorist cult whose sole purpose is to wreak havoc on the Western
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order — an unjustifiable pest that prevents us from “[recovering] something of our naive
astonishment at what we have taken for granted” (Eagleton 2011: 342). Of course, what Eagleton
seems to willfully disregard is that it is the process of defamiliarization of these grand narratives,
and not necessarily only of the West, that is at the core of the postmodern problematics.
Commenting on the supposed premeditation of postmodernism to destroy everything modern,

Eagleton says:

Postmodernism is in general allergic to any such trampling on the particular, and this
ferocious abstraction trampled on it with a vengeance. It was also one of the greatest
emancipatory ideas of world history, one which postmodernism has come so much to take
for granted that it can apparently only identify it by its blindspots. [...] It is an improvement
not least because middle-class society could now be challenged by those it suppressed
according to its own logic, caught out in a performative contradiction between what it said
and what it did. (2011: 343)

Postmodernism indeed seems “allergic to any [...] trampling on the particular” (Eagleton 2011:
343), but the question that poses itself, especially at the beginning of the twenty-first century, is
why it has developed such an aversion to the totalizing grand narratives and myths, or why
contemporaneity chooses, in the first place, to investigate the manifestations of these as
institutionalized. Another question that necessarily raises itself would be why trampling on the
particular persists as important for the maintaining of order and the illusion of unity, but also, how
it is possible that the liberal humanist project still perceives class, race, gender, sexual orientation,
religion, etc., as the particulars that require a unification under the patronage of the inherited grand
narratives. Could it be that it is simply impossible in contemporaneity to envision a universality
that goes beyond these traditional differences, or could it be that the traditions of the past seem to
operate in the system of exclusion to which postmodernism reacts in undesirable ways?
Postmodernism, anti-elitist and anti-universalist (Eagleton 2011: 343), exhibits “a certain tension
between its political and philosophical values” (Eagleton 2011: 343) that, according to Eagleton,
result in the “short-circuiting [of] universality and returning to a sense of pre-modern
particularism” (2011: 343) — an uncontrollable anarchist program that disturbs not only the
relations of socio-economic privilege, but also the traditional hierarchy (2011: 343). This is not

the emergence of a system supporting multiplicity or pluralism for Eagleton, but a problem of
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“how a difference without hierarchy is not to collapse into pure indifference, so becoming a kind
of inverted mirror-image of the universalism it repudiates” (2011: 343). If postmodernism
entertained the idea of a structure at the philosophical or ideological core, Eagleton’s criticism
would potentially be less zealous, but postmodernism does no such thing, and the postmodern
critical thought’s insistence on the awareness of the ideological substance of the discourse, the
artifice of economic, social and political constructs, as well as the inherited legacies of the past —
be they sustainable and beneficial in contemporaneity or not — its lack of a specific, unitary,
narrativized vision offer no generosity of hope of order or progress as abstracted by modernity and

its persistent proponents.

With regard to Eagleton’s insinuation that postmodernism may potentially slide into pure
indifference and anarchy, in A Poetics of Postmodernism, Linda Hutcheon comments on Fredric
Jameson’s claim that postmodernism is “too involved in the economic system of late capitalism,
too institutionalized,” and, perhaps more importantly, unable to share the fervor of “modernism’s
repudiation of the Victorian bourgeoisie” (in Hutcheon 2004: 50), and Hutcheon notices the
resistance in Jameson’s claim — a claim that strongly resonates with Eagleton’s attitude towards
postmodernism in whatever form he understands or discusses it — against a philosophical
standpoint that recognizes “its own inescapable ideological implication in precisely the
contemporary situation of late capitalism” (2004: 50). Here, Hutcheon further contrasts the
interrogative paradigm of the postmodern critical thought, its philosophical task, against modernist
philosophy by underscoring that:

[...] this same modernism has also been accused of cultural élitism and hermeticism,
political conservatism, alienating theories of the autonomy of art, and a search for
transcendent, ahistorical dimensions of human experience (Russell 1981, 8). It would not
be difficult to figure out what postmodernism challenges and what attempts at change it
offers in the stead of such a list: cultural democratizing of high/low art distinctions and a
new didacticism, potentially radical political questioning, contextualizing theories of the
discursive complexity of art, and a contesting of all ahistorical and totalizing visions.
(2004: 50)
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Along with the, hopefully by-now evident, implicit elitism in Eagleton’s interpretation of the
postmodern critical paradigm, Hutcheon’s arguments straightforwardly contest the modernist
impulse (for the most part) that art should remain in the domain of traditional privilege — the
domain of the obedient political and academic aestheticism as reflected by the investment in the
exclusionary totalizing visions which have, undoubtedly, produced a methodology, but not
necessarily a clear ethic or moral, humanist as proposed, vision in the domain of cultural, social or
political progress. Hutcheon’s explanation to why postmodernism produces such diversity of
responses supports the claim that postmodern literature, but especially criticism, does not
inherently strive to annihilate the structures of the past, but rather to produce such “forms of
aesthetic practice and theory [that] both install and subvert prevailing norms — artistic and
ideological” (2004: 222), which poses an issue in such instances where the dogmatic nature of
established norms is put under scrutiny. And, as mentioned in the discussion on postmodern
poetics in general, Hutcheon sees the essence of postmodern poetics precisely in its potential, both
in terms of theory and practice — art, to “recognize their implication in that which they contest: the
ideological as well as aesthetic underpinnings of the cultural dominants of today — both liberal
humanism and capitalist mass culture” (2004: 222), without falling into the trap of granting
privilege to either — theory or practice — which would render one, or the other, “either autonomous
or parasitic” (2004: 53). It is the awareness of the potential entrapment in the privileging of theory
over practice, as is the case in contemporary modern thought, or practice over theory, that serves
as the cautionary framework for the postmodern ““didactic and selfconsciously theoretical nature”
(2004: 53). In contrast to this, perhaps, unintentional, legacy of modernism, postmodernism brings
into focus the necessity for continuity and co-extensiveness between theory and practice, and
according to Hutcheon, insists that “we should learn to theorize from the site of practice” (2004:
226), rather than the other way round. This echoes the sensibility and the issue at the heart of
Lyotard’s call to war and the rejection of the bourgeois institutionalized and politicized aesthetics
that merely serve to perpetuate their own validity in an elitist subculture of the economically and
politically privileged in his already discussed article “Answering the Question: What is

Postmodernism?”’ (1986).

In the Introduction to The Canadian Postmodern, first published in 1988, Linda Hutcheon
discusses the prevalent poetics in the sixties and seventies, and the emergence of the postmodern

novel, and fiction in general, with a typically Canadian “cultural form” even if it retains a
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“seemingly provocative label” (2012: 1). The provocative label that qualifies what Hutcheon
attempts to carefully disambiguate, perhaps even vindicate, but certainly more precisely define,

are the qualities of the postmodern:

[art] forms that are fundamentally self-reflexive [...] art that is self-consciously art (or
artifice), literature that is openly aware of the fact that it is written and read as part of a
particular culture, having as much to do with the literary past as with the social present.
(Hutcheon 2012: 1)

Hutcheon sees this self-consciousness of postmodern fiction as reflected in the use of parody and
irony, and her insight extends to genres and forms outside of historiographic metafiction. However,
Hutcheon also notices a very important similarity between modern and postmodern fiction that
testifies to the continuity of poetics, and a similarity that enables us to, at the same time, better
contrast modern and postmodern fiction. The divergence in the use of modernist methods,

Hutcheon notices, is that:

[in] the postmodern this self-consciousness of art as art is paradoxically made the means
to new engagement with the social and the historical world, and that this is done in such a
way as to challenge (though not destroy) our traditional humanist beliefs about the function
of art in society. (Hutcheon 2012: 2)

It is this particular insight that, in a way, legitimizes the recent attempts by the academic circles to
endorse such manifests of a contemporary poetics that testify to the supposed revival of modernist
poetics, if consensus on what that entails precisely could be reached. These contemporary
manifests, becoming prominent in the first decade of the twenty-first century, propose a theoretical
paradigm that is based on neo-liberal humanism, and neo-modernism, so to speak. Among others,
metamodernism invites attention due to the effort to challenge the very foundations of the
supposed postmodern philosophy and ideology as reflected in art, mostly architecture, but also
literature since the scope of the theoretical discussion appears to be general. More specifically, the
metamodern theoretical narrative (and the use of the term ‘narrative’ as opposed to discourse here
is deliberate), places modern and postmodern theory and practice, respectively, as binary
opposites, revitalizing the discourse of contemporary modernists that postmodernism is,

essentially, anti-humanist, devoid of vision, decentered and fragmented, and that its manifestation

108



through art represents nothing more than derivative pastiche aimed at destroying the liberal
humanist, traditional, values and legacies of post-war Europe and America. This sort of narrative
also indirectly shifts the apparently necessary blame of the failure of the liberal humanist political
and social struggles of the sixties and seventies in the twentieth century on the postmodern practice,
and its theoretical discourse. Metamodernism, therefore, attempts to be continuous with
modernism, and yet, ironically, it rejects the essentially modern methods and instruments of
interrogation, such as irony and parody, and endeavors to selectively reinstate the idealism of
modernism largely abandoned in contemporaneity, which is why it will be discussed separately,

though briefly, in the section that follows.

Both in A Poetics of Postmodernism and The Canadian Postmodern, Hutcheon draws the line of
distinction between American postmodernism, and the very specific cultural form of
postmodernism in Canada. On a more general level, these distinctions, specifically when reflected
in the multitude of unsatisfactory definitions of postmodernism, expose both the plasticity of the
modernist interrogation instruments as adopted by the postmodern critical thought, and the cultural
variations of the poetics of what is commonly referred to as postmodernism. What is generally
considered to characterize American postmodernism, “the extreme non-representational textual
play and self-reference of ‘surfiction’” (Hutcheon 2012: 2), still echoes continuity with late
modernism in its aesthetics and its propensity for imagination (Hutcheon 2012: 2), whereas such
aesthetics cannot be ascribed to Canadian postmodern fiction at the end of the twentieth nor the
beginning of the twenty-first century, or at least not as a common or defining quality.
Postmodernism, Hutcheon says, “is more paradoxical and problematic,” and “it both sets up and
subverts the powers and conventions of art” (2012: 2), but does this from the position that
acknowledges the power relations, the discourses within which the interrogation is performed, and
subsequently explores their validity. This approach has been perceived as unoriginal by the critics
as it relies on intertextuality, irony and parody, and, more explicitly, the subversive invocation of
the existing narratives and discourses. By extension, this interrogation exposes the autonomy of
modernist imagination, but, ironically, confirms the extent to which its power and the power of art
take hold on existential realities. | comment on this double-edge of postmodern criticism as ironic
because it both exposes the limitations of modernist imagination as centered in liberal humanism,
reluctant to acknowledge its hypocrisy and unsustainability, especially in contemporaneity, and

demonstrates the power of imagination, art and narrative-production in uncovering the artificial
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nature of the modern constructs. If early Canadian postmodern fiction was not influenced strongly
by the typically American experimentation with form and the ideological dimensions of
metafiction, Hutcheon argues that it is due to the Canadian writers’ being “unencumbered by the
‘ideological baggage’ of American novelists” (2012: 2). The Canadian ‘baggage’, according to
Hutcheon, directed writers towards the questions and issues of their colonial past, the lack of
history as the basis on which American writers could operate, and, ultimately, the questions of
national and (multi)cultural identity (2012: 3). However, this does not render Canadian
postmodern fiction or criticism any less commanding in terms of examining the dominant cultural
discourses from the “marginal or ‘ex-centric’ position with regard to the central or dominant
culture, because the paradox of underlining and undermining cultural ‘universals’ (of revealing
their grounding in the ‘particular’) implicitly challenges any notions of centrality in (and
centralization of) culture” (Hutcheon 2012: 3). Hutcheon, therefore, proposes that “perhaps the
postmodern ex-centric is very much a part of the identity of [the Canadian] nation” (2012: 3). The
ex-centric, marginal or de-centered position of the Canadian writer, or artist, unburdened by the
heavy weight of strongly established historical narratives tightly woven into the political, social
and cultural discourses, allows for a more profuse postmodern interrogation, and a less triggering
one, potentially. This is to say, the Canadian effort to establish its own authentic post-colonial
narratives and discourses complements the mode of postmodern interrogation, or it might be vice-
versa. In establishing its own national and cultural identity, both against the imperial, British
influence and colonial history, and the American political and cultural pressures, but also against
its own uncertainties, Canadian postmodern fiction and critical thought resort to interrogating
history from a position that is removed from the center or source, and remain ungrounded in the
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process. Marshall McLuhan’s humorous remark that Canada is “a ‘border line case’” (in Hutcheon
2012: 3) serves Hutcheon to support the argument that the postmodern approach to its identity and
culture comes from the absence of any geographical center (due to the vastness of the Canadian
landscape), as well as the ethnic variety of its demographics — “the multicultural mosaic” (2012:
3). If postmodern inquiry implies an examination of history and myths on which social realities
are built, Canadian postmodernism differs from the American and European version in that it
spontaneously and unaffectedly assumes the ex-centric position within the multitude of discourses
in which it operates, and the de-centered position from the narratives perpetuated by those

discourses. I use the word ‘spontaneously’ because it describes the Canadian unbiasedness to the

110



narratives of the past, and resonates with the typically Canadian impulse to investigate the nature
of their experience of culture, national and individual identity. By extension, | use the word as
reminiscent of Derrida’s own take on deconstruction as an instinctive, even unprompted, yet
impulsive (almost biological) reaction to the (narrative) discourse one may be exposed to. On the
other hand, there is an implied assumption that the Canadian experience of their social and cultural
reality must be wide-ranging, heterogeneous and diverse, and this is why | use the word
‘unaffected’. There is a tacit understanding corresponding the postmodern philosophical approach
to the narratives and discourses of the past that resonates with the postmodern proposition that
there are no universal, natural or given social, political or other values, and that the narratives and
discourses of the past remain in the present as constructs with value limited to the economic,
political and social moment. In other words, there is a level of objectivity or distance in Canadian
postmodern fiction and criticism, which is one of the reasons why Linda Hutcheon’s extensive
theoretical work is chosen here as the framework for the theoretical discussion on postmodernism,
and the analysis of the selection of the contemporary Canadian short story. Other reasons may

revolve around the personal, unpretentious, agreement with this critic’s reasoning.

Metamodernism: | Love the Way You Lie

The discussion on modernism might seem belated at this point considering the extensive review
of relevant literature attempting to reach agreement on what postmodern poetics encompasses, and
even more so considering that postmodernism is often defined in contrast to modernist poetics.
What the discussions in the previous chapters strive to illustrate is the specificity of the differences
in the modern and postmodern poetics, and particularly in their philosophical impulse, but also the
continuity between the two, after all, heuristic labels of a continuous and co-extensive phenomena.
Furthermore, the brief glance into metamodernism®® in this chapter, as a contemporary trend or

even a possible emerging poetics, serves to additionally clarify the precise points of overlap and

15 Metamodernism as theorized by Timotheus Vermeulen and Robin van den Akker, without extensive reflection on
the prior, however infrequent, mentions of the term by critics and theorists in the fields of philosophy, literature, art
in general or aesthetics, for the attitude here is that contemporary discussions on metamodernism, or similar trends —
trends supposedly diverging from postmodern poetics — often do not emerge from the point of consensus on what
postmodern poetics encompasses, and therefore require a substantial revision, which is not the focus of this study.
“Notes on metamodernism” is taken to exemplify that very disagreement, illustrate the obvious complexity of
postmodern poetics, as well as testify to its plasticity.
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departure between modern and postmodern poetics, and parenthetically highlights the problematic
nature of the discussions on modernism and postmodernism (modernity and postmodernity) in
terms of terminology, and the philosophical and ideological understanding of the two by the critical
academic circles. Again, the word ‘departure’ here is intentional and serves to emphasize that
postmodern poetics does not imply a straightforward break from the poetics of modernism, but
rather a progression into a circumstance-defined critical and creative form. The brief discussion
into the character of metamodernism here is guided by the premise that the introduction of a new
terminology does not necessarily constitute, effectively describe or explain a poetics, but also that
the argument that we might be witnessing a shift in the poetic paradigm requires consideration.
This consideration need not be guided by the idea that the critical discourse needs some sort of
updating, as might be concluded on the account of all the attempts at introducing new terminology.
However, an exploration into the différance that the circumstances of contemporaneity project
onto what we may generally agree to be the postmodern paradigm, thereby modifying it, proves
useful not only for the frivolous goal of enriching the critical discourse with topicality and ensuring
that the academic circles would not be forced to regurgitate or recycle topics, but rather in
uncovering the connections between our circumstantial and discursive reality as expressed in art,

but by extension politics as well.

As a unique poetics, modernism is only circumstantially discussed in this dissertation, and the
reasons though manifold, essentially may be summed up in there being too vast a review of
literature that, though in varying degrees, still reaches agreement in what modern poetics
encompasses; and in the idea that modern poetics will be dealt with extensively enough in the
section dealing with (post)ymodern methods, and humor, since irony and parody, as postmodern
literature employs them, and as the postmodern critical thought understands them, are neither a
postmodern innovation, nor a specific product of postmodernism and postmodernity. In terms of
their use in postmodern literature specifically, an authenticity may be recognized, but one that does
not deny the evident continuity with the modern use, or the earlier source of these methods. At the
heart of this approach is the premise that the postmodern use of irony and parody stems directly
from the experimental breakthroughs of modern literature, but that the authenticity of the
postmodern, as well as contemporary use, show a sensibility that reveals a shift in the philosophical
task. In the chapter on “Postmodernism” in The Bloomsbury Handbook of Literary and Cultural

Theory, Jeffrey Nealon classifies modernism as “[signifying] an international aesthetic movement
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that began to take hold in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in Europe and America
and ended sometime after the Second World War” (2018: 152), as “a reaction to the European
romanticism” (2018: 152), emphasizing form rather than the romantic feeling of its processor
poetics, loosely speaking and in heuristic terms. According to Nealon, the essence of modernism
is not located in its “[abandoning] the subjective feeling of romanticism or the narrative heft of
Victorianism,” but in the recognition of the condition of “the subject or self in a modern work

[which] is troubled, psychologically and physically” (2018: 153).

In Modernist Fiction: An Introduction (1992), Randall Stevenson discusses modernist fiction, “at
its height in novels published in the 1920s by James Joyce, Virginia Woolf and D. H. Lawrence”,
as a poetics “defined on the grounds of its rejection of techniques and conventions apparently
inappropriate or ‘too clumsy’ for new interests at the time (1992: 1). In the selection of modernist
authors and works he discusses in Modernist Fiction, Stevenson sees “an urge to ‘keep moving’”
(1992: 4), but not as a defining characteristic of modernism against predecessor poetics because
“neither its urge for novelty nor its commitment to change are new to literature” (1992: 4).
Modernism’s originality, according to Stevenson, can be identified as a new kind of “’psychology’
- or heightened concern with individual, subjective consciousness” (1992: 1) in literature, visible
even in the fiction of such authors as Henry James (1992: 2), but also the ‘heightened concern’ for
the far-reaching economic, social and scientific changes at the very beginning of the twentieth
century that resulted in an inquiry into the nature of the experience, and specifically, the artistic
experience as the reality sense-making medium. Stevenson illustrates this movement as one from
the genre of autobiography, “a gradual change from the Bildungsroman” (1992: 158), “towards
the Kunstlerroman,” which “is also a move towards self-examination: portraits of artists are most
often self-portraits” (1992: 164). Stevenson recognizes the significant economic and political
changes at the beginning of the twentieth century as the direct cause or source of the “shift of
values and interests, and of the increasing centrality of art in fiction generally” (1992: 158). This
shift, therefore, starts from the interrogation of reality, but extends to the very particular
exploration of the transcendental realm of art and fiction, and produces, “a final extension of
modernist self-consciousness about art, representation and language: it is also, as such, an
antecedent for a self-referential, self-conscious writing” (Stevenson 1992: 195). From this vantage
point, modernist exploration of the liminal and marginal, formal and traditional, and the

philosophical basis of art, and art’s relation to life — the artist — presents “a critical construct”
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(Stevenson 1992: 8), but for Stevenson, “it was never a movement fostered through participants’
contacts or collective agreement about aims, goals, ideas or styles” (1992: 8), and the “recognition,
some years after writers completed the works involved, of substantial similarities, even a collective
identity, in the initiatives they took and the styles and concerns which they made a priority” (1992:
8) constitutes the poetics of modernism as it is understood by contemporaneity. In discussing
postmodern poetics, or its problematics, one recognizes a similar propensity for the retroactive
labeling of artists and critics, particularly in the second half of the twentieth century, as postmodern
in terms of their seemingly controversial problematizing of the socially constructed notions of
truth, knowledge and language; and the contemporary artists and critics as reactionary, nihilist and
apathetic, though there is no general consensus on either of the labels, which is, ironically, in the
spirit of the supposed postmodern ‘liberality’. Stevenson comments how “at least until the early
twentieth century, ‘modernism’ was most often used to designate fashionable, newfangled ideas,
the sort of innovation that betrayed the more solid values of tradition” (1992: 3), implying that
what is endemic in modernism is the attitude to explore the viability of tradition against
contemporaneity, the limits of the artistic experience as transcendental, and ironically, these
remain paramount for postmodern poetics as well, and serve as the drive behind the criticism
against the postmodern critical thought in contrast to the modernist. Stevenson, in fact, singles out
the suspicion towards tradition “rather than innovation” as the impetus behind the “dismissive
criticism” (1992: 3) against modernism at the beginning of the twentieth century, and the same is
true in the relation between postmodernism and modernism, even if the latter sought to reexamine
the traditions it perceived as ineffective or obsolete in a society facing manifold pervasive changes,
“the general, radical reshaping of styles and structures [...] a result of the need to find new and
subtler strategies to contain new, radical challenges in the life of the early twentieth century”
(1992: 163). Following this line of thought, if modernist artists, in their often solipsist, attempts to
re-appropriate the incomprehensible contemporaneity by projecting socio-economic and political
truths in and to the realm of art, effectively, even if unintentionally, managed to expose the nature
of the episteme and the framework of the traditional, the conventional and the envisioned — the
desirable, the postmodern artist:

radically extends such uncertainty, often assuming reality - if it exists at all - to be quite

unknowable, or inaccessible through a language grown detached from it. Postmodernism
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investigates instead what worlds can be projected or constructed by language and text
themselves. (Stevenson 1992: 196)

Furthermore, Stevenson sees the postmodern practice as “only the most direct illustration of ways
modernism has affected later writing” (1992: 198). The modernist experiment, or the inevitable
insight into the extent of artifice of both reality and art, from this viewpoint, inescapably produces
a philosophical paradigm, one amended by the postmodern movement — if one could dare to label
it that in retrospect — that essentially explores the limits of the already hyperreal experience, and
the indistinguishable experience of art, imagination, fiction. The postmodern experience lives the
conflict of the enigmatic nature of fictionality as exposed in the informational, institutional and

discursive reality of contemporaneity.

In “Notes on metamodernism” (2010), Vermeulen and van den Akker discuss and attempt to more
precisely define the concept of metamodernism — a vaguely defined concept present in literary,
philosophical, aesthetic and critical theory at the turn of the century, and a concept that essentially
tries to provide the critical and philosophical basis for the critical discourse, as well as art, in
contemporaneity. It is quite unsurprising too that along with the term ‘metamodernism’, there
appear many other terms, such as post-postmodern, post-contemporary, hypermodern, digimodern
etc., which might be explained by the postmodern propensity to create discourse — to legitimate
them by means of ascription, naming or other. In the article, the authors define metamodernism as
an “emerging structure of feeling” (Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010: 2) appearing at the very
end of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first century as the outcome of the ‘death’ of
postmodernism, the overload with the supposed postmodern apathy and play-for-play’s-sake. The
concept under discussion, the new ‘modernism’ “is characterized by the oscillation between a
typically modern commitment and a markedly postmodern detachment” (Vermeulen & van den
Akker 2010: 2), and its philosophical task is “situated epistemologically with (post) modernism,
ontologically between (post) modernism, and historically beyond (post) modernism” (Vermeulen
& van den Akker 2010: 2). The implication is that metamodernism, or the emerging metamodern
poetics — “the structure of feeling” — resonates with the postmodern epistemological uncertainty in
its suspicion towards the existing structures of knowing, yet returns to the modernist potential of
a knowable reality, and of tradition that need not be rejected; and, finally, a poetics and an

aesthetics that see a continuity with history, in spite of the tacit understanding that history is a

115



human construct. The metamodern sensibility desires, or even works towards, a renewed sense of
tradition, and such a sense implies the acceptance of the artifice of history, but a willing
commitment to it for lack of an alternative. According to these authors, “new generations of artists
increasingly abandon the aesthetic precepts of deconstruction, parataxis, and pastiche in favor of
aesth-ethical notions of reconstruction, myth, and metaxis” (Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010:
2). It is unclear whether Vermeulen and van den Akker here refer to the deconstructionist
movement, or to Derrida’s deconstruction as a philosophical approach — or a discursive practice
even, as discussed in one of the previous chapters, but what is clear is that there is, again, a lack
of consensus on what postmodern poetics (or problematics) encompasses, and that there is absence
of agreement on what the postmodern paradigm inherently rejects — this “aesth-ethical” dimension
as implied above, for example. The tendencies that Vermeulen and van den Akker notice in art
and architecture “express a (often guarded) hopefulness and (at times feigned) sincerity that hint
at another structure of feeling, intimating another discourse” (2010: 2), which leads them to notice
a historical movement that goes “rapidly beyond its all too hastily proclaimed end” (2010: 2). The
inference here is that postmodernism, in architecture, or in general since their considerations seem
to be wide-ranging, rejects historicity or the continuity of history (Hegelian or Kantian®), which
has extensively been discussed in the previous chapters as an inaccurate, even uninformed and
reactionary, imputation to postmodernism. The authors quote Linda Hutcheon’s call to define and
potentially re-name the “heuristic label” of contemporary trends in the Epilogue of the 2002
Routledge edition to The Politics of Postmodernity (1989), saying:

The postmodern moment has passed, even if its discursive strategies and its ideological
critique continue to live on — as do those of modernism — in our contemporary twenty-first-
century world. Literary historical categories like modernism and postmodernism are, after
all, only heuristic labels that we create in our attempts to chart cultural changes and

continuities. Post-postmodernism needs a new label of its own, and | conclude, therefore,

16 For the purpose of narrowing the theoretical framework for this study to the relevant discourses on the postmodern
critical thought, and specifically literary theory and criticism, | refrain from the discussion that would necessarily
venture into the philosophical discourses on the nature of truth and knowledge (Heidegger, Nietzsche, at the very
least), and history (Hegel and Kant, as discussed by Vermeulen and van den Akker in this article). The theoretical
frame ‘constructed’ here recognizes the necessity for an interdisciplinary approach in any discussion about
postmodernism — be it a general or specific one, yet it also recognizes the necessity to resist the impulse to fall into
the abyss of delving into the massive body of philosophical literature at this point.
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with this challenge to readers to find it — and name it for the twenty-first century. (in
Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010: 3)

What is problematic, however, with the authors’ proposition to label contemporary artistic trends
as ‘metamodern’ is the implication that by attempting to ascribe a supposedly novel sense of
historicity to the contemporary trends, and historical continuity specifically, an allegedly
newfound predisposition to tradition and myth-reconstructing rather than deconstructing, there is
a sense of desperate regression, and, ironically, critical recycling. This is not to say that the
hypothetical return to modernism would represent a negative trend, but such a predisposition does
reveal an incongruence between the nature of the economic, socio-political circumstance of
contemporaneity, and the contexts in which both modernism and postmodernism as ‘poetics’, with
their aesthetics and politics, emerged. It, absolutely, stands for the recycling of the romantic
impulse that sees contemporaneity as anxiously calling for a solution, but merely in the act of
labeling of certain artistic practices that could not possibly explain the multitude of contemporary
experiences. What Vermeulen and van den Akker’s seek is a consensus on the necessity of

consensus about the necessity of vision®’.

It would be condescending to suggest a different title for the article in discussion — perhaps
something along the lines of “Death of Postmodernism™!® — and yet that is the theme, even if

Vermeulen and van den Akker cautiously thread around the symbolism. The authors:

[seek] to relate to one another a broad variety of trends and tendencies across current affairs
and contemporary aesthetics that are otherwise incomprehensible (at least by the
postmodern vernacular), by understanding them in terms of an emergent sensibility we
come to call metamodern. We do not seek to impose a predetermined system of thought on
a rather particular range of cultural practices. Our description and interpretation of the

metamodern sensibility is therefore essayistic rather than scientific, rhizomatic rather than

171 apologize to the reader for my postmodern impulse to contribute to the language play.

18 The pretentious title suggestion merely resonates with my personal bias to the postmodern irony, and attempts to
diffuse the gravity of the idea that a return to modern solipsism, and even worse, to the modern impression that there
could ever exist a totalizing framework for aesthetic or political performatives under the pretext of ‘neo-liberal
capitalist humanism’, ecological awareness, the collective delusion of successfully resuscitating tradition, etc. Such
concepts should precede any heuristic labels or literary categories, and exceed their economic value, even if they easily
and readily fall into the scope of critical, theoretical, political, aesthetic or other considerations of the academic circles
whose guiding premise seems to be some sort of prescriptive platform.
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linear, and open-ended instead of closed. It should be read as an invitation for debate rather

than an extending of a dogma. (Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010: 2)

Vermeulen and van den Akker’s understanding of postmodernism as the “years of plenty, pastiche,
and parataxis” (2010: 2) does fall into the category of “the postmodern vernacular” and illustrates
the complex problem of the lack of academic agreement on the terminology, as well as the
definition of concepts and phenomena, critically discussed in contemporaneity. This is not merely
a matter of academic dissent, but the proof that the postmodern critical thought has not yet left
contemporaneity, and that the proposition of the article itself exposes, contradictorily, the supposed
major ‘flaw’ of the postmodern philosophical task that allows for plurality, multivocity — all of
which lead to fragmentation, and, as in this case, even elitism of sorts —an outcome postmodernism
primarily wishes to avoid. The issue at hand either originates in the inability to objectively and
extensively observe our discourses — for it is truly a massive task; or the perceived necessity to
produce original solutions, authentic academic contributions at the time of absolute satiation with
critical and other discourses. After all, producing academic papers, contributing to the discourses
of contemporaneity, or postmodernity, inevitably amounts to a vast body of recycling and
academic affiliating. If postmodernism is, indeed, as Vermeulen and van den Akker suggest, a
“‘catchphrase’ for a multiplicity of contradictory tendencies, the ‘buzzword’ for a plurality of
incoherent sensibilities” (2010: 4), it is no wonder that there appears an integrative impulse that
desires to both ‘describe’ and potentially ‘prescribe’ a sensibility that “is an opposition to ‘the’
modern — to utopism, to (linear) progress, to grand narratives, to Reason, to functionalism and
formal purism, and so on” (2010: 4), if we could achieve agreement on modernism encompassing
the above; and, “a new sens, a new meaning and direction” (2010: 4) of the metamodern feeling.

Vermeulen and van den Akker suggest that:

The current, metamodern discourse also acknowledges that history’s purpose will never be
fulfilled because it does not exist. Critically, however, it nevertheless takes toward it as if
it does exist. Inspired by a modern naiveté yet informed by postmodern skepticism, the

metamodern discourse consciously commits itself to an impossible possibility. (2010: 5)

Metamodernism, then, recognizes the discursive nature of history, yet willingly dismisses the

insight with the objective of committing “itself to an impossible possibility” (Vermeulen & van
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den Akker 2010: 5) of there being hope of a totalizing and unifying idea — ideology or philosophy
— that remains an open discourse due to the skepticism of the possibility of its existence. Another
implication is that postmodern skepticism does not observe the possibility of ‘a new humanism’,
which is an unnecessary and reactionary imputation. The essence of the idea behind the integration
of modernism and postmodernism into the concept of metamodernism then, according to these
authors, is that “humankind [...] are not really going toward a natural but unknown goal, but they
pretend they do so that they progress morally as well as politically” (Vermeulen & van den Akker
2010: 5), and somehow, this sort of movement appears to require an heuristic label, a manifest that
would verify its validity and justify its sincerity in recognizing that “metamodernism moves for
the sake of moving, attempts in spite of its inevitable failure; it seeks forever for a truth that it
never expects to find” (Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010: 5). In other words, metamodernism, as
explained by Vermeulen and van den Akker, is postmodernism, or if one would allow themselves
to treat it separately, postmodernism’s twin — its philosophical basis recognizing the impossibility
of reaching any truth since the concept itself is the pinnacle of human artifice — yet a twin that
decides to participate in the collective illusion for the sake of participation, not the illusion itself
for that would be modern. In addition to that, the authors claim that “ontologically, metamodernism

oscillates between the modern and the postmodern”’:

[between] a modern enthusiasm and a postmodern irony, between hope and melancholy,
between naiveté and knowingness, empathy and apathy, unity and plurality, totality and
fragmentation, purity and ambiguity. Indeed, by oscillating to and fro or back and forth,
the metamodern negotiates between the modern and the postmodern (Vermeulen & van
den Akker 2010: 5)

There is, yet again, the issue of the definition of what constitutes the modern and what the
postmodern, and explicitly so because these authors seem to observe a distinct point of separation
between the two practices that goes beyond the modality of their aesthetics and instruments, and
additionally the emergence of a new poetics that retains the two, even if postmodern poetics, as
discussed in the previous sections, precisely does that already. When defining metamodernism, the
authors argue that the “metaxis” of metamodernism, in contrast to the “parataxis” of

postmodernism, can be explained:
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[not] as a metaphor for an existential experience that is general to the condition humaine,
but as a metaphor for a cultural sensibility that is particular to the metamodern discourse.
The metamodern is constituted by the tension, no, the double-bind, of a modern desire for
sens and a postmodern doubt about the sense of it all. (Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010:
6)

This is to imply that postmodern sensibility lacks the desire for “sens” that the modern inherently
possesses, and that the metamodern somehow revives it in the supposedly innovative tension for a
more meaningful sensibility of experience. This is to say, that metamodernism is merely an attempt
at redefining terminology for the lack of a more pleasurable topic, to evoke Eagleton. To claim
that the desire for sense is endemic to any particular heuristic label, literary or artistic category is
simply a pretentious, elitist, prescriptive and ridiculous claim. To claim that an entire artistic and
philosophical movement merely strives to “cancel out” or “counter’” another, without recognizing
its specificities — the context in which it describes the uniqueness of the experience — as well as its
continuity with whatever preceded it, merely trivializes any human endeavor, including the critical
one. The claim that “metamodern irony is intrinsically bound to desire, whereas postmodern irony
is inherently tied to apathy” (Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010: 10) exemplifies the sort of
pretentious abstraction that renders a potentially valid insight completely meaningless. For one,
that there is a certain change in sensibility, whether of a local, regional or global kind, as illustrated
in the shift of topicality of contemporary literature, and that this shift could suggest an impending
change in the aesthetics and overall poetics the characteristics of which we will be able to observe
in a more objective manner given the temporal distance, is more than likely. However, to examine
postmodern irony as “apathy”, alongside which “pluralism” and “deconstruction” work to “counter
amodernist fanaticism” (Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010: 10) leads to a more profound question
of whether, then, literature has contributed at all to the understanding of the human condition after

the Second World War, after the pinnacle of modernist literature.
The authors further define metamodernism as a poetics that:

[displaces] the parameters of the present with those of a future presence that is futureless;
and it displaces the boundaries of our place with those of a surreal place that is placeless.
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For indeed, that is the ‘destiny’ of the metamodern wo/man: to pursue a horizon that is

forever receding. (Vermeulen & van den Akker 2010: 12)

The “horizon” that Vermeulen and van den Akker mention echoes the solipsism of modernism, its
escapist and messianic, mythical propensity, but there is tacit recognition that its visionary

potential and appeal are demystified.

In “Criticism and Metamodernism” (2014), Vermeulen and van den Akker see a change in the
postmodern paradigm, one “[i]n stark contrast with the art of the 1990s, which tended to be
characterized by irony, cynicism and deconstruction” and “contemporary practices [which] are
often discussed in terms of affection, sincerity and hopefulness” (Vermeulen & van den Akker
2014). These critics’ view on contemporary art, and literature by extension, focuses on the
supposed refusal of contemporary art to conform to postmodern instruments. In the same article,
they quote a renowned New York art critic, Jerry Saltz, to summarize the core values of

contemporary art whereby:

[the] genus of cynical art that is mainly about gamesmanship, work that is coolly ironic,
simply cool, ironic about being ironic, or mainly commenting on art that comments on
“other art” has become less popular. There is a new “attitude” that says | know that the art
I’m creating may seem silly, even stupid, or that it might have been done before, but that

doesn’t mean this isn’t serious. (in Vermeulen & van den Akker 2014)

Much like their article “Notes on metamodernism” (2010), “Criticism and Metamodernism”
(2014), deals with the supposed “end to postmodernism” in terms of a transformation of the general
(or popular) artistic or creative paradigm (Vermeulen & van den Akker 2014), but they also seem
to suggest that the transformations take multiple forms in different fields. Self-reflexively, they
notice an ironic streak in their determination to replace old terminology based on the necessity to
reformulate theory that would explain the contemporary practice. It is precisely change and
transformation that are inherent in postmodern art, as in any other for that matter, and it should be
no wonder that they produce a multiplicity of forms and expressions, regardless of whether these
regress or reflect authentically on the present moment. These authors suggest that what needs to
be established is “a sense of how we may begin to think theoretically beyond the parameters we

were taught in history classes in art schools and universities,” and “a modality that allows us to
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align our concepts with the intuitions so many of us seem to share” (Vermeulen & van den Akker
2014), but the question that comes to mind then is what kind of theory would be sufficient or
advanced enough to “make sense of these changes” (Vermeulen & van den Akker 2014), if not the
postmodern critical though that precisely allows for this open critical space. In fact, the nature of
‘theory’ Vermeulen and van den Akker strive to establish is quite questionable since it seems that
what they are after is not a new theory, but a new philosophical or ideological framework — a
vision, a goal and a collective objective. The inferred issue seems to be a desire in these authors
for a theory that would provide sense: a traditional sense — one of continuity and aim-defined
progress. Their suggestion somewhat resonates with Terry Eagleton’s rejection of postmodern
multiplicity and indeterminacy for it offers no definite solutions to the human condition. They

suggest that:

Contemporary practices [...] would no longer contribute to our understanding of art’s
essence, but instead demonstrate that there is no essence, or if there is, that it allows for an
eternally expansive variety of forms, methods and concepts. Art is free from all restraints.
Today, after all, everything can be art: a Brillo box, a can of soup, a toilet bowl, a turd. But
it doesn’t take a visionary to see that artists today are still very much concerned with
Bildung, with imagining alternative narratives, communities and systems of rule and
exchange. [...] It is possible that art will diversify even more the next few years, but it is
also imaginable that it will become more specific. Whatever its course, we should not
simply assume that it has played its part-in terms of affinity, identity, spirituality or
otherwise-in our development; it has simply changed its appearance. (Vermeulen & van
den Akker 2014)

Despite the level of clarity of what it is that Vermeulen and van den Akker want to propose as the
definition of the poetics of the so-called metamodernism, their intention amounts to an
unsubstantiated effort to merely re-name an established trend that indeed shows signs of change.
However, these changes cannot be located in either the general, philosophical or ideological,
predispositions or the instruments used (irony, parody, intertextuality, pastiche, etc.). If the
aspiration of metamodernism is to formulate a poetics that explains the essence of art today, the
essence of the critical and creative impulses in contemporary society as a deliberate refusal to see

the futility of life itself, to disregard the popular formulation and understanding of nihilism, and to
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reach a general consensus by which it is acceptable to live in a state of collective willing self-
deception, of there being a “futureless” (Vermeulen and van den Akker 2010) future that need not
be ironically or otherwise evaluated, but rather further imagined, then, it must be noted, the
modernist liberal-humanist idea seems like a rational, straightforward philosophical option, and
postmodernism need not even be further discussed. Vermeulen and van den Akker apparently see
postmodern art as too unconstrained in its interrogative project, and the desire for a more
philosophically and ideologically structured approach, and the entire discussion on the possibility
of ‘metamodernism’ emanates this desire for a pacifier-ideology — one which cannot be entirely
believed, but one that tells ‘better’ stories. Metamodernism pretends a plurality, but requires a
collective agreement on mandatory optimism — a positivist idea that predefines the experience of
the discursive reality, and prevents the critical dimension outside of the optimistic framework of
an imagined future of the highly abstracted economic, social and political progress. The insistence
is on historical continuity, the tacit acknowledgment of its discursive but applicable and important
nature, which further implies the willing rejection of the postmodern interrogation that leads to

melancholy and apathy, according to Vermeulen and van den Akker.
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REPRESENTATION METHODS: THE POSTMODERN BLEND

If the discussion on the definitional disagreement about postmodernism has not highlighted the
underlying issue behind the criticism against postmodernism, which is generally the presumed lack
of an ethical and moral vision of the socio-political future, the exploration into the postmodern
philosophical attitude and methods commonly employed requires, at least a very brief'®, mention
of the problem of this absence, or what constitutes (the supposed absence of) postmodern ethics,
all with the hope of elucidating the motive, purpose and objective, behind the extensive use of
metafiction, post-modern experimentation, and the use of irony and parody as postmodern
representational methods. The issue of the supposed postmodern propensity for relativization, as
well as the absence of an ethical groundwork, has been sketched, explored and, hopefully,
countered in the discussion about the theory of postmodernism, its poetics and general
problematics. For this reason, the discussion on postmodern representation methods in this section
deals with the metafictional quality of (postmodern) fiction on a more general level, and irony and
parody as methods that supplement this general quality, and add to its interrogative character.

In Encyclopedia of Postmodernism, Taylor and Winquist notice a crisis in representation that is
profoundly connected with “the postmodern spirit of late capitalism” (2001: 339), or rather, an

escalation of the intentional modernist ‘deconstruction’ of the traditional form. According to these

19 A discussion on the problematics of postmodern philosophy or ethics is not encompassed by the scope of this study.
However, it is important to note that the issue of postmodern trends in both philosophy and ethics substantiates the
general problematics of the proliferation of discourses diverging significantly from the deconstructivist premise of
postmodernism. It is for this reason that an entire section of this study is dedicated to the poetics of postmodernism in
the form of an attempt at defining both its basic assumptions, and therefore the range of premises that would further
be employed interpretatively in the study. This is done with acute awareness of there being absolutely no consensus
on the restrictions in the academic circles on how the diverging discourses across disciplines should be interpreted in
context. It is also for this reason that Linda Hutcheon’s studies are selected since her approach focuses on literature
and arts in a methodical and restrained manner, whereas the majority of critics unsystematically approach the topic
from varied, frequently incompatible and loosely defined (postmodern) perspectives. In support of this, on the matter
of ethics, in “Ethical Criticism,” in The Encyclopedia of Literary and Cultural Theory (2011), Robert Eaglestone
argues that “[the] recent turn to ethics in literary studies stems from two very distinct approaches and, as such, can be
divided into two very different (and sometimes opposing) camps. Both of these camps developed in relation to the
growth of theory in the 1970s and *80s, and both offer different histories of that development and different ways of
understanding the relationship between ethics and literature” (582). Furthermore, Eaglestone relates the view that
within the critical circles there is a tendency to place the blame for the absence of clearly defined ethics, or even the
problematics of ethics in postmodernism, on the proliferation of discourses and sub-currents within postmodern trends
and theories (2018: 582). He notes that, “[other] critics went further and suggested that political aims behind feminism,
political criticism, and postcolonialism had overtaken ethics and ethical judgments, and that much theory — especially
deconstruction, and postmodernism more widely — was nihilistic and opposed to any sense of the ethical” (Eaglestone
2011: 582).
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authors, postmodern representation “has both intensified its estrangement from (and mockery of)
representational truth” (Taylor & Winquist 2001: 339), and the attempts at its recovery reveal “a
now hysterical, now paranoid, now hypocritical, now sincere” (Taylor & Winquist 2001: 339)
range of attitudes, or rather manifestations and outcomes of the use of the typical postmodern
methods, irony and parody in particular. Since postmodernism essentially questions the reliability
of realist representation, similarly to modernism, though it takes modernist representation as its
object as well, and investigates ‘traditional values’ — their discursive presence in contemporaneity,
in terms of their effectiveness in reaching the place of truth — the postmodern representational
objective does not pretend a stable quality, which may be the reason why Taylor and Winquist
characterize postmodern deconstruction of form and content as “hysterical” (a highly problematic
label), “paranoid”, “hypocritical” (presumably in avoiding to discard unequivocally that which is
under investigation) and “sincere” (2001: 339). The range of these postmodern experimental
attempts’ outcomes indicates the already discussed emphasis on the process in postmodernism,
and the implicit attitude that the concept of ‘traditional value’ needs to be reduced to present-value
only since it remains in the domain of the economic, social and political context of the moment.
Postmodern literature and theory start from the position that implies a fragmentation of the
experience of the discursive reality so that pieces of truth(s) and meaning, fragmented by the
economic, political, social, cultural and ideological contradictions, can merely be irreconcilably
grouped and investigated for the potential of their being co-extensive with the discursive past, or
for the necessity and responsibility for their revision. With the awareness of and emphasis on the
artifice of its own participation in discourse production, the postmodern critical thought, then,
strives to examine and expose the ideology of the inherited Truth in the form of myths, grand
narratives, the mainstream discourse against the counteracting, specific and diverse, discourses in
the present moment. Therefore, its representational arsenal utilizes methods such as irony and
parody to directly bring into contact that which persists as stable and introduce new criteria, the
contemporary context, in order to test the stability. The postmodern understanding of the nature of
truth, myth and ideological discourse as human constructs, as already discussed in the section on
postmodern theory and problematics (instead of poetics), counteracts the idea that there may be
any ultimate authority of their validity, but does not automatically reject the idea that any of the
persisting aspects of these constructs might be viable and sustainable in contemporaneity. It is

precisely because of this attitude that postmodern representation intentionally allows for the space
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for criticism outside of its own critical or artistic act by means of interpellation. The self-
reflexiveness of postmodernism assumes “that error and distortion are constitutive, that truth
cannot be adequately represented in any language or by any ‘finite intuition’ (Kant)” which
“irremediably undermines the ideologies of representation” (Taylor & Winquist 2001: 340), and
therefore, it consciously examines representation in the process of narrative discourse production,
as it expects, and even requires, the same treatment in the narrative discourse reception.
Theoretically, this should hold, however, Taylor and Winquist notice “a disturbing” tendency in
postmodernism to take its exploration of fictionality, discursiveness and narrativity to the level of
dangerous, yet “deliberate ‘fictioning’ of reality and its representation, a new myth-making to
fabricate legends and histories, and to justify political revindications” (2001: 340). This attitude
strongly resonates with Terry Eagleton’s fear, but less with his apprehensive attitude that the
penchant for difference of the postmodern critical thought opens the possibility of falling into the
state of “indifference” (2011: 343), and especially without there being a (supposedly) stable
ethical, ideological or political center to guide the direction of the postmodern probe. Whereas
Taylor and Winquist notice a propensity for rampant and unethical, revisionist, narrative
production, Eagleton might argue that all postmodern little-narrativizing is unethical. Yet, in terms
of the philosophical task and ideological goal behind positing the centrality of such notions as
traditional values, Taylor and Winguist compare the two presented positions, the postmodern one
as interrogative (though occasionally unrestrained in this endeavor), and the modern one as
determinedly blind to its own falseness and responsibility:

The hypocrisy of the ‘traditional values’ reaction is manifest: in the name of truth (as
representational adequacy) it denounces postmodern ‘relativism’ and simulation (erasure
or perversion of the distinction between true and false, real and fake, original and
derivative); yet it refuses to own up to the falsifications and mythmaking of its own history
(the history of European domination, racism, and imperialism) or to acknowledge that its
canons too are relatively arbitrary, with significance being accorded only to those who

represent its aesthetic and moral values. (2001: 340)

In his article “Deepening the Self” (1998), Simon Haines asserts that “taking language seriously
[...] means refusing to think about it as if it were a suspension of grains of sense in an opaque fluid

of nonsense, to be separated by the centrifuge of reason” (25). This attitude towards language, and
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by extension the discourse and narratives it produces, involves, simultaneously, a deconstructionist
position that language-meaning flows and moves contextually, but also that the impulse behind
language production must be understood as sufficiently meaning-producing for communication —
a statement that seems redundant, yet apparently necessary in any discussion on postmodernism
as informed by the legacy of the late twentieth-century deconstructivism?, but also the modernist
critical rationale. This call for “taking language seriously” precisely sustains the postmodern
position on the discursive nature of reality, and subsequently, the responsibility for the discourses
it produces. It also recognizes the propensity of the postmodern experimentation to obliterate the
communicative principles behind language in order to illustrate the infiniteness of the field of
language play, by which all experience becomes purely subjective — often in the enunciative act of

artistic creation.

In A Poetics of Postmodernism, Linda Hutcheon suggests that there are, however, such
“postmodern contradictions that are less generalizable” (2004: 44) referring to the context-bound
experiences that need not necessarily be solely critical revisions of the past, for postmodern
literature, though metafictional in sensibility, need not always be historiographic. This critic
characterizes postmodernism as “almost always double-voiced in its attempts to historicize and
contextualize the enunciative situation of its art” (Hutcheon 2004: 44), which resonates with
Haines’ conclusion that literature has been denied the moral dimension it deserves, and with the
understanding that postmodern art is additionally always aware of its own socio-political

dimension and its intentionality.

In Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-conscious Fiction (1984), Patricia Waugh
observes “a greater awareness within contemporary culture of the function of language in
constructing and maintaining our sense of everyday ‘reality’” (2001: 3). This author argues that
contemporaneity can no longer tacitly assume that language is “an independent, self-contained
system which generates its own ‘meanings’ (Waugh 2001: 3), but rather that the philosophical

crisis of the episteme and history, as formulated by Derrida, brings into play “its relationship to

20 T use the term ‘deconstructivism’ here loosely or generally enough to encompass the linguistic and critical shifts
after the 1960s, but also the subsequent (postmodern) critical and literary theories strongly premised on the ideas
proposed by Derrida, Barthes, Lyotard and Baudrillard, among others. The term is to stand for the critical suspicion
behind the stability of the sign and meaning, and not to be understood as a reference to the movement or school of
deconstruction.
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the phenomenal world” (Waugh 2001: 3), thereby interrogating it as a convention. In the already
mentioned article, Haines maintains that “language is an unseparated medium of life, and to live
with it is precisely not to centrifuge it, but to use it: to breathe it” (1998: 25), an attitude towards
the language of literature that holds this discursive form as indispensable for the elaboration of the

“moral philosophy” (1998: 28) of our moment. The critic argues that:

[if] moral philosophy has not taken the language of ordinary life seriously enough, literary
theory certainly has not taken the language of literature seriously enough: has not trusted
it enough. (Haines 1998: 28)

What Haines notices as the sidelining of “the language of literature” as the emancipatory and moral
charge behind the human apparatus of cultural production and political action echoes Derrida’s
call for taking responsibility for the philosophical, political and social legacies of the past as the
discursive forces present in contemporaneity. Derrida and the ‘problematic’ deconstruction aside,
postmodern literature, as well as critical theory, resonate with this general impulse that the
understanding of the past, of our historicity, as discursive invites also an interrogation into the
discursive nature of the present moment, of contemporaneity — an experience constructed by
language. Moreover, it is the metafictional quality of postmodern fiction that integrates these
positions, and morally interpellates the implied recipient of the discourse, the addressee or the
implied reader of a literary narrative, in the process of moral judgement. The perceived absence of
an ethical ‘center’ of postmodern fiction by a multitude of contemporary critics is, in fact, a willing
disregard for, or the resistance to, the ‘center’ shift — from the source of ethical and moral judgment
as previously emanated in the traditional authorities, towards the ‘reader’ — the creator, the
experiencer and the de-constructor of the narrative discourse?’. Furthermore, it is perhaps
convenient to mention irony and parody here as rhetorical instrument that testify to the critical and
‘center’ shift. The proliferate use of irony, for example, in postmodern literature, cannot simply be
regarded as a show of ethical or other uncertainty, but a deliberate intent to involve the recipient

in the dialogue that the ‘irony’s edge’ — the criticism — opens. This inference is inspired by

2L This claim, highly evocative of Roland Barthes’ article The Death of the Author (1967), focuses rather on the
postmodern methods — metafiction, irony and parody — in terms of the postmodern reliance on the readerly willingness
to supplement, to use Derrida’s term loosely, the context of the open-text and round its moral and ethical core with a
counteracting, even subjective, discourse. The text is the point of intersection between the author’s own awareness of
the discourses pertaining in their discourse production and the reader’s critical and self-reflexive interpretation of the
received discourse.
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Hutcheon’s, among other, interpretation of the role of the ironist in frony’s Edge, as the entity
behind the intended ironic meaning, but also, and inevitably so, the interpreter of the irony — the
discourse participant who ultimately reaches an understanding of the evaluative attitude in the

ironic intent.

For Haines, it is “hard to separate an emotion from a moral judgment” (1998: 32), and postmodern
fiction interpellates the reader in, at least, two ways. In this postmodern metafictional setup, on the
one hand, the reader is invited to spontaneously experience the deconstruction at the level of the
discursive story-world (or universe, to be tediously precise) against the discursive referent-world;
and it invites the reader to assess the didactic, implicating or critical quality, among other, of the
pragmatic or rhetorical methods, such as irony and parody. The problem of the perceived absence
of postmodern ethics is the manifestation of the postmodern capacity to subject truth value to
plural, often subjective, criteria thereby exploring its universal quality. Moreover, there is no
prescriptive background to this interrogation — no philosophical or ideological principle guiding
collective judgment towards a necessarily singular inference or conclusion. As Haines notes, “if
reason has any purchase on behavior or character it may only be through putting the ‘facts’ of a
case in a new light, which is not a matter of overcoming emotion but of schooling, teaching or
reforming it” (1998: 31), and this is precisely what metafiction purports to do in both challenging
the conventional understanding of fictionality (and factuality, for that matter), and implicating the
reader in the process of narrative-discourse construction and comprehension, reception,
deconstruction — ultimately, the construction of a discursive cognitive unit as involving the
received discourse, but also the subjective referent-world-discourse-informed understanding of it.
It is a process in which both the narrative bricoleur (Lévi Strauss’ term as understood by Derrida)
and the implied reader are highly aware of the artifice of narrative discourse production, but also
of the valid emancipatory potential of its exploration. This process, although it involves
experimentation in which a certain degree of defamiliarization is reached, also involves the “‘meta’
terms” that Waugh defines as “required in order to explore the relationship between this arbitrary
linguistic system and the world to which it apparently refers” (2001: 3) — a point of comparison
between the world constructed and the referent world, and a necessary continuity of critical,
philosophical, ideological, literary and other traditions that postmodernism does not break free
from, but investigates by applying a contemporary filter to them. The ‘meta’ terms Waugh

mentions go beyond the linguistic, symbolic relationships in language, and the practice is neither
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new to modernism, nor postmodern literature, but, as Waugh notices, “this form of fiction is worth
studying not only because of its contemporary emergence but also because of the insights it offers

into [...] the representational nature of all fiction” (2001: 5).

Metafiction, according to Waugh, “explicitly lays bare the conventions of realism; it does not
ignore or abandon them” (2001: 18), and the conventions of realism serve to provide the referential
background ‘““against which the experimental strategies can foreground themselves” (2001: 18). In
other words, metafiction relies on the representational techniques of realism “for a stable level of
readerly familiarity” (Waugh 2001: 18) and the establishing of the authenticity of the fictional
world, but it might also be added, the necessary continuity between the preceding and
contemporary forms. Even more explicitly, it “does not abandon ‘the real world’ for the narcissistic
pleasures of the imagination” (Waugh 2001: 18) for that would amount to an avant-garde escapism
postmodernism negatively reacts to. Metafiction “[re-examines] the conventions of realism in
order to discover — through its own self-reflection — a fictional form that is culturally relevant and
comprehensible to contemporary readers” (Waugh 2001: 18). It can further be argued that the
metafictional character of postmodern literature and criticism, encompasses a vast body of fiction
where “a theory of fiction” is explored “through the practice of writing fiction” (Waugh 2001: 2)
— a self-reflexive process of “drawing on the traditional metaphor of the world as book, but often
recasting it in the terms of contemporary philosophical, linguistic or literary theory” (Waugh 2001:
3).

The attitude resounds Linda Hutcheon in noticing the necessity in the co-extensiveness between
art and its theory, the practice and its critical reception, and following that line of thought, it is no
wonder that the contemporary literary discourse rarely reaches consensus considering the habitual
prescriptive aspirations of the academic circles to construct the critical discourse to encompassing
the norm for the practice, rather than supplement it. The metafictional, according to Waugh,
“[tends] to be constructed on the principle of a fundamental and sustained opposition: the
construction of a fictional illusion (as in traditional realism) and the laying bare of that illusion”
(2001: 6), the opposition in which the traditional literary convention is subverted by the implied
criticism that it incorporates; and the created link between these conventionally separated,
traditionally often exclusive, processes is the “formal tension which breaks down the distinctions

between ‘creation’ and ‘criticism’ and merges them into the concepts of ‘interpretation’ and
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‘deconstruction’” (Waugh 2001: 6). The modernist self-reflexive critical practice, innovative
because of its critical scope, practiced in literary art, as discussed by Stevenson previously, based
on the works of authors such as Virginia Woolf, James Joyce and Joseph Conrad, among others,
becomes the basis for the established postmodern (and contemporary) practice since:

Contemporary metafictional writing is both a response and a contribution to an even more
thoroughgoing sense that reality or history are provisional: no longer a world of eternal
verities but a series of constructions, artifices, impermanent structures. The materialist,
positivist and empiricist world-view on which realistic fiction is premised no longer exists.
(Waugh 2001: 7)

In addition to that, Waugh sees the postmodern literary and critical practice as exhibiting “the same
sense of crisis and loss of belief in an external authoritative system of order as that which prompted
modernism” (2001: 21), but emphasizes that modernism “does not ‘systematically flaunt its own
condition of artifice’ (Alter) in the manner of contemporary metafiction” (Waugh 2001: 21). Even
though the quality of metafiction cannot possibly be ascribed to all postmodern writing, “nearly
all contemporary experimental writing displays some explicitly metafictional strategies” (Waugh
2001: 22) as reflected in their tendency to emphasize the artifice of narrative creation as a process

of meaning construction. More precisely:

Any text that draws the reader’s attention to its process of construction by frustrating his
or her conventional expectations of meaning and closure problematizes more or less
explicitly the ways in which narrative codes — whether ‘literary’ or ‘social’ — artificially
construct apparently ‘real” and imaginary worlds in the terms of particular ideologies while

presenting these as transparently ‘natural’ and ‘eternal’. (Waugh 2001: 22)

With modernist poetics, there is still a tendency to lean towards the idea of an ordered experience
of reality, the idea that implies a wholesome vision of the possibility of unity in the idea of
universality and so-construed values as theorized by liberal humanism. In modern literary practice,
the turn is towards the mind, and the imaginative potential of the subject as the artist — self-creation.
With postmodernism, the attempts at ordering the experience of reality are performed from the
inside, as opposed to towards it — at the level of the (narrative) discourse itself as the building block

of the discursive reality. Similarly, Waugh argues, “for metafictional writers the most fundamental
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assumption is that composing a novel is basically no different from composing or constructing
one’s ‘reality’” (2001: 24), which necessarily explains the postmodern tendency to use
metafictional strategies, and extensively so, in various forms. Waugh sees the postmodern (and
contemporary) trend of removing the conventional distinctions between writing and criticism, and
the recognition of their significance for the understanding of narrative structure and possibilities,
as beneficial “for understanding the contemporary experience of the world as a construction, an
artifice, a web of interdependent semiotic systems” (2001: 9) since such explorations reveal the
modalities in which knowledge is both produced, structured and circulated in contemporaneity,
which offers the emancipatory potential often disregarded in criticism against the postmodern
philosophical task. The very idea that postmodern literature often foregrounds epistemological
uncertainty does not necessarily posit that any certainty is impossible, but that its present
conception is such that its balance is lost when counteracting discourses come into play — the level

of language and discourse revealing the foundational flaws most visibly.

For this reason, the following chapter in this section deals with humor as a social phenomenon,
and in a very general manner, since it is frequently understood as the implied objective of
representational methods such as irony and parody. However, this discussion does not attempt to
define humor phenomenologically, nor deal specifically with such manifestations of humor that
could be classified as comic. The aim of the brief revision of a selection of relevant contemporary
literature on humor serves to highlight its significance in the context of both the socio-political
dimension of human interaction and communication, and to highlight the emotive (affective)
function as related by the vehicle of humor, broadly understood, in pseudo-communicative
situations, such is the case with literature. The two chapters following the discussion on humor
deal, then, with irony and parody individually as representational methods supplementing the
metafictional quality of postmodern fiction, and their cognitive-psychological and rhetorical (or

pragmatic) value as postmodern instruments of criticism.
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Arguing about Humor

Humor, a phenomenon that occurs in social context, that relates communication at levels other
than the literal, that facilitates and strengthens human relationships, enables social cohesion and
provides members of groups and communities with indispensable relief from the threatening and
disturbing realities of everyday life or grand-scale events, among other things, should be treated
as more than a vivisection, and yet here | risk to destroy any possible pleasure we, as humans,
derive from humor by reviewing the relevant, mostly contemporary literature that deals with the
phenomenon with the view of the aspects this dissertation strives to discuss, and subsequently

discussing irony and parody in terms of the so-constructed framework.

Considering the aim of this dissertation, both the exploration into the linguistic and the socio-
psychological approaches to the phenomenon of humor respond to the desire to construct a general
framework that could be applicable in the analyses of the selection of contemporary Canadian
short stories since the study deals with irony and parody — methods that need to be observed as
multidimensional. However, the study of the linguistic aspects of humor corresponds with the
general aim to a lesser degree as it could, perhaps, yield results that contribute to the general study
of the formal characteristics of these devices in narrative discourse, but does not necessarily
involve the socio-political aspects of their use. The premise here is that ‘the humorous effect’, or
the less-comic or humorous critical effect, achieved by the use of the discussed representational
methods need not be reduced to their linguistic dimension, but that the targeted and achieved
(social function of) humor can reveal, on the one hand, the rhetorical and/or pragmatic mechanisms
present in storytelling and its product (the narrative discourse), and the mirrored mechanisms, as
expressed in the reception and interpretation of humor, enabling its critical component, on the
other. The subversive character of humor is treated against the ideological, political or social
implications of the stereotypical, problematic or universally accepted values, and value judgments,
as revealed in the process of interpretation, and the tension between the discourse of the story-
world and the referential, real-world, discourses. Additionally, this approach will shed light on
some of the modalities of interaction between different discourses, and the rhetorical, critical and

subversive nature of intertextuality achieved by the vehicle of irony and parody.

In his study Linguistic Theories of Humor (1994), Salvatore Attardo defines humor as one type of

“competences” and demarcates the differences between several possible and existing approaches
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to the topic of humor — all distinct in terms of whether they deal with the essence of humor,
phenomenologically, or the modalities of humor and its manifestations, but also the reception
(1994: 2), which is relevant for the study of literary works. However, Attardo suggests that
“linguistic theories of humor are either essentialist or teleological (sociolinguistic approaches),”
and deal with “the essence of the humorous phenomena” (1994: 2), whereas other theories and
approaches endeavor to understand “the modalities” and “reception” (1994: 2) of humor, or more
precisely the humorous effect, which renders them more specific in the focus on the particular
phenomena in the process of production and reception. More explicitly, what Attardo posits as
relevant for the essentialist linguistic approach is the effort to explore “the necessary and sufficient
conditions for a phenomenon to occur” (1994: 1), whereas the theological “describe what the goals
of'a phenomenon are, and how its mechanisms are shaped and determined by its goals” (1994: 1).
With regard to irony and parody as frequent vehicles for the humorous effect, neither of the
approaches seem to offer particularly applicable tools for describing the multifaceted nature of the

produced effect — comic, humorous or humorous but not comic.

This problem relates to, as Attardo argues, the issue of the impossibility “to define ‘a priori’ the
category of humor” (1994: 3), since the criterion of laughter does not satisfactorily define it (1994:
3), and in those terms, he argues against the general qualification of “all the historical literary
genres and modes [as] manifestations of the ‘general category’ of ‘the comic,” or humor” (1994:
3), even in the case of comedy. Attardo’s review of the relevant historical and contemporary
positions on the mere possibility of explaining humor, or establishing an operative and
satisfactorily descriptive theory includes, among other, Benedetto Croce’s claim that “humor could
only be understood in a historical perspective” (in Attardo 1994: 7), and Umberto Eco’s that “the
category of comic does not seem to have a possibility of theoretical differentiation from that of
humor” (in Attardo 1994: 5), and what complicates things further in considering these, is that there
seems to be a necessity for a different approach — such that would tackle the general dimension of
humor production and reception — competence, as the basis for a general category and one that
would not necessarily involve a defining of the phenomenon in an essentialist or substantialist
manner, but that would involve an interdisciplinary approach necessary for the description of the
complex groundwork for the process of its production and reception, as well as its plasticity. In
other words, this approach would take for its starting point the premise that “humor (or the comic,

etc.) is whatever a social group defines as such” (Attardo 1994: 9), but also that social groups
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define “the modalities of the social construction of the ‘humorous object,” or those of its changes
and/or fluctuations among individuals” (Attardo 1994: 9). This is particularly relevant for the study
of irony and parody, and for Linda Hutcheon’s understanding of the ironic intent and her drawing

on discursive community as necessary for ironic and parodic communication.

For a more thorough understanding of what occurs when irony is employed, it would be useful to
turn to The Psychology of Humor: An Integrative Approach (2007), where Rod Martin discusses
Arthur Koestler’s term ‘bisociation’ as standing for the “mental process involved in perceiving
humorous incongruity” (7), occurring when two (or more) situations, concepts, ideas, etc. are
“simultaneously perceived from the perspective of [...] self-consistent but normally unrelated and
even incompatible frames of reference” (2007: 7). Martin claims that this process “underlies all
types of humor” (2007: 7), and the most obvious manifestation of this process may be puns. In
addition to that, in the foreword to The Psychology of Humor, prof. Peter Derks suggests that
“although it is essentially a type of mental play involving a lighthearted, nonserious attitude toward
ideas and events, humor serves a number of ‘serious’ social, emotional, and cognitive functions”
(Martn 2007: 1), which is to say, Koestler’s bisociation, and Martin’s subsequent interpretation of
it, extends to a broader field of mental play, and according to this ‘blend’, humor is produced both
as a result of social interaction and with the view of achieving a specific function that is,
essentially, social or socially motivated. It is on this view that irony and parody here are observed
as performing very specific and intentional social, and critical, functions in the context of the
selected contemporary narratives. This social dimension of humor, however, is not unproblematic
due to potential disagreements on what ‘social” might imply, and whether literature may serve as

a pseudo-communicative, and therefore, social situation.

In their article “Literature, power, and the recovery of philosophical ethics” (1998), Coady and
Miller discuss the nature and dimensions of social activity, and differentiate between actions that
are social, but also those which are either not, or “not constitutively social” (203). This
interrogative perspective resonates with Rod Martin’s categorization of humor as “fundamentally
a social phenomenon” (2007: 5), but Coady and Miller distinguish between actions that are social
in terms of being “permeated by the social” and the action that may “not (wholly) [be] constituted
by its social dimension” (1998: 204). There authors’ discussion on the social aspects of an action

essentially takes into consideration the “induction into the social world of conventions and

135



institutions that enables the possibility of any higher level thought or activity” and, what is
particularly important for the aim of this study, “literary activity” (Coady & Miller 1998: 204).
The “induction” these authors mention refers to “the social regulation, adjustment, and structuring
of prior non-social individual, natural, and interpersonal actions” (Coady & Miller 1998: 204), by
means of which social interaction is made possible, successful and effective since individuals may
“have a prior capacity to think and act in rudimentary ways in accordance with natural inclinations”
(Coady & Miller 1998: 204), but are only able to experience, explore and express “higher level
thought or activity” (Coady & Miller 1998: 204) in interaction with other individuals. Language,
therefore, serves as “a conventional system” (Coady & Miller 1998: 204) that makes this possible.
By extension, they suggest, literary genres are also “conventional enabling mechanisms” (Coady
& Miller 1998: 204). Without the enabling function of these conventional systems, they suggest,

communication would be devoid of its social component, and would be an aimless activity.

However, in contemporary literary theory, Coady and Miller notice a trend which they term as the
“socio-politicisation of the ethical,” whereby “literary texts, traditionally viewed as repositories of
moral and aesthetic insight or challenge, tend now to be seen as predominantly ideological
constructions, or sites of power struggles between social forces of various kinds (1998: 201), which
is a surprising conclusion against the background of the discussion on postmodernism here.
Additionally, it is highly evocative of the modernist critical trends in contemporaneity that have
been attempting to vindicate these sort of ideological traces in present discourses. What is
problematic when commenting on this article, is that the starting premise pertaining to the
importance of language in the induction of individuals into the ‘social order’ and the inevitable
immersion into the ‘enabling systems’ as formulated or operated by language, holds its logic and
overlaps with the essentially postmodern views on discourse, and interpellation by extension.
However, the two authors take the position that “ethical problems only exist for autonomous

agents” (Coady & Miller 1998: 210), which, as they propose, means that:

Individuals and individual actions are treated as wholly explicable in terms of impersonal
social forces locked in political conflict. We are urged to see ourselves as ‘docile bodies’,
and to view ‘creative’ literary output as simply evidential of impersonal social power
struggles. (Coady & Miller 1998: 201)
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Coady and Miller’s generalization as an attempt to re-introduce the modernist illusion of liberal
humanist autonomy, however reactionary it may be, presents a convenient impetus for proposing
that it is precisely in the subversive function of humor within language as the conventional system,
and therefore literary genres and literature in general, that the ethical promise is located in
postmodernism. This is, of course, not to say that contemporaneity offers no other mode of ethical
criticism or political action, but those are not the object of this study. Coady and Miller notice a
direct link between postmodernism and the “rejection of individual autonomy” (1998: 210) that
renders human beings “simply the constructions and playthings of socio-political forces” (1998:
210), and the issue may not be, per se, their consideration of the ‘death of the author’, the
postmodern view of the discursive and artificial nature of reality as constructed, but rather their
interpretation of postmodern autonomy as entirely abandoned. More specifically, these authors
find that the recognition of the Derridean insight of the ideological in the discourse, and the
recognition of the Foucauldian understanding of the forces operating internally and externally in
interacting discourses, somehow render us powerless or autonomy-less, which is a Baudrillardian
dilemma, so to say, or at least as represented in the American feature, The Matrix?? (1999), where
the protagonist is revealed the truth behind the reality as an illusion — a simulation, and
subsequently offered a choice of the blue or the red pill, one of which would simply erase his
memory and allow him to continue life in the simulation. Needless to mention, prior to learning
the truth, the protagonist of the movie believes that he is autonomous, and similarly, Coady and
Miller decidedly refuse to observe the postmodern critical thought for its evaluative edge for it
might reveal a philosophical and ideological rupture in the continuity of the simulation of liberal

humanism, and quite understandably so, of course.

In A4 Very Serious Thing: Women’s Humor and American Culture (1988), a study that explores
humorous expression, and specifically in American female authors, Nancy Walker uncovers the
profound link between the economic and socio-political reality and the expressions of humor as
subversively undermining the cultural reality. Exploring “feminist humor” (Walker 1988: xii),
Walker uses Umberto Eco’s distinction between “humor and the ‘comic’” (1988: xii) as a suitable

groundwork for an interdisciplinary analysis of the manifestations of the feminist subversive

22 The Matrix. Directed by Lana Wachowski and Lilly Wachowski, performances by Keanu Reeves, Laurence
Fishburne, Carrie-Anne Moss, Warner Brothers, 1999.
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criticism and political action — feminist humor. This insight from the field of linguistics remains
useful for this study as it sheds light on the effect-potential of the representational methods
discussed here. To be more precise, neither irony nor parody manifest as explicitly ‘comic’ or
humorous, and not all that can be qualified as humorous necessarily produces a ‘comic’ effect. It
is precisely for this reason that a discussion about humor at a more general level seems
indispensable, and especially in the light of much of contemporary criticism against irony in
postmodern and contemporary literature, and art in general, as purely pragmatic, unproductive and

symptomatic of the lack of a visionary impulse.

Researching the phenomenon of humor across various sub-disciplines, including cognitive
psychology, in The Psychology of Humor, Rod Martin outlines humor as “originating in social
play,” but evolving “as a universal mode of communication and social influence with a variety of
functions” (2007: 5). According to Martin, these functions of humor can be observed as accruing
additional dimensions over the course of evolution, both in terms of human biological and cultural
development (2007: 5), suggesting its paramount importance in establishing “social cohesion”

(2007: 5), but exclusion as well. More specifically:

It can be a means of reducing but also reinforcing status differences among people,
expressing agreement and sociability but also disagreement and aggression, facilitating
cooperation as well as resistance, and strengthening solidarity and connectedness or

undermining power and status. (Martin 2007: 5)

Fundamentally social, or social-function oriented, humor or the humorous effect as produced by
means of irony and parody needs to be considered as a reflection of the economic, social, cultural
and political circumstance of the moment, but also as a reflection upon the principles, values and
discourses of contemporaneity, which is precisely why the attitude behind observing irony and
parody here as critical instruments, against the background of the postmodern interrogative
paradigm, presents an attempt at exploring the specifically cultural and socio-political trends in
the contemporary Canadian short story as a reflection of the referent-world discourses, or the

discursive community, as Linda Hutcheon notices in frony’s Edge.

Martin claims that the “psychological functions of humor include the cognitive and social benefits

of the positive emotion of mirth, and its uses as a mode of social communication and influence,
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and as a way of relieving tension, regulating emotions, and coping with stress” (2007: 29), and in
those terms, this author notes that humor is neither inherently “friendly nor aggressive” (2007: 18),
but rather having “adaptive functions” (2007: 15) with regard to regulating emotions. The

“paradox of humor,” Martin suggests, is in its dual nature:

If one’s goal is to strengthen relationships, smooth over conflicts, and build cohesiveness,
humor can be useful for those purposes. On the other hand, if one’s goal is to ostracize,
humiliate, or manipulate someone, or to build up one’s own status at the expense of others,

humor can be useful for those purposes as well. (2007: 18-19)

Even when it is observed from the angle of ‘play’, “humor is not necessarily prosocial and
benevolent” (Martin 2007: 17), but serves the purpose of emphasizing on and exaggerating social
or other differences by means of laughter, or merely association and participation, in the form of
humor that is perceived as an extenuating circumstance of criticism. In this process, certain
members the social group enhance bonds, and tacitly endorse the normative, whereas other
members are purposefully invited to modify their attitude or behavior, or experience exclusion.
Self-deprecating humor appears to anticipate this exclusionary or coercive function of humor in
that the individual humorously recognizes the incongruity of their behavior, attitude, the social,
political, cultural, gender or other norm, any dimension of social interaction, thereby appealing for
sympathy and social clemency. It is important, however, at this point to notice that social situations
produce similar manifestation of humor, or the comic, in their ‘pseudo’ instances (Martin 2007:
5): “such as reading a book, watching a television program, or recalling an amusing experience
with other people” (Martin 2007: 113). This is to say that social interaction does not necessarily
happen only face-to-face, but that it is co-extensive with such situations in which social interaction
is simulated even if the individual finds themselves physically isolated from other people: “while
watching a comedy show on television, reading a humorous book, or remembering a funny
personal experience” (Martin 2007: 5). In the ‘pseudo-social’ situation, the person still responds
to the content that is supposed to be humorous or comic, even if the experience is not immediate,
direct or involving them personally in the social situation. Moreover, the person is equally capable
of understanding and participating in the experience, even in physical isolation, and Martin notes
that “being able to enjoy humor and express it through laughter seems to be an essential part of
what it means to be human” (2007: 3).
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The perspective drawing on insight provided by cognitive psychology argues that the production
of humor requires the “[mental processing of] information coming from the environment or from
memory, playing with ideas, words, or actions in a creative way, and thereby generating a witty
verbal utterance or a comical nonverbal action that is perceived by others to be funny” (Martin
2007: 6), but this does not suggest that humor has purely cognitive character (Martin 2007: 9), but
rather that the mediation and regulation of emotional processes in social interaction is highly
involved in its range. The cognitive approach to humor perceives “some type of incongruity as
[...] a defining characteristic of humor” (Martin 2007: 85), and the “cognitive synergy” (Martin
2007: 85) that is at its core stands for the blending of the incongruous, “incompatible [...] or even
contradictory interpretations of the same object or event [..] active in the mind at the same time”
(Martin 2007: 85). This view of humor is particularly important for the short story genre, as will
be discussed in The Postmodern Fender-Bender section which offers a definition of the short story
not only as double-voiced (Laurie Kruk), but specifically, importing significant amount of
topicality and emotional charge in a subversive manner — through irony, parody, contrast, etc. —
due to its doubled narrative progression (Dan Shen). It is particularly irony and parody that serve
to safely, yet subversively, introduce the potentially unpleasant, distressing, problematic, delicate
or inflammatory material and foreground it effectively, in the manner of the genre. Humor, indeed,
plays a significant role in this process as it mediates between the socially acceptable content and

the socially appropriate reactions to it, even if its character is not necessarily comic.

The cognitive approach to humor presupposes that “information is organized in knowledge
structures called schemas?®” (Martin 2007: 85), and this viewpoint seems highly compatible with

the overall attitude in this study that observes narrative discourse as a structure generated according

23 Rod Martin draws upon the extensive work by linguists in the field of cognitive studies and, as of more recently,
cognitive poetics as an interdisciplinary approach to literary interpretation, in defining this knowledge construct as “a
dynamic mental representation that enables us to build mental models of the world” (2007: 85). This concept, in
tandem with the concept of the script — a conventional, experiential setup of sequence-of-events presupposing a
particular range of actions and outcomes — exemplify the basis for the discussed potential for incongruity and
incompatibility in object or situation perception. Martin suggests that “while we are hearing the setup of a joke, a
schema (or script) is activated to enable us to make sense of the incoming information” (2007: 86), and we are, then,
cognitively, emotionally, and overall experientially able to decode and evaluate the inconsistency between the
expected outcome and the implied, different and unexpected, result. Martin notes that the script is responsible for the
recognition of “what details of the narrative are appropriate and relevant, and how to evaluate people’s action” (2007:
86). In the case of irony and parody in literary works, very complex networks of schemas and scripts interact to
contradictorily represent the incongruities between the discursive perception and the desired, often interrogatory and
critical, construct.
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to, or intentionally against, conventional parameters, such as genre conventions on a more general
level, but also narrative conventions within a genre, for example. In other words, the explanation
offered by cognitive psychology proposes that the setup of a ‘joke’, or an incongruous scenario
that need not necessarily have a comic effect for its outcome, is based on two counteracting
schemas or scripts, the second of which “typically gives an altogether different (and even
contradictory) interpretation of the situation, rather than just a slightly modified perspective”
(Martin 2007: 87). The humorous or comic effects, then, do not reside in the “replacement” or
erasure of the primary script, but rather in the “simultaneous activation of two incompatible
scripts” (Martin 2007: 87) as the essence. What follows is that not only is this cognitive or mental
play at the heart of the competence Attardo potentially refers to in discussing the inadequacy of
very specific approaches to humor, but that the evocation of the alternative script has a strong
social or socially-permeated function which is experienced as “enjoyable and amusing” (Martin
2007: 87). Martin explains this as the evolution of the rudimentary play in which “the simultaneous
activation of multiple schemas to try to make sense of a joke enables both the joke teller and the
listener to engage in playful cognitive synergies” (2007: 109). On an everyday level, humor may
occur both spontaneously and unintentionally, as well as intentionally, verbally and as reflected in
non-verbal behaviors (Martin 2007: 97), and all of these essentially represent efforts “to be
logically consistent and coherent, [...] to avoid ambiguity and contradiction, and [...] assume that
there is a unitary external reality that is shared by everyone” (Martin 2007: 115), whereby
perceived incongruity is voiced, consciously or unconsciously, intentionally or otherwise, in the
form of humor and for the purpose of appealing to a specific social function the humor corresponds
to, or regulating one’s emotional response to the perceived incompatibility in reality. The complex
interaction of the diverse cognitive and emotional functions as related by humor, however,
frequently render this “mode of communication [...] inadequate, since different individuals and
groups often have quite different perceptions of reality and disagree about their interpretations of
events” (Martin 2007: 115), and Martin suggests that humor, as a mode of communication,
extenuates the circumstance of mediation of these realities (2007: 115). More specifically, this is
to say that “by simultaneously expressing opposite meanings, the humorous mode provides a
shared conceptual framework that embraces contradictions, rather than avoiding them” (Martin
2007: 115), and provides grounds for negotiation rather than collision and conflict, and especially

so when the content of such negotiations pertains to “oppositions [...] manifested in terms of such
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pairs as good versus bad, life versus death, obscene versus nonobscene, money versus no money,

high stature versus low stature, clean versus dirty, intelligent versus unintelligent, and so on”

(Martin 2007: 90).

Irony: Not Everyone’s Cup of Tea, Apparently

In The Psychology of Humor, the already discussed study integrating various approaches to humor
and dealing comprehensively with its social and emotional dimensions, Rod Martin defines irony
as a “type of conversational humor”, “a figure of speech that communicates the opposite of what
is said,” and relates it closely to sarcasm in terms of the humorous potential (2007: 98) — potential
since irony need not always create a humorous or comic effect. In the study, Martin explores humor
in general, in its intellectual aspects, but also linking it closely with the evident social functions it
performs or facilitates (bonding, exclusion, etc.). Following this line of thought, it is unsurprising
that irony, as a type of humor, mediating oppositions and conflicts, yet retaining a critical and

value biased course, should be treated as a rhetorical (representational) method.

In Splitting Images — Contemporary Canadian Ironies (1991), Linda Hutcheon explores the
cultural basis for what she calls the “particularly fertile ground for a certain kind of politicized
irony” (vii), and especially so with the rise of the postmodern critical thought and mode of
exploration of the profoundly institutionalized and internalized discourses and narratives.
Hutcheon explores how this, seemingly typical and perhaps convenient, Canadian, “ironic sense
shows up in some of the ‘splitting images’ of contemporary Canadian literature and art” with the
purpose of “negotiating the many dualities and multiplicities that have come to define this nation”
(1991: vii). Of course, Hutcheon distances herself from claiming that Canadianness somehow
monopolizes irony, or that there is such a thing as typically Canadian irony. However, the
recognition of the prevalence of this representation method, figure of speech, or mode of critical,
social and other interrogation, does not discount the indication that, indeed, there might be a
typically Canadian use of this trope (Foucault) in representation, rhetorical mode (Booth) and
critical instrument (Hutcheon). Hutcheon’s view of irony as a rhetorical instrument — a view
similar to Wayne Booth’s, and a negotiating instrument between the diverse voices, ideologies and

philosophies, “the oppositional voices both of and within Canada” (1991: vii), reveals a general
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postmodern critical trend in dealing with the coexisting discourses in Canada at the end of the

twentieth century.

More specifically, Hutcheon’s conclusions reveal a trend in the postmodern literary practice for a
very specific employment of irony as an instrument of political and social criticism, and
reevaluation configured to comprehend and include, rather than dismiss and exclude. In contrast,
the critical reception of this proliferate trend in Canada, varies significantly as has been discussed
in the section dealing with the problematics of postmodernism, since the issue with the postmodern
critical thought and attitude is largely built on the frequent postmodern reluctance to situate
criticism, philosophically, ideologically, politically, ethically, etc., in one ethical, philosophical or
ideological center. Contrary to Booth, and especially Hutcheon who sees irony as profoundly
political, the contemporary academic circles observe irony as pragmatic in its postmodern form,
denying it the edge it has been known to exhibit, in parody and satire specifically, throughout

centuries.

In A Poetics of Postmodernism, Hutcheon suggests that “the foes of postmodernism see irony as
fundamentally antiserious, but this is to mistake and misconstrue the critical power of double
voicing” (2004: 39). As discussed earlier, this is one of the major points of reproach of our
contemporaries, the so-called metamodern critics, against the use of irony since its operative mode
entails this ‘antiserious’, anti-totalizing and investigative attitude. This position could only hold if
both the intellectual and emotional dimensions of humor could be disregarded as socially,
politically and culturally irrelevant. However, that is clearly not the case, and Hutcheon argues

that “irony may be the only way we can be serious today,” suggesting that:

We cannot ignore the discourses that precede and contextualize everything we say and do,
and it is through ironic parody that we signal our awareness of this inescapable fact. (2004:
39)

This view resounds Derrida’s acute awareness of the inherited traditions and legacies as emanated
by the present, contemporary, discourses, and therefore the necessity to retain the interrogative
mode toward the newly produced discourses. In Hutcheon’s view, this is what irony, and parody,
achieve by allowing for the conflicting positions to interact within a single context, thereby

exposing the sustainability of the referential, normative, values against the introduced discourse,
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and allowing for “the past and the present [to be] judged in each other’s light” (2004: 39).
Additionally, the critical and political dimensions of irony and parody are both implied by
postmodern art, and required for their “didactic” function, for postmodern art “teaches us about

those countercurrents, if we are willing to listen” (Hutcheon 2004: 41).

Discussing the relation between postmodernism and mass culture, the problem of whether it is the
postmodern ‘in-difference’ and anti-totalizing attitude that causes the proliferation of
contemporary mass culture and its movement away from the traditional aesthetic and moral
standard, Hutcheon notices that “postmodernism’s relationship with contemporary mass culture is
not, then, just one of implication; it is also one of critique” (2004: 41) in as much as it resists to
turn its own practice blind to those forces that shape its own production and counteract it. In other
words, postmodern literature undoubtedly works from within the framework of its
contemporaneity, encompassing the space of mass culture, but also the counteracting subcultures.
Interpreting this intense conflict from a position of unavoidable complicity and immersion,
postmodern literature resorts to irony and parody — “a questioning of commonly accepted values
of our culture (closure, teleology, and subjectivity)” and “a questioning that is totally dependent
upon that which it interrogates” (Hutcheon 2004: 42), which requires a self-reflexive, and even a
self-conscious, attitude towards the discourse the interrogation produces. As Hutcheon puts it, such
an interrogation is “not a rejection of the former values in favor of the latter; it is a rethinking of
each in the light of the others” (2004: 42), which is paradoxical and stands to explicate the nature

of postmodern contradictions in general — oscillating between criticism and confirmation.

However, the much criticized extensive use of irony and parody, then, is not merely an anti-serious
attitude for the purpose of relativization?*, but perhaps an attempt at a ‘de-elitization’ of the
inherited traditions of aesthetics, morality and politics, in the broadest sense — a re-evaluation of
what it is that defines low and high art, how these relate to the contemporary moment, mass culture

and its countercurrents, and, overall, how these oppositions coexist and interact. lrony is

24 T use the work ‘relativization’ because it is so frequently and loosely used to dismiss the interrogative nature of
postmodern critical attitude. However, in the case of irony and ironic expression, it would be naive to suppose that the
objective and intention of the producer or receiver of irony could be to relativize. It would, nevertheless, be safer to
assume the intention as problematization, to use, yet again, Hutcheon’s term. The underlying commitment of irony,
then, resonates with the postmodern critical attitude embracing the entirety of diversity, conflict, paradox, multiplicity
and variance present and coexisting along with the institutionalized discourses and normative, as well as our
internalizations of them.
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fundamentally based on oppositions (at the level of the language itself, the social, political, cultural

levels, etc.), and the postmodern critical thought’s context on:

[the] process of making the product; it is absence within presence, it is dispersal that needs
centering in order to be dispersal; it is the ideolect that wants to be, but knows it cannot be,
the master code; it is immanence denying yet yearning for transcendence. In other words,
the postmodern partakes of a logic of ‘both/and,” not one of ‘either/or’. (Hutcheon 2004:
49)

With regard to postmodernism, in Splitting Images — Contemporary Canadian Ironies, Hutcheon
claims that irony “inherently undercuts” the idea of itself as a master narrative, an ideological or
philosophical “explanatory system” (1991: 2) that can be used in interpreting any culture, and
therefore “all Canadian mythologies” (1991: 2). On the contrary, such pretensions are consciously
rejected by (contemporary) postmodern irony where the ironic rhetoric establishes an interrogative
multivocity, intentional ambiguity and double-sense, rather than merely a discursive style. This
intentional ambiguity and double-sense, again, does not suggest a tendency to relativize, but to
expose the instability of the sign, and consequently bring forth the forces counteracting the
univocal (narrative) discourse. Furthermore, pertaining to the relationship between postmodern
contemporary Canadian literature and irony, Hutcheon argues that not “all Canadian art is bathed
in what someone once called the cold douches of irony; that would manifestly be wrong” (1991:
2), but that the use of irony, in the contemporary Canadian and other literature, is “one mode of
self-defining discourse” (1991: 2). This, again, is not to say that the ‘self-defining mode” Hutcheon
mentions has to do with defining against the normative. What it does imply is a process of
‘definition” within or amidst the present, coexisting discourses, which is a postmodern tendency,

of course.

Linda Hutcheon’s discussion on the definition of what irony is, or what is generally and
specifically recognized as irony, “in all its many motivations and modes” (1991: 10), ultimately
echoes the postmodern recognition of “language” as “ambiguous, doubled, even duplicitous”

(1991: 10). Hutcheon specifically addresses Michel Foucault’s proposition? that the concepts of

%5 In The Archeology of Knowledge, Michel Foucault treats irony as “the paradigmatic postmodern discursive practice”
(in Hutcheon 1991: 10) whose purpose is ultimately to establish “the primacy of a contradiction that has its model in
the simultaneous affirmation and negation of a single proposition” (in Hutcheon 1991: 10). Irony, in Hutcheon’s
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knowledge and power are “structured on a hidden trope of irony,” that “things said say more than
themselves” (in Hutcheon 1991: 10), and expounds its ideological dimension in terms of how irony
operates to potentially represent “subversive and authorizing” and “undercutting and excluding”
relations (1991: 11). Irony, and especially as observed in its postmodern manifestations can be
“tricky business,” as Hutcheon notes, since “the pleasure of being ‘in on the secret’ is what is often
called irony’s elitism” (1991: 11) — intentional interpellation of the reader, “an implicit compliment
to the intelligence of the reader” whereby a willing seduction into association “with the author and
the knowing minority who are not taken in by the ostensible meaning” (Hutcheon 1991: 11) is
achieved. The success of this interpellation resides in the ability of the interpreter, or the reader, to

decode the meaning underlying an ironic statement.

Hutcheon’s take on the ‘trickiness’ of irony, however, underscores the difficulty, or at least the
complexity, in interpreting it, and especially so from a temporal distance. This argument could be
extended to cultural, social and political communities, and Hutcheon extensively deals with the
discursive communities in her study Zrony’s Edge which will be discussed later in more detail.
These “discursive communities [...] might cast some doubt on the ability of any historical research
to ‘reconstruct’ [ironic] references — except in the most general and basic of terms” (Hutcheon
2005: 111), which is also to suggest that investigating instances of irony in contemporary literature

and culture could present a less daunting task.

In Irony’s Edge: The Theory and Politics of Irony, first published in 1994, Hutcheon provides the
basic definition of irony, from the semantic point of view, as “involving saying one thing and
meaning another” (2005: 35), which resonates with the view of irony as a figure of speech, but
perhaps less obviously with Foucault’s understanding of irony as a trope, as previously mentioned.
However, Hutcheon is careful to distinguish irony from other figures of speech and rhetorical
devices by emphasizing on its ability to “put people on edge” (2005: 35). This is to say, irony,
according to this author, “is a ‘weighted’ mode of discourse in the sense that it is asymmetrical,
unbalanced in favor of the silent and the unsaid” (Hutcheon 2005: 35), and its interpretation resides
in the ability of the ironist to relate, or the interpreter to evaluate, the imbalance and examine the

incongruous, opposed or conflicted sides.

interpretation of Foucault’s ‘archeological project’ is “a prime example of a discourse whose signs do not merely
designate (single) things, but do much more: they create specifically doubled meanings” (1991: 10).
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In addition to this, Hutcheon’s definition of irony emphasizes the evaluative, judgmental and
emotive or affective attitude in the recognition or decoding of irony (2005: 35). In other words,
the edge that Hutcheon sees as the distinguishing feature of irony involves an invitation for a
critical attitude, for the examination of value-judgments, and it, inevitably, involves an affective
dimension — on the side of the ironist and the interpreter. It “oscillates in semantic terms between
the simultaneous perception of the said and the unsaid” (Hutcheon 2005: 37), and it is this critical
potential of the implied, in context, that makes for the “emotional ethics” of irony (Hutcheon 2005:
14) for the reception of irony is unavoidably divided, even when successful. Hutcheon uses Milan
Kundera’s characterization of irony as something that “denies us our certainties by unmasking the
world as an ambiguity” (in Hutcheon 2005: 14) to clarify the particularly irritated attitude towards
this rhetorical mode in contemporaneity, in its postmodern manifestations. Irony, then “can also
mock, attack, and ridicule; it can exclude, embarrass and humiliate” (Hutcheon 2005: 14) and its
scope encompasses the intellectual and emotional dimensions of our existence, which suggests
that the very employment of irony overreaches a pragmatic or discursive, relativizing practice. It
is the intentionality behind the ironic expression that is inherently critical, and as such it is a
reaction or reflection on the totality of the discursive practices that cannot be reduced to intellectual

or emotional detachment. Irony is a mode of problematization.

In Wayne Booth’s seminal work, A Rhetoric of Irony, first published in 1974, irony is defined in
terms of its rhetorical power and the mechanism of contrast or reversal as “something that
undermines clarities, opens up vistas of chaos, and either liberates by destroying all dogma or
destroys by revealing the inescapable canker of negation at the heart of every affirmation” (1975:
ix). Booth’s interpretation of irony as “a distinguishing mark of all literature, or at least all good
literature” (1975: xi) contributes little to the complex definitional or interpretational issues that
have persisted to this day, but it does highlight the frequency of its use — as a rhetorical device
throughout literature, or potentially a pragmatic construct. The brief mention of Wayne Booth’s
invaluable exploration of irony serves to reinforce the perspective of irony as a device that
rhetorically contributes to postmodern evaluation and criticism. However, it is also to explore the
pragmatic function of irony as exposing the discursivity in the social, political and other constructs.
The attitude here is that irony should be interpreted as working against the exclusion of either of
the functions. More precisely, as the two are negotiation strategies pertaining to context-based

meaning, and strategies that relate the intentionality of the narrator to the expectations of the
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reader, they will be understood here as complementary, co-extensive, functions rather than
exclusive, and in those terms, in the analyses of the selection of contemporary Canadian short
stories, they will serve as the decoder for the particular critical potential in the narratives. Irony,
whether it is regarded as a figure of speech, a form of conversational humor or a postmodern trope,

undoubtedly serves as a vehicle for encoding rhetorical and pragmatic intentions.

In A Rhetoric of Irony, Booth argues that irony invites the reader to construct the underlying
meaning using the provided clues emphasizing on the problem of not only varied and disparate
interpretations supported by textual cues, but also their frequent neglect by readers. In other words,
Booth notices, irony easily goes unnoticed, and something that a number of readers may interpret
as irony may be understood as literal meaning by others, which calls for the “sensitive detecting
and reconstructing” (1975: 1) of that which is termed ironic or possessing the quality of irony.
According to this critic, “irony has come to stand for so many things that we are in danger of losing
it as a useful term altogether” (Booth 1975: 2), and what adds to the ambiguity, as Booth suggests,

is that irony must be intended, and therefore:

[deliberately] created by human beings to be heard or read and understood with some
precision by other human beings; they are not mere openings, provided unconsciously, or
accidental statements allowing the confirmed pursuer of ironies to read them as reflections
against the author. (1975: 5)

Booth’s attempt at describing irony leads him to investigate the most common or defining features
of irony in literary texts — its stability in the context of the text or the wider referential context, the
level at which irony’s rhetorical power is visible and evident, as well the local or restricted quality
of irony that may only hold in certain contexts. More specifically, then, Booth treats irony and the
ironic in terms of the context in which “a weighing or qualification on every word in it” requires
“the reader to infer meanings which are in a sense not in the words themselves” (1975: 7), and
even though Booth does not specifically deal with the pragmatic potential of irony, this is the
reason why irony may as easily as it does rhetorical, perform the function of a pragmatic

instrument.

Much in line with the contemporary cognitive poetics theorists, Booth notices that the “ironic

exchange” (1975: 14) must be based on some sort of background knowledge relevant for the
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context in question, but the nature of this knowledge that allows for the understanding of irony and
the ironic, necessarily eludes systematic scientific empiricism and objective definition. Booth
explores the so-called “merely subjective” (1975: 16) interpretation of the ironic in his chapter on
the stability of irony, and problematizes knowledge in terms the criteria of commonality or locality
in understanding intended irony. This particular aspect of the problem of detecting and interpreting
irony will be additionally discussed, in cases where it is relevant, in the analyses of the selection
of contemporary Canadian short stories. According to Booth, “discovering an ironic intention in a
work depends” on the process of “ironic reconstruction: the decision that the author cannot have
intended such and such a meaning” (1975: 19), on the decoding of the textual cues that would
delineate the meaning that would be signaled by the sentence itself on the literal level, and the
meaning of its contextual surrounding (1975: 19), and underscore possible ambiguity, incongruity
or discrepancy in the two. The process of reconstruction or decoding, as Booth suggests, assumes
a conventionality of sorts — a consensus on the literal and referential, as opposed to the possible
ironic, and does not heavily rely on the “critic’s private sensibility” (1975: 21) for there would be

no stability in the interpretation on the figurative level.

What Booth implies in A Rhetoric of Irony is that, as a rhetorical device, irony is conditioned by
the textual environment, the networks of interrelated meanings, and not by the reader themselves
— even if the private circumstance and sensibility of the reader may affect the interpretation of
something as ironic, irony in literary works must be ascribed to the narrating entity as intentional,
and as part of the rhetorical, and we may add, the pragmatic objective of the narrative discourse.

In Irony’s Edge, Hutcheon sees irony both as a rhetorical trope, and a pragmatic instrument (2005:
1), and deals with “its perceived politics,” and its social and formal dimensions (2005: 1) as
working transideologically (2005: 10). Much like Booth, Hutcheon studies the implications of
recognizing something as irony or ironic, but also of “its misfiring” (2005: 3), that is, of either
failing to notice the intended irony, or ascribing literal meaning a subjective ironic interpretation.
As Hutcheon notes, the focus is on “[trying] to understand how and why irony is used and
understood as a discursive practice or strategy” (2005: 3) in the first place, but also how it is that
“irony has an evaluative edge and manages to provoke emotional responses in those who ‘get’ it
and those who don’t, as well as in its targets and in what some people call its ‘victims’” (2005: 2).

More precisely, Hutcheon deals extensively with this social function of irony (and parody), and
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her insight into the mechanism resounds Rod Martin’s discussion on the social (and pseudo-social)

function of humor.

In the mentioned study, Hutcheon considers the “affective dimension of irony’s edge” (2005: 2),
which is one of the main reasons why this study is taken as a referent in exploring irony as a
rhetorical and pragmatic instrument, an instrument for social inclusion and exclusion, and
“intervention and evasion” (2005: 2) — as discussed in the previous chapter in terms of humor in
general. Hutcheon suggests that “the ‘scene’ of irony involves relations of power based in relations
of communication” (2005: 2), which unsurprisingly renders it a convenient instrument for the
endorsement of a range of diverging positions, legitimation of attitudes, promotion of interests,
but also the “undercutting” and subversive criticism of that which is taken as a universal rather
than a discursive value. However, the ‘problematics’ of irony, much like the problematics of
postmodernism, depends on what Hutcheon calls “dynamic and plural relations among the text or
utterance (and its context), the so-called ironist, the interpreter, and the circumstances surrounding
the discursive situation” (2005: 11). In other words, the reconstruction of the supposed or assumed
ironic meaning, just as Wayne Booth suggests, stands at the very core of the problematics of irony
since it is contingent not only upon the ironic intention, the rhetorical and pragmatic context, the
context of the work, but also the context of the interpreter, the discursive reality of their (narrative)
discourses, and a number of subjective factors. Irony, Hutcheon comments, “isn’t irony until it is

interpreted as such — at least by the intending ironist, if not the intended receiver” (2005: 6).

In Irony’s Edge, Hutcheon does not deal with “irony as a keystone of poetics, a paradigm of
criticism, a mode of consciousness or existence that raises questions about the self and the nature
of knowledge” (2005: 3), but she focuses on how it is that “irony’s edge gives parody its ‘critical’
dimension in its marking of difference at the heart of similarity” (2005: 3). In other words, the
power of irony lies in irony’s potential to defamiliarize, and particularly so in parody, that which
has become an image of reality, and not only by means of contrast or inversion, but alternative
interpretation. In terms of understanding irony as semantic inversion “antiphrasis — oOr saying one
thing and meaning its opposite”, Hutcheon proposes a view of irony as “a communicative process”
in which irony possesses “three major semantic characteristics: it is relational, inclusive and
differential” (2005: 56). It is for this reason that any exploration of irony necessarily involves its

social and political functions, even though the linguistic peculiarities (syntactic, semantic,
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pragmatic, etc.) may shed light on the manner in which meaning is related — where and how textual
cues signal ironic meaning. The attitude here is that irony’s defamiliarizing power lies in the
propensity to evaluate these textual cues, the context of the text, the script or schema?, or to
intentionally disrupt the figure-background relation in context. More explicitly, irony’s scope
reaches beyond the semantic level and destabilizes the ‘certainties’ of our commonly attuned
perception of social, political, cultural or other positions, and in the postmodern short story form,

it is through the ironic, or parodic, input that topicality is examined (Kruk, Shen).

Hutcheon’s approach to irony in lrony’s Edge appears to be as practical as Booth’s since both
critics focus on the general application and applicability of their discussions. However, Hutcheon’s
method, although ‘artificial’ as she suggests (2005: 4), observes irony in practice from the
perspective of “its critical edge” (2005: 4), which is its critical capacity overall, “its semantic
complexity” (2005: 4), and the problematics of irony’s reliance on the “discursive community”
(2005: 4), which has been mentioned earlier as one of the potential issues in exploring irony trans-

culturally, although as Hutcheon suggests, it is one of the crucial prerequisites for irony?’; and,

26 Scripts and schemas provide a very broad number of situational or conceptual outlines, and necessarily vary due to
the interpreter’s subjective experience, general knowledge, cultural and other background, etc. However, since irony
is considered here in the framework of ‘discursive communities’ (Hutcheon), it may be safe to assume that members
of a discursive community share a common, though general, idea about a multitude of everyday, as well as specific,
scripts and schemas the ironist calls into their (narrative) discourse. Moreover, irony as a process of communication
serves the purpose of both reinforcing certain concepts, schemas and scripts, as much as it brings their validity into
question. In the process, it serves its socio-political function of strengthening community or group bonds, but also
excluding those members who do not, to use Hutcheon’s words, ‘get it’.

2" In Irony’s Edge, Hutcheon notes that “in a study of the discursive politics of irony written in the 1990s, you might
well expect to find a concentration of examples of irony focused on issues of gender, race, class, or sexuality” (2005:
5), which, incidentally, encourages the interrogative attitude and enthusiasm of this dissertation. Considering the
impossibility of the membership in the discursive community that has produced the selection of contemporary
Canadian short stories, one can only hope to indirectly share the concerns or attune themselves to the topicality present
in them and, trans-culturally and transideologically attempt to decode the ironic practice and its implication in the
Canadian culture. This is also inspired by Hutcheon’s claim that “[there] is a long history of argument that the key to
the Canadian identity is irony, that a people used to dealing with national, regional, ethnic and linguistic multiplicities,
tensions, and divisions have no alternative” (2005: 7). With regard to her similar conclusion in The Canadian
Postmodern on how it is that the postmodern critical thought and method almost effortlessly permeate contemporary
Canadian literature, one inevitably feels encouraged to explore the nature of the possible correlation between the
philosophical trend and the ‘transideological’ instrument of criticism. My enthusiasm in exploring irony does not
subside in its recognition that “[our century] joins just about every other century in wanting to call itself the ‘age of
irony,” and the recurrence of that historical claim in itself might well support the contention of contemporary theorists
from Jacques Derrida to Kenneth Burke that irony is inherent in signification, in its deferrals and in its negations”
(Hutcheon 2005: 9), nor does the enthusiasm to explore the nature of postmodern irony subside since this particular
perspective of interrogation and context could contribute to a better understanding and appreciation of contemporary
Canadian short story. It does not purport to do much more.
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finally, “the role of intention and attribution of irony” and “its contextual framing and markers”
(2005: 4), which can all be discussed jointly, even if the discussion here could not purport to be as

extensive, structured and thorough as that of Hutcheon in the mentioned study.

Here, irony is perceived as something that “comes into being in the relations between meanings,
but also between people and utterances and, sometimes, between intentions and interpretations”
(Hutcheon 2005: 13), which is to suggest that it cannot be observed as a static (pragmatic or
rhetorical) instrument, but a dynamic part of the communicative process. In this view, irony must
occur in “the space between (and including) the said and the unsaid” (Hutcheon 2005: 12), and the
dichotomy is both “inclusive and relational” (Hutcheon 2005: 12) implying that the ironic meaning
is created in the interaction. Additionally, the interaction must be such that the meaning of the said
and the unsaid, in varying degrees of complexity and idiosyncrasy, must co-extend in relation to
each other. As Hutcheon notes, irony is found in the interaction that “undermines [...] semantic
security of ‘one signifier: one signified’ and by revealing the complex inclusive, relational and
differential nature of ironic meaning-making” (2005: 12). The dynamics of what irony involves
renders simplistic and convenient definitions problematic. Irony does not “disambiguate”
(Hutcheon 2005: 13), but “can only ‘complexify’” (Hutcheon 2005: 13) since it achieves its effect
only in specific circumstances, in the context of its appearance, and since its use and reception

inevitably involve oppositional or confrontational intention.

Hutcheon claims that irony’s “foregrounding of the politics of human agency” renders it “a
strategy of oppositional rhetoric” (2005: 11), but it is both problematic and thought-provoking to
observe it as rhetorically charged if irony’s effect, or ‘edge’, resides not only in the ironist, but the
interpreter that becomes the ironist. To be precise, it is “the intended addressee of the ironist’s
utterance” (Hutcheon 2005: 11) that ascribes ironic meaning to that which they perceive as
involving ironic intention. This is where Hutcheon’s view of the discursive community provides
the vital key to understanding and explicating the mechanics of irony. The quintessential feature
of irony, Hutcheon explains, is the “interpretive and intentional move: it is the making or inferring
of meaning in addition to and different from what is stated, together with an attitude toward both
the said and the unsaid” (2005: 11), whereby, it can be concluded, the attitudinal component of the
premeditated irony resides in textual cues provided in (narrative) discourse, but the ultimate

evaluative attitude in the interpreter. The interpreter of irony is not merely at the receiving end of
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the ironist’s intention, but “they make irony happen by [...] this intentional act, different from but
not unrelated to the ironist’s intention to be ironic” (Hutcheon 2005: 113). The intention is,
therefore, encoded in the context (or text) by the entity that, as if literally, elaborates the ‘said’
with the attitude of the ‘unsaid. It is this “irony’s appraising edge” (Hutcheon 2005: 12) that
Hutcheon singles out as the characteristic that distinguishes irony from other figurative forms, and
additionally, it might be added, the reason why the postmodern critical thought, in its theoretically

uncomplicated form, resonates with this mode of representation and device.

At this point, a brief digression to the ethical issue raised in the introductory part of this section
seems convenient. Much of the criticism directed against postmodernism with regard to the
noticeable absence of an ethically defined philosophy also extends to the use of irony. More

specifically, it is the question of intentionality that draws attention on the issue of irony’s ethics.

On the one hand, in line with Relevance Theory?, the responsibility for the ironic meaning resides
with “the encoding ironist who must coordinate assumptions about codes and contextual
information that decoders will have accessible to them and be likely to use” (in Hutcheon 2005:
115). In other words, ironic interpretation cannot be a matter of subjective interpretation and
ascription of meaning, and ethically, the ironist is responsible for the conveyed meaning. Both
Wayne, as previously discussed, and Hutcheon agree on this view. However, this attitude does not
neglect the importance of the discursive community as a space in which this intentionality can be
received. On the other hand, as Hutcheon suggests, the disapproval of irony as a representation
mode can be rationalized with the view of the possibility that “irony might well mean never having

to say you really mean it” and “evasion through tacit affirmation” (2005: 115). Therefore, shifting

28 In The Rhetoric of Fictionality (2007), Richard Walsh discusses Relevance Theory (as developed by Dan Sperber
and Deirdre Wilson) in the context of the literary category of fictionality, and sees its value in its communicative
approach, “from the perspective of pragmatics and cognitive linguistics,” and providing for “an invaluable conceptual
basis for a pragmatic theory of fiction founded upon the principle of relevance rather than truth” (16). Drawing on the
broad field of narratology, the theory of worlds, but particularly the linguistic insight of Grice, Walsh observes
Relevance Theory as paramount for the understanding of the pragmatic and rhetorical communication between the
text (and the implied author) and the reader since the narrative discourse is always incomplete, or rather cannot fully
emulate perfect contextual clarity, and therefore “inference is not a supplementary component of communication, but
its core” (2007: 23), and this view of context echoes the Derridean idea that meaning is only found in context, but one
that is instable, temporary and supplemented by the doer of deconstruction. Furthermore, as Sperber and Wilson note,
“ostensive-inferential communication [is] a process whereby ‘the communicator produces a stimulus which makes it
mutually manifest to communicator and audience that the communicator intends, by means of this stimulus, to make
manifest or more manifest to the audience a set of assumptions’” (in Walsh 2007: 24). This is particularly interesting
for irony since it corroborates the view that the ironic intent must be encoded within the text.
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the accountability for the ironic meaning onto the recipient undoubtedly complicates the ethics of
irony further as ‘“sometimes, people even give contradictory interpretations of their own
intentions” (Hutcheon 2005: 115), and, additionally, as the recognition of ironic intention need not
only be encoded in the text (context), but also in “extratextual evidence such as statements by the
ironist” (Hutcheon 2005: 115) or other information that the interpreter may assess as relevant to
interpreting intent. Hutcheon maintains that the interpreter infers “specific semantic meaning itself
and the evaluative edge of irony” (2005: 116). More specifically, the interpreter assesses the
contextual appropriateness of the semantic content, as well as the attitude encoded in the context,
but the very act of such assessment suggests another kind of intention — that pertaining to the
interpreter to decode the presented information as irony, which implies a willingness to
deconstruct textual information in such a way that presumes the “evaluative edge” (Hutcheon
2005: 116) as encoded deliberately for the interpreter to decode. With this intention, on the part of
the interpreter, there is also responsibility and accountability for attributing ironic meaning, and as
Hutcheon suggests, it is here that the “affective” and intensely social dimension of irony is best
seen, since “those who might not attribute irony where it was intended (or where others did) risk

exclusion and embarrassment” (2005: 15).

With regard to the criticism aimed at postmodernism, and specifically, the criticism that takes the
extensive use of irony in postmodern literature as a symptom of disaffectedness, detachment and
indifference, a lack of ethical sense and an inclination towards relativization, it is significant to
note that “ironists and interpreters of irony can meet on any number of different terrains: rhetorical,
linguistic, aesthetic, social, ethical, cultural, ideological, professional, and so on” (Hutcheon 2005:
94), but irony also has a strong affective (emotive) dimension. The “affective ‘charge’ to irony”
(Hutcheon 2005: 15) reflects this critical and political edge that Hutcheon links to the discourse as

produced by the discursive communities. [rony’s emotive function:

[cannot] be separated from its politics of use if it is to account for the range of emotional
response (from anger to delight) and the various degrees of motivation and proximity (from

distanced detachment to passionate engagement). (Hutcheon 2005: 15)

There certainly exists a relational link between the “terrains” Hutcheon mentions and the range of

emotional responses, and these are additionally conditioned by the cultural normative and
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institutionalized, and internalized, discourses regulating the appropriateness of irony (2005: 95).
In contrast, irony, as an oppositional strategy (Hutcheon), along with parody, often appears in such
domains where overt criticism, or open discussion, is not possible. It is convenient to notice the
semantic peculiarity and correspondence in Hutcheon’s definition of postmodernism and irony —

both defined in terms of being processes.

With regard to the postmodern critical approach to discursive constructs, the discursive reality as
referential, Hutcheon suggests that “all irony happens intentionally, whether the attribution be
made by the encoder or the decoder” (2005: 113) since the presupposition of intentionality on the
part of the ironist may be irrelevant if the decoder themselves do not express a determination to
notice the evaluative dimension of the presented information. Irony, it may be suggested, is an
attempt at a dialogue in a discursive community — an invitation to reassert “human agency”

(Hutcheon 2005: 113), a strategy against univocity.

Discussing the political dimension of irony, its propensity for oppositional strategy, Hutcheon

essentially asks whether irony can be seen as destructive or constructive:

[irony] can be provocative when its politics are conservative or authoritarian as easily as
when its politics are oppositional and subversive: it depends on who is using/attributing it
and at whose expense it is seen to be. Such is the transideological nature of irony. [...] My
operating premise here is that nothing is ever guaranteed at the politicized scene of irony.
Even if an ironist intends an irony to be interpreted in an oppositional framework, there is
no guarantee that this subversive intent will be realized. (2005: 15)

On this view, the transideological politics of irony can be observed through its two possible
functions (or approaches): that which negativizes, from a position that is “exterior to the system”
(Hutcheon 2005: 16), and the other that offers a “more constructive or ‘appropriative’ function”
(Hutcheon 2005: 16) that relates its critical attitude from the position within the system. Or rather,
in the former, the ironist expresses a detachment from the system against which irony is used as
oppositional, whereas in the latter, the ironist recognizes their position within the system. The
intentionality of the ironist, depending on their position, inside or outside the system, creates a
context with visible hierarchical structure, and this holds in as much as literary discourse can be

considered a pseudo-communicative situation. Namely, “discourses are forms of social practice,
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of interaction between participants in particular situations, whether this be in face-to-face
conversation or in interpreting artistic texts” (Hutcheon 2005: 86). More specifically, this is the
reason why irony is often deemed elitist. Irony’s elitism displays the hierarchy of those who
perceive and understand the ironic, therefore critical, intent — those who are attuned to its ‘edge’,
and those who do not. Now, Hutcheon does not explain this in terms of irony’s elitism creating
social divide, or cliques, “communities or in-groups” (2005: 17), although irony’s affective and
social dimensions certainly have this influence. According to Hutcheon, “irony happens because
what could be called “discursive communities” already exist and provide the context for both the

deployment and attribution of irony” (2005: 17). Consequently:

[irony] is one discursive strategy that both cannot be understood apart from its embodiment
in context and also has trouble escaping the power relations evoked by its evaluative edge.
The (paradoxically) enabling constraints that are operative in all discourses obviously
function here as well, but it is not only a question of who may use irony (and where, when,
how) but who may (or can) interpret it. [...] irony involves the particularities of time and

place, of immediate social situation and of general culture. (Hutcheon 2005: 86)

This observation is based on the already briefly discussed Foucault’s view of discourse and
discourse production. The ‘paradoxical’ constraints that simultaneously enable and restrict irony
in discourse, according to Hutcheon, inevitably expose its political dimension (2005: 86), but these
forces are always recognized by the discursive community, which makes irony possible (2005:
88). Additionally, this recognition “foregrounds the particularities not only of space and time but
of class, race, gender, ethnicity, sexual choice — not to mention nationality, religion, age,
profession, and all the other micropolitical groupings” (Hutcheon 2005: 88), and exposes the
overlap of each individual’s affiliation with different shared communities and collectives.
Consequently, irony must be considered transideological because it essentially works against the
notion that any “hard belief” as expressed in favor of single affiliation, ideology or other, might

hold in the totality of the discursive community (Hutcheon 2005: 18).

Within a discursive community, then, irony uses such strategies, oppositional or ‘appropriative’
that instantaneously include and exclude, revealing the diversity within the community. It is this

quality of irony that echoes the postmodern call to the consideration of all and everything that had
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been left in the category of the ‘unsaid’ and ‘unvoiced’ for the mere appearance of uniformity and
unity. In Hutcheon’s words, “irony’s doubleness can act as a way of counteracting any tendency
to assume a categorical or rigid position of “Truth” through precisely some acknowledgement of
provisionality and contingency” (Hutcheon 2005: 49). Irony is not a typically postmodern method,
however, it strongly reverberates the postmodern critical endeavor in that as “a relational strategy
[...] it operates not only between meanings (said, unsaid) but between people (ironists, interpreters,
targets)” (Hutcheon 2005: 56), and produces (ironic) meaning as a form of discourse that requires
not only “a sort of general cultural competence to cover the presuppositions, background
information, assumptions, beliefs, knowledge and values that are shared by ironist and interpreter”
(Hutcheon 2005: 91). Additionally, it endeavors “to change how people interpret” (Hutcheon
2005: 30) the products of their culture and politics (literary or other discourses), and to understand

the nature of the relations of power within their own discursive community.

Exhausting Parody

If the modest scope of discussion inspired by the review of the selected literature on irony — its
structure, complexity and functioning — did not unintentionally kill the subject under vivisection,
then perhaps the chapter on parody will.

In Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-conscious Fiction, Patricia Waugh explains the
relation between defamiliarization and metafiction, and provides an explanation for how parody
utilizes these modes to subversively “‘defamiliarize’ fictional conventions that have become both
automatized and inauthentic, and to release new and more authentic forms” (2001: 65). In this
view, parody is defined as a strategy that “deliberately sets itself up to break norms that have
become conventionalized” (Waugh 2001: 65), and what Waugh suggests is that not only does
parody destabilize the ideological, philosophical, socio-political and cultural norms as emanated
in the discourse, but it challenges the conventions within the literary, or artistic, practice, and both
to evaluate the discursive practice. By extension, Linda Hutcheon’s view of parody’s paradoxes in
A Theory of Parody: The Teachings of Twentieth-Century Art Forms, first published in 1985,
places emphasis on “the ambivalence set up between conservative repetition and revolutionary

difference” (2000: 77) as particularly problematic in terms of the disclosure of intent behind the
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enunciation act. In examining its pragmatic dimension, this author relates parody to irony’s
doubleness and the necessity for “a certain institutionalized set of values - both aesthetic (generic)
and social (ideological) - in order to be understood, or even to exist” (Hutcheon 2000: 95), which
echoes the entire discussion on irony in the previous chapter.

In both of these critics’ view, then, parody — in using the rhetorical and pragmatic power of irony,
as a strategy — represents an act of evaluation that presupposes an attitudinal direction. Moreover,
Hutcheon suggests, it is the pragmatic function of irony in parody that reveals an evaluation “most
frequently of a pejorative nature” (2000: 53), regardless of whether the background is parodied, or
if the foregrounding of parody against a contextual background is the objective. Essentially, it is a
form that “has the advantage of being both a re-creation and a creation, making criticism into a
kind of active exploration of form” (Hutcheon 2000: 51) that in its act of ‘re-creation’ trans-
contextualizes preceding discourses. In the same manner in which irony requires its recipient’s
specific background knowledge relevant for the discourse community in which irony is used,
parody is often accused of elitism (Hutcheon 2000: 95) as “it is realized or actualized only by those
readers who meet certain requisite conditions, such as ability or training” (Hutcheon 2000: 95).
This ‘qualification’ for understanding irony, and therefore parody as an even more complex form,
might be explored against the concept of intertextuality which, among other factors, enables the
recipient not only to decode the distinctive move of the narrative discourse towards a meaning that

exceeds the literal level, but also to infer the suggested meaning of the ‘unsaid’.

In Encyclopedia of Postmodernism, Taylor and Winquist explain univocity as “the idea that
subjectivity is singular, autonomous, and has a unique voice, and that meaning is singular and
natural” (2001: 415). In other words, it is a concept that presupposes the existence of “a singular
unambiguous meaning” (Taylor & Winquist 2001: 415), and stands in direct relation to the liberal
humanist notion of a possibility of such a thing as ‘natural’ and ‘universal’ — consistent — meaning,
value and truth. This conception also extends to the philosophical categories of knowledge, ethics,
etc., and influences much of liberal humanist, therefore, modernist ideas, generally speaking. In
contrast, the view that “the individual is the site of the convergence of multiplicities (various
discourses, voices, and meanings) that not only construct the subjectivity of the individual but also

are part and parcel of any act of language and textuality” (Taylor & Winquist 2001: 415) describes
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Mikhail Bakhtin’s heteroglossia®®, a concept that is in direct opposition to univocity. Taylor and

Winquist note that:

The most crucial difference between univocity and heteroglossia concerns how knowledge
and meaning are conceived either as outside of culture and history or as the immediate
product of history and culture. Whereas a univocal reading suggests that language or a text
possesses a singular voice with an equally particularized meaning, heteroglossia suggests
that a text as well as individual subjectivity is constructed out of a range of significant and
distinctive differences that are cultural and historical. (2001: 415)

On this view, heteroglossia is a concept that observes the inevitable and inescapable ideological
basis in (narrative) discourse, expressed through language and relations based on power.
Subsequently, the perspective of text as univocal is abandoned in postmodernism since it
recognizes “the range of voices and discourses that are woven into the text” (Taylor & Winquist
2001: 415). Additionally, since heteroglossia implies ideological interpellation, willing or
unwilling, intentional or unintentional, both in terms of (narrative) discourse production and
reception, it necessarily extends to the relationship between texts themselves since the mediation
of meaning is never direct and immediate, and produces intertextuality, as Julia Kristeva® terms
it — the interrelatedness of (literary) texts, the referencing of one in another, pastiche, parody, etc.,
by which (literary) texts are referential with regard to a vast body of related discourses, literary
and non-literary. Consequently, the decoding of a (literary) text, its interpretation, draws on the
awareness of intertextuality, and in some cases, depends or heavily relies on it. With regard to

pastiche as an example of intertextuality, or an imitation of a style, in postmodernism, Taylor and

2 Even though Julia Kristeva’s take on intertextuality presents invaluable contribution to the postmodern critical
thought and marks a significant move in the direction of poststructuralism in the 1960s, for fear that it might needlessly
broaden the discussion, I intentionally restrain myself from including a discussion on her essay “Word, Dialogue and
Novel” (1966) in the first section of this study or at this point, and reluctantly so.

30 Julia Kristeva’s introduction and definition of the term ‘intertextuality’ in “Word, Dialogue and Novel” (1966),
published in Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art (1980), is inspired by Bakhtin’s placing
the text in the context “within history and society” (65). “The poetic word, polyvalent and multi-determined,” Kristeva
notes, “adheres to a logic exceeding that of codified discourse and fully comes into being only in the margins of
recognized culture” (1980: 65), and this logic, Kristeva acknowledges as Bakhtin’s pioneering object of study, and
therefore, she draws heavily on the insights of Russian Formalists and Bakhtin in particular. However, what Bakhtin
terms “translinguistic science” (in Kristeva 1980: 69), she sees as “intertextual relationships” (1980: 69) for “[history]
and morality are written and read within the infrastructure of texts” (1980: 65), which echoes the Derridean notion of
the inherited in the discourse, but also a range of other philosophers, critics and thinkers inspiring the proliferation of
the postmodern critical thought.
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Winquist draw on Linda Hutcheon’s conclusion that pastiche works to “both affirm and subvert
the conditions of history: history is exposed as a contingent narrative, while the will to historicize

is confirmed” (2001: 275), and so does parody.

However, as Hutcheon notes in A Theory of Parody, parody “historicizes by placing art within the
history of art” (2000: 109) allowing for “certain ideological consideration” (2000: 109) to surface
in a contemporary light, because the convention itself not only necessitates the act of
‘reenactment’, but such ‘reenactment’ that is regulated by the mentioned “authorized transgression
of norms” (2000: 109). In terms of Waugh’s comment on parody’s intentional, even playful,
undermining of conventions, and genre being only one of them, the Bakhtinian ‘authorized
transgression’ holds in terms of allowing for this subversive event in the realm of art, and literature
in this case. More specifically, literary works, or even non-literary discourse, are observed as
interacting with the discursive reality of contemporaneity, but interacting still in the realm of
artifice — of artistic creation. In fact, Hutcheon sees parody as “one of the techniques of self-
referentiality by which art reveals its awareness of the context-dependent nature of meaning, of
the importance to signification of the circumstances surrounding any utterance” (2000: 85), and
following this line of thought, this discussion focuses on the metafictional nature of parody, but
also on the nature of intent. In fact, the attitude here is that the very nature of defamiliarization of
the evoked context stands as reflexive of the rhetorical intent by the parodist. And yet, as Waugh
suggests, the rhetorical intent may be subtle enough to point the reader in the direction of “the
indeterminacy of the text” (2001: 67), placing them in the position of the secondary critic, “to
revise his or her rigid preconceptions based on literary and social conventions, by playing off
contemporary and earlier paradigms against each other” (2001: 67). The success of such an
endeavor on the part of the parodist underscores the significance of what Hutcheon calls the
discursive community in Irony’s Edge, but also the, perhaps, rightly imputed criticism of parody’s
elitism in certain cases. Waugh argues that parody’s “creation” is “[fused] with critique” (2001:
68) in such a manner that the act of creation itself reintroduces into the discourse the ‘thing’ that

is internalized and institutionalized in the discourse by means of which it:

[renews] and maintains the relationship between form and what it can express, by upsetting
a previous balance which has become so rigidified that the conventions of the form can

express only a limited or even irrelevant content (2001: 68)
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In other words, in a deconstructive manner, parody sets up such a discourse that relates to both the
past and contemporaneity, but also a discourse in which the artifice is laid bare, the “very essence
of narrative — its inescapable linearity, its necessary selectiveness as it translates the non-verbal
into the verbal — and finally creates its own comedy out of its critique” (Waugh 2001: 69). Parody,
however, does so not by means of covert criticism (only), but by exposing the discursive nature of
such social, political, ideological and other dimensions encompassed by the re-created discourse

challenging the univocity of the parodic source.

Hutcheon argues that the postmodern parody, that is metafictional, and defamiliarizing (Waugh),
is an example of Bakhtin’s “‘double-voiced” word” (in Hutcheon 2000: 72) as “discourse within
and about discourse” (2000: 72). Hutcheon explicates the formal nature of the connection between
irony and parody, or parody’s use of irony as a strategy, as a sort of hierarchy in which irony
“[operates] on a microcosmic (semantic) level in the same way that parody does on a macrocosmic
(textual) level” (2000: 54). Moreover, “irony’s patent refusal of semantic univocality matches
parody’s refusal of structural unitextuality” (Hutcheon 2000: 54), which is the reason why irony

is so organically found in parody as a rhetorical strategy.

Modern parody, Hutcheon suggests, explores “the nature of self-reference and legitimacy” (2000:
2), but in its self-reflexivity, it is a form of “inter-art discourse” (2000: 2). This “authorized
transgression” (Bakhtin), subversive or conservative (2000: 101), in modern parody stands to
provide space for auto-reflexivity and “a new model for artistic process” (2000: 5). Furthermore,
Hutcheon sees parody as involving “another kind of ‘worldly’ connection” (2000: 110) by which
ideological layers are exposed as they are appropriated by the contemporary discourse, exposed as
being ‘referenced’ “to a different set of codes” (2000: 110). By the act of subjecting the parodic
original to contemporary codes, “continuity” (Hutcheon 2000: 110) is established, with the past —
its traditions, values and the totality of the inheritance that Derrida, among other, notices. The
continuity Hutcheon speaks about also implies a preservation of certain legacies that hold sway in
the moment of the enunciative act. More specifically, parody enables continuity of literary works
by the act of its own enunciation, the recreation of the already familiar discourse (or even non-
literary discourse) with parodic intention, and their re-appropriation in contemporaneity (Hutcheon
2000: xi). In A Poetics of Postmodernism, Hutcheon characterizes postmodern parody as “the

ironic mode of intertextuality that enables such revisitations of the past” that self-reflexively
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problematize the “modernist aesthetic autonomy and unproblematic realist reference” (2004: 225).
Moreover, postmodern parody as the self-reflexive ironic mode examines the ideological, political
and cultural dimensions of the discourses it draws on, both literary and non-literary, and evaluates
them in the light of contemporaneity while heavily relying on the cultural conventions and codes

it works within.

Digressing for a moment on the tension between modernism and postmodernism, or rather the
style, I draw here on Fredric Jameson’s insight into the representational modes of postmodernism.
Disregarding the implicit understanding here of both modernism and postmodernism as solely
heuristic labels, Jameson’s insight that “[modernist] styles [...] become postmodernist codes”
(1991: 16) deserves reflection in the discussion on parody since Hutcheon herself bases some of
her arguments and counterarguments on his view of postmodern parody. Jameson sees “the
stupendous proliferation of social codes today into professional and disciplinary jargons (but also
into the badges of affirmation of ethnic, gender, race, religious, and class-factional adhesion)”
(1991.: 16) as the outcome of the postmodern propensity for fragmentation of everything, including
politics. Jameson recognizes the toppling of the once “dominant (or hegemonic) ideology of
bourgeois society” (1991: 16) and their transformation into “a field of stylistic and discursive
heterogeneity without a norm” (1991: 16). What is problematic about Jameson’s otherwise
insightful interpretation of neoliberalism is potentially the implication that somehow the bourgeois

hegemony is nostalgically recalled in his text. Namely:

Faceless masters continue to inflect the economic strategies which constrain our existences,
but they no longer need to impose their speech (or are henceforth unable to); and the
postliteracy of the late capitalist world reflects not only the absence of any great collective

project but also the unavailability of the older national language itself. (1991: 16)

In this context, Jameson does not see the space for parody, and only recognizes pastiche as the
representational method of postmodernism, devoid of a critical dimension, “the imitation of a
peculiar or unique, idiosyncratic style, the wearing of a linguistic mask, speech in a dead language”
(1991: 16). Pastiche, as opposed to parody, is “neutral practice of mimicry” or “blank parody”
(1991: 16). However, in A Theory of Parody, Hutcheon clarifies that parody cannot be understood

as a synonym for intertextuality (Hutcheon 2000: 23), since a range of forms, genres and styles
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involve intertextuality, in varying degrees, but parody “through ironic recoding” trans-
contextualizes (2000: 101) and creates space for “textual dialogism” in Bakhtin’s words (in
Hutcheon 2000: 22). More precisely, it is a form that “paradoxically both incorporates and
challenges that which it parodies” and “forces a reconsideration of the idea of origin or originality
that is compatible with other postmodern interrogations of liberal humanist assumptions”
(Hutcheon 2004: 11). The broad definition of parody “as a form of repetition with ironic critical
distance, marking difference rather than similarity” (Hutcheon 2000: xii) adds to the previous
claim that parody is a self-reflexive form of ironic criticism that works within the culturally or
otherwise implied constrains that establish a clear relationship with the past, and yet provide a
contemporary context — ideological, philosophical, or other. Essentially, parody as a
communicative act, “intensely context and discourse-dependent” (Hutcheon 2000: xiv) becomes
possible only in the circumstances of shared cultural and other assumptions about the discursive
reality. Therefore, the reception end of the communicative act of parody needs to be recognized
and decoded as such by the implied reader, or addressee in general. Hutcheon notes that “in
recognizing something as a ‘parody,” we are, in fact, inferring not just an intent to parody but also
an intent to parody a certain text” (2000: xiv), which suggests that, much like the ironic intention,
parody must move within the social, cultural, political or other framework in order to be received

in the intended manner.

In postmodernism, Hutcheon notices, parody becomes “a privileged mode of [...] formal self-
reflexivity because its paradoxical incorporation of the past into its very structures often points to
these ideological contexts somewhat more obviously, more didactically, than other forms” (2004:
35). What Hutcheon understands as the didactic quality of postmodern parody is its “ex-centric”
mode (2004: 35) that suggests the presence of the marginalized and liminal voices within the
dominant discourse, the traces of ideology (Bakhtin, Derrida, Kristeva, Foucault, Barthes). The
dominant context, as Hutcheon suggests, is explored both from the positions of immersion and
exclusion in postmodern parody so that the historical, ideological, philosophical, literary, political
and cultural continuity are brought into “a dialogical relation between identification and distance”
(2004: 35). The “enunciative act,” Hutcheon finds, involves the spatio-temporal, socio-political
moment, and overall, “an entire context” (2000: 23) of the discourses that precede and follow the
parodic act. This is, of course, to emphasize the self-reflexive and metafictional nature of parody

on the whole — its intentionality to evoke the preceding discourses by implicating them in the
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marginalized, liminal, ‘unspoken’ discourses of the moment of its act, and the unique postmodern
touch to it suggests the critical distance that allows for the multiplicity of interpretations with the

view of the artifice of our discursive realities.

Postmodern parody situates meaning “only ‘in relation to a significant context’: that is, the context
of the once suppressed enunciative act as a whole, and that of ‘situated’ discourse which does not
ignore the social, historical or ideological dimensions of understanding” (Hutcheon 2004: 82). In
A Poetics of Postmodernism, Hutcheon places emphasis on the critical outlook on the past, “and
not nostalgically — in relation with the present” (2004: 45), whereby “questions of sexuality, of
social inequality and responsibility, of science and religion, and of the relation of art to the world
are all raised and directed both at the modern reader and the social and literary conventions of the

last century” (2004: 45). This author suggests that parody:

[requires] that historical context in order to interrogate the present (as well as the past)
through its critical irony. Parodic self-reflexiveness paradoxically leads here to the
possibility of a literature which, while asserting its modernist autonomy as art, also
manages simultaneously to investigate its intricate and intimate relations with the social
world in which it is written and read. (Hutcheon 2004: 45)

The historical context, and the enunciative act of parodic reworking, implies a level of imitation
that is referential. However, parodic referential propensity does not render it neutral, for that would
amount to pastiche. It is rather that parody should be observed as “repetition with critical distance
that allows ironic signalling of difference at the very heart of similarity” (Hutcheon 2004: 26). In
other words, the similarity obtained in the enunciative act of parodic reenactment serves to
summon the historical context that is to be examined critically and, necessarily, ironically, from
the contemporary distance. With regard to this, Hutcheon argues that parodic forms, its “targets,
and its intentions” (2000: xi) change with time, which, logically, depends on the various interacting
contexts and discourses interacting with those preceding them. Nevertheless, with regard to art’s,
and in this case, literature’s, penchant for the appropriation of the historical context, Hutcheon

finds negative attitude towards parody unsurprising (2000: xii).

Furthermore, the “ideological ambivalence” of parody, or “parody’s pragmatics” (2000: xiv) as

Hutcheon sees it, stands to emphasize the significance of this vehicle:

164



Like irony, parody is a form of indirect as well as double-voiced discourse, but it is not
parasitic in any way. In transmuting or remodelling previous texts, it points to the
differential but mutual dependence of parody and parodied texts. Its two voices neither
merge nor cancel each other out; they work together, while remaining distinct in their
defining difference. In this sense parody might be said to be, at heart, less an aggressive
than a conciliatory rhetorical strategy, building upon more than attacking its other, while

still retaining its critical distance. (Hutcheon 2000: xiv)

If irony’s edge is found in parody’s evaluative and critical attitude that is contained within the
context and related to the reader, then parody also works solely in the context of a “limited and
controlled version of this activation of the past by giving it a new and often ironic context”
(Hutcheon 2000: 5), but assuming or expecting, at the same time, a readiness in the reader to
recognize the intentionally provided (provocation of) appraisal. Without the assumption that the
reader, or any addressee of parodic enunciation, would express a willingness to participate in the

‘dialogue’, parody remains in the realm of imitation.

Hutcheon mentions “recognizability” (2000: 75) as a ‘criterion’ for even temporary suspensions
of conventional limitations and restrictions, within a genre or artistic practice (2000: 75), for
parody would not work without a willingness of the recipient to endeavor to decode the trans-
contextualized content and the evaluative, oppositional, ironic layer of the parodic act. This
‘recognizability’ would suggest that the imitative impulse behind parody, in fact, allows for the
continuity of literary (or artistic) forms as much as it allows for the continuity of the evaluative
attitude towards them, and their appropriation in the contemporary moment. Parody, Hutcheon
argues, is not only a “formal textual imitation,” but an “acknowledged [borrowing]” (2000: 38)
defamiliarized by particular intent. However, the intent itself is facilitated by the ‘borrowing’ since
in the ‘creation of the re-creation’, parody takes on the form of the text it addresses in order to

“ease the decoder’s interpretative task” (Hutcheon 2000: 38).

The parodic imitation can be observed as “characterized by ironic inversion, not always at the
expense of the parodied text” (Hutcheon 2000: 6), suggesting that the double voicing in parody,
much like in irony, strives to extrapolate from the conflicted interaction of contexts that which

remains relevant in the moment of critical reflection, either by means of “parodic foreground and
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parodied background” (Hutcheon 2000: 31). Additionally, for Hutcheon, parody serves to express
both opposition and contrast (2000: 32), but unlike satire, parody need not even have the social
and distinctly moral objective, “ameliorative in its intention” (2000: 16). In fact, satire may use
parodic meaning in order to rhetorically relate its concretely directed criticism “with an eye to [...]
correction” (Hutcheon 2000: 54) — something that parody, in itself does not attempt so overtly. By
extension, the capacity of parody to contrast, Hutcheon attributes to its function — the difference

that is achieved in the ‘repetition’ that encompasses both the act and the form (2000: 34).

On account of parody’s possible decadence, Waugh argues that postmodern metafictional parody
introduces novelty in terms of the very difference Hutcheon mentions, and it does so by
“undermining an earlier set of fictional conventions which have become automatized” (2001: 65),
and creating a new space for further dialogue between discourses, ‘within and about’. However,
the disparaging and destructive potential of parody can be related to the character of the driving-
intention. Hutcheon sees this as a deliberate move to “disorient the reader” (2000: 92) rather than
pointing them in the desired direction. This issue proves to be complex, yet persistently relevant
with postmodern metafictional parody as it guides this discussion into the direction of the ethics
of parody. Hutcheon suggests that in contemporary (meta)fiction:

[parody] is frequently joined to manipulative narrative voices, overtly addressing an
inscribed receiver, or covertly maneuvering the reader into a desired position from which
intended meaning (recognition and then interpretation of parody, for example) can be
allowed to appear, as if in anamorphic form. [...] this almost didactic self-consciousness
about the entire act of enunciation (the production and reception of a text) has only led in

much current criticism to the valorizing of the reader. (2000: 86)

On the other hand, Waugh suggests that in metafiction, “where the literary norm(s) become the
object of parody, the reader is educated in the relationship of historical and cultural to literary
systems” (2001: 66). The reader is, therefore, made aware of “the relations of that norm to its
original historical context, through its defamiliarizing contextualization within a historical present
whose literary and social norms have shifted” (Waugh 2001: 66), but the criticism that parody
elicits is provided by the work, or rather “in the work itself by the process which produces the joke

or parody” (Waugh 2001: 78).
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ANOTHER INTRODUCTION: CONTEMPORARY AND CANADIAN AND SHORT

In Likely Stories — A Postmodern Sampler (1992), Bowering and Hutcheon make a witty remark
about postmodernism as a range of experiences and interpretations, one may assume, from the

point of view of a reader, critic, author, etc. They say:

Only you can decide which way you choose to read the postmodernism you live. (That in
itself is a postmodern statement, | suppose.) (Bowering & Hutcheon 1992: 11)

And the postmodern outlook here, or the outlook on postmodernism, will not leave many eyebrows
unraised, but that is the price that needs to be paid in deconstructing my own inherited legacies,
traditions, aesthetic notions and value-systems, and especially so in higher education. If there is
any perceived eccentricity in my interpretation of postmodernism, then it is likely a symptom of
the inevitable immersion in postmodern and mass culture, and less likely the desire for any
particular originality or unconventionality. In the Foreword to Likely Stories, Bowering and
Hutcheon make a note to something that might be related to this entire personal interjection, a

meta-commentary, so to say:

[...] we live in an age of electronic reproduction and information technology, an age that
has been called ‘postmodern’. That’s one of the more polite things it has been called, of
course, and the label has itself come to the subject of much debate. [...] The postmodern

seems to worry people... even people who rather enjoy it.” (1992: 9)

It is difficult not to resonate with Bowering’s and Hutcheon’s straightforward, truthful, yet
paradoxical claim that postmodernism disturbs, as much as it provides pleasure®. The nature of
this ‘pleasure’ being ironic in many senses of that word, perhaps it is no wonder that it always
leaves a bitter-sweet taste. Postmodern literature continually modifies our sensibility by
deconstructing our notions of what discursive reality is made of in actuality. It brings to surface
the ‘universal’ concerns only to abandon them in the face of contemporary contradictions. It may
be unsurprising that the first half of the twentieth century has been marked by the metaphor of
personal quest and the subjective — the exploration of the modern artistic-self; and the second half

by the subjective perception of reality as the ultimate artifice produced and controlled by discourse,

31 Terry Eagleton, after all, sees postmodernism as a sadomasochistic spell of Theory’s in After Theory (2003).
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in perpetuation. Both modernists and postmodernists would probably agree, at least, on that.
Figuratively speaking, for the contemporary condition of living immersed in mass culture that is
constantly challenged by traditional, sometimes elitist and sometimes simply counteracting forces
of subcultures, telling these narratives, deconstructing them subjectively, is a mode of sanity.

Sometimes, this sanity also has a political ‘edge’.

This subjective understanding and internalization of how the postmodern critical thought reflects
on the contemporary Canadian short story, of course, might be problematic or inelegant for
innumerable reasons — the most obvious one, my not being Canadian, or Canadian enough to grasp
the most minute depths and complexities of the cultural and socio-political cobweb as woven in
its contemporary short fiction. For this reason, in this section and the sections that follow the
analyses, | turn to the literature that seems to have stood the test of time and remained relevant in
terms of underscoring the idiosyncrasies of Canadianness in short fiction, but also contemporary
literature that could suggest even divergent lines of thinking on the matter, or that could
complement or corroborate my insight. This endeavor, however, does not intend to provide a
comprehensive review as much as it strives to provide an inspiring framework for, hopefully,

authentic conclusions about the contemporary Canadian short fiction selected for this study.
As Bowering and Hutcheon note:

Some associate [postmodernism] with oppositional politics, with resistance and challenge;
for others, however, it connotes only a contamination by (and complicity with) the
benighted culture of ‘late capitalism.” Still, others see it as both: that is to say, as
demystifying and contesting, because it is always part of the culture it nevertheless seeks
to criticize. (1992: 11)

Obijectively observing this selection of postmodern literature reveals a satiation of sorts. If indeed
“resistance and challenge” are only expressible in terms of oppositional rhetoric, then it is a
symptom of disillusionment that goes beyond modernist avant-garde escapism or nihilism, because
postmodern literature recognizes not the limitedness of its own imaginative potential, but the
futility of escapism in the face of neoliberal capitalist economy-driven politics. As Bower and
Hutcheon suggest, postmodern experiments create these “‘likely stories’” (1992: 15) that the irony

and parody make obvious by defamiliarizing the discourses governing our lives. These may, of
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course, be the source of great displeasure because the only pleasure derived from such ‘likely
stories’ may be that of recognition, identification and the devastating powerlessness. Neither as a
vindication or apology for the postmodern refusal to artificially induce optimism where it does not
reside, nor for the fact that a significant part of this dissertation is written in isolation due to global
pandemics that has been exposing the remnants of liberal humanist hypocrisy in the treatment of
the average person worldwide, the biased yet self-reflexive postmodern attitude here serves as a
call for groundedness, both in theory, or Theory, and in terms of avoiding any overly dramatic
political interpretations of the stories about the world we share.

In the Preface to The Canadian Postmodern, a study by Linda Hutcheon, first published in 1988,
Avritha van Herk describes the postmodern trend as one in which the plurality of truths replaced
“Truth” (in Hutcheon 2012: ix), or the modernist and liberal humanist notion of universality, as
emanated in the episteme and history, that continually fuels social and cultural progress. This critic
brings this shift in direct connection with the evolution of feminist ideas, and in the recognition of
“how cultural notions of the feminine are inevitably inscribed by and in language” (in Hutcheon
2012: ix). The substantiality of this insight has been discussed extensively in the first section, but
what van Herk specifically points to is that, potentially, it was feminism that has made a significant,
if partial, impact on the postmodern practice (in Hucheon 2012: viii), and unarguably so at the
political, social, economic levels, as well as at the level of cultural practice. What would be
interesting, however, is to investigate whether this impact has remained at the level of discourse
or if it has permeated the practice as well, i.e. the referential reality, and the topicality in the
selection of contemporary Canadian short stories might suggest that, indeed, the practice has not
experienced the radical change the feminist discourse tenaciously focuses on. Even though
feminist theory and criticism only tentatively figure in this study, van Herk’s insight stands to
expand the scope of the individual short story analyses with the view of isolating such thematic
issues that might signal the persistence of feminist concerns, and their specific Canadian nature in

contemporaneity.

Additionally, Aritha van Herk sees the “postmodern ‘different’” replacing the “humanist
‘universal’ as a prime cultural value” (in Hutcheon 2012: ix), which is “good news for Canadians
who are not of Anglo or French origin — that is, for a good proportion of the country’s population

today” (in Hutcheon 2012: ix). This critic sees the postmodern insistence on the ‘engagement’ of
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difference — engagement as opposed to integration or assimilation — as a largely positive legacy of
the sixties, “those paradoxical years of political engagement and self-indulgence” (in Hutcheon
2012: x). Granted, van Herk somewhat retains the attitude partial to contemporary modernist view
of postmodernism as a relativization. This, in the light of the entire discussion on postmodern
theory, is unsurprising. What is more, it might be understandable, since postmodernism, as
Hutcheon brilliantly notices in A Poetics of Postmodernism, stands for a process, and the process
of postmodernism frequently amounts to disarray, confusion and disorder — of thoughts,
perspectives and directions. However, once again, van Herk inspires another angle of observation
in the analyses of the selected stories — one from the point of view of the supposed multicultural
character of the Canadian society. With regard to this, liminality, as almost inherently present in
postmodern literature, will be explored in such instances where, as Taylor and Winquist in
Encyclopedia of Postmodernism suggest, there is ‘indeterminacy’ “between two or more spatial or
temporal realms, states, or the condition of passing through them” (2001: 219). Additionally, they
describe liminality as “the state of being betwixt or between... [...] to describe the nebulous social
and spiritual location of persons in ritual rites of passage,” but also, “states of initiation in which
an individual's status of kinship or influence in the community is undecidable” (2001: 218), which
all seem to be largely postmodern concerns, and they do not escape the focus and scope of
contemporary Canadian short story authors either. As the postmodern critical thought focuses on
the process, postmodern liminality “rejects the privileging of any clearly definable center over a

broader sense of middle ground with indistinct boundaries” (Taylor & Winquist 2001: 219).

In A Poetics of Postmodernism, Hutcheon argues that our “fin-de-millennium consciousness”
moves on the pendulum of, on the one hand, “ultramodernism (of technology)” and
“hyperprimitivism (of public moods)” (2004: 223), explaining the subsequent “disintegration and
decay” (2004: 223) in the interaction of what, one may suppose, are the unsustainable, perhaps
even elitist, aesthetic traditions, and popular and mass culture on the other. If this is to suggest that
the range or scope of the interacting currents of mainstream discourses and cultures, and their
counteracting forces, multiplying and diverging in their subjective interpretation of discursive
reality, somehow escape the pressure and influence of historical legacies, then it would imply that
there is no literary or other continuity in our production. Hutcheon deals with this “bold assertion”
that postmodernism is a de-historicizing force as having “little relation to the actual works of

postmodern art” (2004: 223). Of course, in A Poetics of Postmodernism, Hutcheon mainly deals
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with the postmodern metafictional historiographic novel, but the contemporary Canadian short
story can still be criticized in the same vein because its focus on contemporaneity never seems to
be quite free from the grasp of the historically prevalent or disputed discourses, even if their overt
mentioning seems redundant. The presence of these discourses — on femininity and masculinity,
motherhood and fatherhood, sexual orientation, race and ethnicity, personal and national identity,
among other socio-political constructs — resides in the layers of the implied and the ‘unsaid’ in the
selection of the contemporary Canadian short stories selected for this study, and they all reveal an
intertextuality of sorts —an ‘inter-topicality’ even — as “a modality of perception” (Hutcheon 2005:
138) that, contrary to the imputed criticism against postmodernism as relativizing and chaotic,

strives to expose the falsity of the notion of universality of experience, at least on this ‘local’ level.

The analyses of the selected stories in this section, in the sixteen chapters that follow, are inspired
by the insights drawn from the framework assembled on postmodernism in the previous chapters,
with irony and parody being the main instruments in the postmodern interrogation of the topical
in the contemporary Canadian short stories selected. A digression at this point seems to be
necessary with regard to the specific postmodern concerns addressed in the individual stories. In
the first section of this study, postmodernism is discussed from the angle of Jacques Derrida’s
concept of deconstruction — a self-reflexive endeavor that implies an active process of
interpretation of that which is received, with the awareness of what participates in its construction,
and with the awareness of what it is that the traces, the liminal, the marginal and the difference
might signify and relate as meaning in the process of reading. Additionally, the discourse that such
a deconstruction entails, which is this study in itself, is the object of the same sort of interrogative
process, which is discussed extensively in the context of Linda Hutcheon’s studies on postmodern
poetics (problematics), irony and parody. It is particularly unappealing to discuss individual stories
using the terminology and discourse of Theory. Moreover, it seems almost absurd to implant or
reproduce the discourse of Theory into criticism and interpretation, for that would suggest a level
of framing of the selected literary works. For this reason, in the concluding chapters, the stories
will be discussed further from the perspectives of relevant postmodern theories, those invited by
the topicality shared by the selection of short stories, and in terms of certain phenomenological

concerns foregrounded by the postmodern critical thought.
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The analyses largely focus on the postmodern use of irony and parody as rhetorical (and pragmatic)
devices and methods of representation — as employed to relate specific socio-political and cultural
commentaries, and their import necessarily draws on the referential topicality and invites, if not
subsequent eclecticism in terms of theoretical discussions, then specifically a range of theories that
could provide additional interpretative dimensions. Any insinuation or indication at a particular
bias towards a postmodern sub-current in terms of feminist, queer or gender theory, as well as
theories on culture, multiculturalism, etc., should be widely dismissed as my own being affected
by the postmodern drive for anti-totalization, multiplicity and range, and as a general reluctance
to become the prey in the postmodern cobweb of conflicting, diverging and oppositional
theoretical practices as pertaining to the mentioned theories, which could tempt me into the
direction of unintentional abstraction and inscription. At the same time, this should definitely be
the source of valid criticism against the conclusions drawn in this study, for it does not, at least in
the interpretative section, fall back on a theoretical framework that could comfortably soften the
plunge into the exploration of a culture the author has not immediately experienced, if that is,

indeed, a prerequisite for interpreting literature transculturally®2.

On the other hand, the very title of this dissertation, Postmodern Interpretations of the
Contemporary Canadian Short Story, points to the premise behind this endeavor, which is that the
instances of the ‘double-edge’ or ‘doubleness’ of irony, and particularly so in parody, as
rhetorically charged and combined with the postmodern interrogative attitude, necessarily produce
varied interpretative experiences, or degrees, at least of interpretative certainty —a phenomenon in
literature that might be overrated, but one that undoubtedly brings pleasure to anyone who has the

habit of immersing themselves in other people’s experience of the realities we share.

32 In the Preface to Canadian Cultural Poesis: Essays on Canadian Culture (2006), Garry Sherbert, Annie Gérin and
Sheila Petty, the editors of the volume, note that their collection “springs from the recognition that until now there has
been no textbook by Canadians, for Canadians, on Canadian culture” (xi), and yet there seems to be a rise in the non-
Canadian contemporary literature dealing with what they call the “paradoxical fascination with an indeterminate
Canadian identity” (xi). Whether this dissertation might contribute to the vast body of contemporary literature on the
elusive Canadianness, in answering some of the questions the editors and authors in Canadian Cultural Poesis pose,
“[trying] to understand the open-ended, negotiated nature of the process of identification” (Sherbert et al. 2006: xi),
remains to be evaluated. However, the outcome of the peer assessment being irrelevant for the moment, in the process
of writing, the project itself testifies to the perplexingly fascinating nature of the Canadian quest for identity —
individual and national — in these postmodern circumstances.
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Contemporary Canadian short fiction, as discussed both in the introduction to this study, and in
this very chapter, exhibits a highly postmodern attitude towards the cultural mosaic it discusses
and its own act of creation, and the stories selected for this study are merely decidedly illustrative
of the use of irony and parody as postmodern problematizing instruments. This is to say that, in
terms of how the postmodern interrogative attitude is understood here — as a deconstructive
endeavor self-reflexively questioning the conditions of the subjective and the supposedly universal
and the dominant — all of these stories are displays of the intentional postmodern language play,
the impulse to examine the historical, cultural, political and other inheritance as interpenetrating
the discourses of contemporaneity, the foregrounding of the subjective and the different against
the background of what is presented as universal, the satiation with the discourses that no longer
represent sustainable and viable constructs in contemporaneity, the counteracting currents to the
mainstream discourses, the viciousness of social, cultural and political constructs of
contemporaneity that reflect the neoliberal capitalist ideology, etc. Subsequently, it is in the
chapters that follow that the topical import of irony and parody is discussed in individual stories,
and it is in the concluding chapters that the persisting postmodern concerns are discussed against
the selected theoretical frameworks.

TESTS, TRIALS AND A VIGNETTE

In The Postmodern Condition, Linda Hutcheon sees “the postmodern valuing of the different and
the diverse in opposition to the uniform and the unified” (2012: 19) as reflexive of “the Canadian
self-image” (2012: 19). From the perspective of the longstanding tendency or oppositional mode
of defining their national identity against the American model, Hutcheon sees Canadianness as
resisting the urge for “unification, be it geographic, demographic, or ideological” (2012: 19),
which is not to say, in the light of the insight the analyses of the selection of contemporary short
fiction offers, that this propensity for resisting the cultural, social and political dynamics as an
amalgamating force does not also operate from within — keeping the Canadian exploratory mode
alert towards its own oppositional and counteracting forces, within culture and as acted upon
diverse subcultures. As Holman and Thacker note in “Literary and Popular Culture,”
“Canadianness is a process,” and one emanated in “[the] act of performing culture [which is an

act] of regular declaration: Canadians telling themselves and others who they think they are”
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(2013: 187). Understood in this manner, as a matter of perpetual “indeterminacy” (Holman &
Thacker 2013: 187), Canadian culture is “[a] fragmented culture — a culture of limited identities”
(Holman & Thacker 2013: 196), and its contemporary short fiction seems to offer an insight into
a range of such experiences — of Canadianness as a process. With regard to this, Martha Dvorak’s
and W. H. New’s interpretation of the short story as emanating a certain tension in “Introduction,
Troping and Territory” in Tropes and Territories (2007), “the friction that develops between writer
and subject and social context” (13), complements the initial idea of this study that it is in the short
fiction form that these instances of social, cultural and political tensions are specifically visible
and effective — not due to the length of the genre-form, but due to its poetic demand from the

author.

In The Postmodern Condition, Hutcheon sees the Canadian exploratory mode as the result of the
postmodern critical thought entering the sphere of the local®®, or more specifically, “[translating]
the existing Canadian emphasis on regionalism in literature” (2012: 19), not only decentering the
perspective, but rather focusing on “the different, the local, the particular — in opposition to the
uniform” (2012: 19), which in the case of contemporary literature selected for this study
incidentally shows a convergence of topical concerns and interests which, on the one hand, explore
the historical and traditional legacies as imparted to contemporaneity by the liberal humanist
philosophy and its accrued value systems still persistent as remnants of traditional patriarchy in
neoliberal capitalism, and on the other, a range of topics resurrected in the discourse by feminist
and gender studies, involving marginalized and liminal voices, but also cultural and social

constructs that have yet to be carefully defined.

In the Introduction to her study, Canadian Literature (2007), Faye Hammill emphasizes the
absence of a “critical overview of Anglophone Canadian literature in print” (3) as a surprising

phenomenon considering the popularity of Canadian Studies, at least in Europe. Hammill stresses

33 In Double Voicing the Canadian Short Story, Laurie Kruk marks Neil Besner’s overview of “Fiction” for University
of Toronto Quarterly, in which he was “struck by the number of short story collections he had to review— almost half
the books submitted—and concluded that ‘short fiction has always been more open to variation and experiment in
mode, voice and style than has the novel”” (2016: 8), but it might be added, that also as a form it might be more
conducive to the exploration of the everyday experience — the mentioned tensions that the majority of critics seem to
emphasize as the key feature of contemporary Canadian fiction. It is at the level of the ‘mundane’ that the world of
short fiction explores conflicts between the collective and individual, the discourse defined and the subjective
experience, and its brevity and metaphor-carried narrative progression creates the dynamic space for questioning those
philosophical and ideological bases of our lives.
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the urgency for “a book which synthesises and updates existing accounts of Canadian literary
history while also offering new close readings of key texts, reflecting on the contours of the subject,
and explaining the relevance of different theoretical approaches” (2007: 3). However, what
Hammill also points to is that “the teaching canon of Canadian literature is very much determined
by publishers” and by the availability of literature (2007: 14). Both issues direct attention to the
challenges encountered in studying and teaching Canadian literature and culture, and much like
Hammill who acknowledges that she has “naturally given emphasis to authors [she] enjoys” in her
study (2007: 13), so was the selection of the fifteen short stories for this dissertation guided by the
subjective principle of enjoyment with certain authors. Considering that the majority of them are
emerging authors whose names have not yet been marked in the comprehensive canon of Canadian
literature, this dissertation hopes to contribute in terms of giving them critical acclaim and
celebrating this “vibrant, heterogeneous and expanding discipline which forges productive

connections across academic and reading communities” (2007: 175), as Hammill puts it.

The Journey Prize Stories, or The Writers’ Trust of Canada McClelland & Stewart Journey Prize,
is one of the most prestigious Canadian literary awards and short fiction anthologies, dating back
to 1989, producing thirty-one volumes so far (1989-2019), and each including the shortlisted short
fiction works of emerging authors published in Canadian literary magazines, annually. This
particular series of anthologies has been chosen as the main source for the selection of
contemporary short fiction not only because of its now well-established tradition, but also because
of its focus on the contemporary moment and contemporary authors®. However, the selection of
stories from The Journey Prize Stories anthologies is complemented by three stories from two
collections by Zsuzsi Gartner — my initial inspiration for exploring ironic and parodic

representation in contemporary short fiction.

Zsuzsi Gartner’s collection of short stories All the Anxious Girls on Earth, first published in 1999,

includes nine stories, two of which are selected for analysis here, “How to Survive in the Bush”

and “Pest Control for Dummies™.”

34 Additionally, it should be noted, The Journey Prize Stories volumes are among the very few available when it comes
to Canadian-published literature, at least in the context of Serbia.
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In “Pest Control for Dummies™,” a young couple goes through a crisis sparked by the male
protagonist’s realization that the lack of physical attraction towards his girlfriend might be a ‘deal-
breaker’ in the long run since he finds at least two other, older, women, a neighbor and his
girlfriend’s mother, more appealing due to their bony, skinny and emaciated bodies. Jack’s
personal aesthetics and preferences bring into question the ideal of the feminine, and the image of
the attractiveness of his own body features in the narrative as strain, rigidity and tension —
figuratively reflecting his anxiety, the need for external confirmation, but also unconsciously,
domination. The female protagonist, at the same time, experiences something that might be
considered a pseudo-loss. On finding out that her mother had a stillborn son within a year before
she was born, Daisy is plunged into a virtual narrative of her own within the story in which she
explores the relationship with the brother she never had in reality — a fetus; but also the relationship
with their mother, within the bounds of that narrative, as well as her own conception of
motherhood. Gartner’s story bends the narrative structure by impregnating it with a virtual,
spatially and temporally displaced, narrative focalized from the perspective of the female
protagonist thus creating a contrast between the rational and irrational, internal and external — all
metaphorically represented in the tension, or rather spasm, that Jack experiences in the absence of
the ability to ‘defend’ himself against the ‘pests’ taking over his life: his girlfriend — Daisy, an
annoying friend who overstays his welcome regularly, a pesky exterminator-poet, and the
inappropriate and lustful, recurring, thoughts about Daisy’s mother and the next-door neighbor.
With the same level of unease, the narrative of Daisy explores the nature of the virtual sibling
relationship and her subsequent irrationality in desperately involving herself in the life of a man
who she unreasonably suspects could be her brother reincarnated. Indirectly, in “Pest Control for
Dummies™,” Gartner explores the potential link between childhood and motherhood through the
implanted narrative of Daisy’s. However, through the narrative of Jack, the concept of femininity
is examined to reveal the artificiality of the construct by observing it through the eyes of a
subservient, retentive male whose internal conflicts ironically illustrate his inability to ‘bend the
norm’, react, resist, refuse, or act authentically. Furthermore, Gartner tentatively explores Jack’s
internalized idea of masculinity, although this is not as elaborated as in “Summer of the Flesh

Eater,” the third story by this author.

Zsuzsi Gartner’s “How to Survive in the Bush,” explores narrative conventions and destabilizes

the discourse, at the level of syntax, semantics and style, by directly parodically importing the
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form of the Canadian pioneer women’s literary works and situating the events of the narrative in
the contemporary moment, thereby adding to the irony of the trope typically associated with early
Canadian writing, and yet extending it to the current women’s questions. The metaphor of survival,
however, in this story, ironically contrasts the urban and rural landscapes as the stereotype-
providing background for a turbulent romantic relationship between the protagonist and a former
pilot determined on isolating himself and obsessed with building a replica of an airplane that
metaphorically stands for his objective — altitude. In her authentic manner, Gartner exposes the
instability of syntax in the formal narrative structure which simultaneously takes the reader on a
spatio-temporal journey invited by the evident and unavoidable, Canadian, intertextuality, but also
allows the reader to become immersed in contemporary topicality, on a more universal level —
asking them to be ‘in’ on the urban versus the rural ‘joke’ — and syntactically allowing for the
narrative to be read as a present-moment process. The experimental nature of the narrative in terms
of its formal structure, style, syntax and the overall reliance on intertextuality as the main source
of its ultimate irony, exposes its metafictional nature in that the narrative enjoys being read as
ambiguous as it is — spatio-temporally dislocated, or somewhere in-between — yet remaining a

stable unit.

In the 2003 collection, the selection jury of The Journey Prize Stories, volume 15— Michelle Berry,
Timothy Talyor and Michael Winter — conclude that “the short story has never before been as
flexible as it is today” (xvii), and incidentally, the story chosen from this volume, Jessica Grant’s
“My Husband’s Jump” testifies to this flexibility with respect to its narrative structure and the
systematic semantic instability — the postmodern language play. Jessica Grant’s character in “My
Husband’s Jump” bends the literal norm in the narrative real-world — the Olympic ski jumper never
lands after breaking all the possible marks, going beyond humanly possible and physics-explained
lengths and reaching the altitude from which there seems to be no turning point. This very short
narrative explores the postmodern, deconstructivist, idea of the instability of the sign and of the
‘word’ itself, allowing for semantic inversions, ironic twists and reversals to drive the narrative
progression to the point of a philosophical deconstruction of faith at the level of the protagonist’s,
the Olympic ski jumper’s wife’s, experience of loss and grief. The selection jury of the volume
shortlisting “My Husbands Jump” comment on the “enormous and at times daunting scope of
possibility within this famously difficult prose form” (Berry et al. 2003: xvii), and granted, it is
the postmodern propensity for self-reflexiveness that drives the experiment in which the story
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eludes the limits of the traditional understanding of convention and genre. In this particular case,
the narrative resists closure following the premise that the plot itself — the disappearance of the
character of the protagonist’s husband — resists explanation. Much in the spirit of postmodern
problematization, the protagonist ironically unmasks the fragility of faith or faithlessness in
formulating her own version of spirituality as the immediate experience of the process of
unexplainable loss. The selection jury also notice, and this pertains to the selected story as much

as it does to other eleven, that:

Conventionally, the challenge of the short story seemed to be an issue of selective
compression. The writer collapsed the world down to a fragment of its natural action and
lined up views of character through the narrowest possible windows. By doing so with
precision, a paradoxically complete vision of the world and its people was offered. (Berry
et al. 2003: xvii)

In Jessica Grant’s story, this “compression” is visible both in the semantic structure and its
metaphoric extension to the plot, linking the fragmentary memories and images of the
protagonist’s quest in resisting the social and cultural pressures while coping with loss. Ultimately,
it is only a fragment of comprehension that is offered at the end of the story, but one that somehow
enables a profound understanding of the protagonist’s process. The paradox that the selection jury
notice, then, is one that beautifully reflects on the ability of short fiction, as a genre — a formula of
experience — to encompass, compress and capture a moment in its completeness, even if it is only

a moment.

The Journey Prize Stories — volume 18 (2006), selected by Steven Galloway, Zsuzsi Gartner and
Annabel Lyon, includes Lee Henderson’s “Conjugation,” Craig Boyko’s “The Baby” and Clea
Young’s “Split” and in the Introduction, the selection jury have reason to ask:

Why so many stories have babies, or fear of babies? About death and near-death? And why
are the guys in these stories so weird, the small fry so preternaturally intelligent, the women
so bloody-minded? Is it just us? The state of CanLit? Something in the non-medicated,

organic beef jerky? (ix)
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And, indeed, in these stories, most “guys” are “weird” and Boyko’s protagonist in “The Baby” is
no exception. In “The Baby,” the male protagonist-narrator finds himself in the role of the father
as if overnight, dumbfounded at the impracticality and the illusoriness of his newly-acquired
position, under the weight of the tacitly acknowledged authority of his partner — Delia, who desires
to become a mother, a concept the protagonist initially has trouble understanding both in abstract
and practical terms. However, irony in “The Baby” operates to parody this state, as well as
demystify and evaluate the established traditional conceptions of parenthood, but also to parody,
and therefore interrogate, the contemporary views on personal freedom, independence and
fatherhood. It is the parodic representation here that strongly resonates with the postmodern desire
to bring oppositions and conflicts to surface. From narrative structure, through semantic play in
the narrative discourse, “The Baby” illustrates the self-reflexiveness that is unequivocally the
feature of metafictional postmodern literature. It parodies, however, the traditional conceptions as
much as it parodies the contemporary rationalizations of them, and the prevalent irony, driven to
the very limit near the closure of the story, optimistically discovers the space for accepting the
possibility of the co-existence of these conflicting or oppositional states. Not only does Boyko’s
story bend the perspective on the typically idealized and romanticized discourse of parenthood and
child-rearing, but it bends the traditional semantic certainty in his crafty semantic play, the
profoundly ironic twist of style and the overall parodic use of the register that is ultimately equally
unmasked for its shortcomings. This particular feature of Boyko’s story — the parodic treatment of
the traditional scientific language, precision and rationality — may be understood as an illustration
of the frequent failure of the postmodern impulse for discourse legitimation. The self-reflexive
nature of such an endeavor, ironically, achieves its goal in destabilizing its own attempt at

investigating that which it tenaciously goes against.

In Clea Young’s “Split,” womanhood and motherhood are probed from the subjective perspective
of Tova, a married young woman whose life appears to be taking a course she both consciously
and unconsciously resists. In this narrative, Young uses the split-nipple metaphor to ironically
portray the process of the protagonist’s rationalization of her anxiety and fear at the thought of
becoming a mother, her interrogation of the relationship with her own mother suggesting the link
between childhood and motherhood — echoing the message behind Zsuzsi Gartner’s “Pest Control
for Dummies™”; as well as Tova’s persisting negative discourse as a reaction to her initiation into

this, supposedly, sacred order of motherhood for which she simply does not show any desire.
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Young’s story somewhat echoes Boyko’s effort to delegitimize and destabilize the traditional
conception of parenthood in “The Baby,” although in “Split,” the irony is tirelessly discreet and
reached only near the closure of the story. On the other hand, Tova’s conflict strongly resonates

with Daisy’s unconscious fears in Gartner’s “Pest Control for Dummies™”

where the baby is
initially portrayed as an alien — a miniature Hollywood-inspired monster living inside a womb. In
both stories, motherhood is brought into connection with the quality of these female characters’
relationships with their mothers, and while Daisy transfers her belated desire for a sibling into the
maternal instinct, Tova remains impervious to the enthusiasm. The connection between Clea
Young’s story in this volume, and Zsuzsi Gartner’s “Pest Control for Dummies™,” published in
1999 in All the Anxious Girls on Earth, reflects the persistent topicality of the dimensions of the
womanhood and motherhood experiences since these two stories are by no means alone in their

exploration, even if this selection does not include other.

Commenting on the general quality of the longlisted short fiction, Galloway, Gartner and Lyon,
also make a note of the stories as being “of broad competence but little excellence” (2006: xii).
Somewhat unforgiving in assessing what may rightfully be characterized as a Canadian product —
a skillfully constructed short story — the selection jury claim that “[they] didn’t find many stories
that would change our day, let alone our lives; few had any lasting music” (2006: xii). It is in the
light of this particular comment, and the enough reiterated criticism against postmodern literature
and postmodern experimentation mentioned in the previous sections, that Lee Henderson’s

“Conjugation” imposes itself as the exception.

A contemporary take on Franz Kafka’s “Metamorphosis,” though subtle enough to stand on its
own, and ‘elitist’ enough to appeal, irony and parody-wise, only to those who ‘get the joke’, Lee
Henderson’s “Conjugation” draws on Kafka’s famous plot and places his protagonist in an
impossible situation: a twenty-eight-year-old finds himself in grade four — in a refresher course,
his career in academic publishing on hold, mortified at having to deal with the power dynamics of
elementary school children, but ultimately, potentially, transforming into a boy he has never truly
been. Lee Henderson’s protagonist, incidentally also Lee, brilliantly unaware of his ineptness,
learns the elementary postulates of interpersonal relationships and even teamwork, while also,
regrettably, losing his position with the academic publisher, and his girlfriend. The narrative resists

the tragic ending of its parodied original, and imitates it tentatively, postmodernly, only to the
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extent of inviting this text into the fictional contemporary scenario, impossible in itself — or at least
quite unimaginable — and metaphorically relating it to the process of the protagonist’s
transformation. By extension, Henderson impregnates the narrative with sarcastic and ironic
allusions both to the academia, the academic publishing specifically, and himself — as the author —
in deliberately creating a visible link between the author and the protagonist. This metafictional
experiment abides by the imputed rule of the postmodern literary inquiry — it retains structural
unity, narrative flow and semantic stability, establishing the sense of imaginable fictionality, by
premeditatedly disturbing it by creating allusions to the factual links between the narrative-world
and real-world referent. Reduced to an outline, “Conjugation” is about an adult whose asocial
tendencies force him out of a job and relationship, and one in which the protagonist experiences
an unexpected, essentially ironic, transformation that can be interpreted even as a regression —
perhaps not the most fascinating of outlines. However, as the selection jury of this volume note,
“it’s not what you write about, but how you write it. As the man said, there are, after all, a million

stories in the naked city” (Galloway et al. 2006: xi).

Zsuzsi Gartner’s collection of short stories, Better Living Through Plastic Explosives (2011),
includes ten stories, “Summer of the Flesh Eater®” being chosen for its extensive, and brilliant,
use of irony and parody as representational techniques, as well as its thought-provoking topicality
in contemporaneity pertaining to gender and gender roles, among other things postmodern. If the
tone of the story often invites satirical interpretation, then it is because Gartner spares no character

in this narrative.

Excellence comes at a cost. No blood on the reader’s floor, maybe, but certainly blood on

the writer’s... (Galloway et al. 2006: xii)

In the 2006 volume of The Journey Prize Stories, along with Steven Galloway and Annabel Lyon,
in the Introduction to the anthology, Gartner comments on that which makes short stories

exceptional, “blood on the writer’s” floor. Gartner’s “Summer of the Flesh Eater,” incidentally,

35 1t is this particular story, along with the first Canadian short story I read a number of years ago, “Something I’ve
Been Meaning to Tell You” by Alice Munro (from the collection Something I’'ve Been Meaning to Tell You), that has
inspired me, back in 2016, not only to choose postmodernism as the theoretical background for my dissertation, but
the contemporary short story as the corpus of this study. In fact, Zsuzsi Gartner’s two collections of short stories,
devoured as soon as delivered to my doorstep, confirmed both my partiality to the genre, and the sentiment that there
is something unexplainably appealing in its Canadian variety. Reading Gartner’s stories, for the most part, brought
back the literary-high of reading Munro’s “Something I’ve Been Meaning to Tell You.”
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features blood on plates, bloody meat on barbecue, blood on the cul-de-sac lawn, and finally, the
undescribed blood on chef knives utilized by the six men of the community to, apparently,
dismember a man they deem responsible for the ruin of their marriages, their children’s emotional
IQ and property values. A parodic blend of Darwin’s insights and contemplations in the Origins
of Species and his less known contemporary, Alfred Russel Wallace with his take on survival, and
William Golding’s Lord of the Flies, the narrative of “Summer of the Flesh Eater” involves a
‘tribe’ of six men, and it is told by one of the characters — though which in particular, does not
seem to be of importance. In fact, the narrator’s self-reflexive account of the summer events is told
with a retrospect wisdom, both intimately relating the irrationality of the escalation, and justifying
its consequences, all against the scientific and literary backdrop of the theory of evolution, and the
Lord of the Flies, though tentative, borrowings. During the course of the summer, the indigenous
tribe of a suburban community, the six men on a mission to remind each other that they indeed are
men, finds itself under the siege of a ‘barbarian’ — a man whose uncouth behavior and unkempt
looks, combined with raw masculinity — soon start to wreak havoc on their relationships with their
wives and children. The barbecue man, Lucy — the missing link — starts feeding their wives and
children meat, and in the course of the progression of this escalation, apparently seduces the
females. The changes that the six unfortunate men witness in their environment propel a plunge of
their confidence and composure, driving them into discovering their instinctive side, and into
killing Lucy. The narrative discourse deals with the stereotypical basis of the cultural conceptions
of masculinity and femininity, but it also provocatively explores the contemporary cultural

tendencies as pertaining to class and socio-cultural elitism.

The Journey Prize Stories (2014), volume 26, selected by Steven Beattie, W. Craig Davidson and
Saleema Nawaz, undoubtedly celebrates a productive year for emerging authors, skilled at ironic
observations and improbable scenarios, and for the editors, the ‘joy’ in “the feeling of discovery:
the jury process [that] allows for exposure to a new generation of writers who are extending the
tradition of Canadian short fiction well into the twenty-first century” (xi). This “new generation”
also introduces different perspectives on such topics as gender and transgender experience, it deals
with the age-insensitive world of social media culture, and provides this study with an unusual
vignette — a story which resists the traditional genre-formula, but one that absolutely needed to be
included in the selection for its impeccable narrative process and brilliant ironic, if not self-parodic

tenor. If all other stories selected for analysis in this section could possibly be classified as
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postmodern tests or postmodern trials, Julie Roorda’s “How to Tell if Your Frog Is Dead” is the

‘vignette’ in the title even if it is essentially a story about tests and trials with one’s exotic pet.

The obvious criteria of quality and skill aside, the selection jury of the 2014 volume emphasize
that what they particularly “valued [was] insight, surprise, and humor where [they] found it”
(Beattie et al. 2014: xi). Three of these stories from the 2014 volume, Lori McNulty’s “Monsoon
Season,” Nancy Jo Cullen’s “Hashtag Maggie Vandermeer” and Julie Roorda’s “How to Tell if
Your Frog Is Dead,” provide precisely those additional dimensions to a work of short fiction that
go beyond skill and technique.

Lori McNulty’s “Monsoon Season” tells the story of a transgender woman, Jess, whose transition
into a female body becomes also a process of discovering what womanhood truly involves. Her
process of acquiring a Neo-Vagina is a fragmented account of almost comical scenes in which Jess
finds herself flipping catalogue pages and choosing a particular model, exchanging opinions with
other future-transgender women awaiting sex-change operation in a hostel in Thailand, going
through a process of contemplating the changes that her male body would endure, and therefore
her psyche, but also an excruciating recovery during which her relationship with her mother is
explored. The clash of these two women, the transgender perception of femininity and womanhood
and the biological one as related through the character of the mother, are carefully filtered through
the socio-cultural perspective exposing the profoundly complicated issue of gender normative, the
female body and how these perspectives are formulated according to an aesthetic, male-formulated
construct. The narrative of Jess, creating an illusion of progression towards a conventional closure,
ironically produces a sense of relapse. In her finally acquiring a female body, the transgender
woman goes back to the only life she knows — one she initially finds to be superficial, exploitative
and unfulfilling — since in reality, there is no space for transgender people, even when their
transformation achieves the prescribed gender aesthetics.

In Nancy Jo Cullen’s “Hashtag Maggie Vandermeer,” the forty-eight-year old protagonist, Maggie
—a former alcoholic and a recreational marijuana smoker — tries to reestablish herself as a PR, but
unsuccessfully so in the world of social media and ‘trending’. This narrative, occasionally satirical
in the portrayal of Maggie Vandermeer’s trending gaffes, reveals the exclusivity of the social

media domain, populated by hipsters and members of trending subcultures — all young or

183



significantly younger than Maggie — the domain in which Maggie’s professional competence
becomes undesired due to ageism. Essentially, the narrative deals with the protagonist’s
romanticized self-image and the underlying insecurities, but contrasted to the contemporary
culture of social media image representation, her blunders merely stand to expose a double-
standard of social desirability, the incongruity between reality and the social media, and this is

achieved through the irony behind Maggie’s unrealistic ambition.

Julie Roorda’s “How to Tell if Your Frog Is Dead,” as already mentioned, resists the conventional
short story definition as it is, essentially, too short and short of the traditional elements that would
render it a ‘proper’ story. Moreover, featuring such entities that could function as characters, such
as the exotic African Sub-Saharan frog, an unidentified cat, a child and the narrator who seems to
be implicated personally in the related events, it does achieve momentous structural stability. At
the semantic level of the discourse, the narrative employs brilliant allusions in unpredictable
scenarios that produce comic effects, and yet it is the very closure of the vignette that creates the
final ‘effect’ — one of reversal and ironic recognition. In the manual on keeping an exotic pet alive
long enough to teach one’s child various invaluable lessons of life, the narrator reveals their own
failures and provides humorous anecdotal, yet didactic, advice on unpredictability and uncertainty

—a truly postmodern attitude.

Andrew MacDonald’s “The Perfect Man for My Husband” and K’ari Fisher’s “Mercy Beatrice
Werestles the Noose,” are two of the ninety-six stories submitted for volume 27, The Journey Prize
Stories collection from 2015, selected by Anthony De Sa, Tanis Rideout and Carrie Snyder. The
former features a young married couple simultaneously dealing with a case of terminal illness, and
the husband’s unexpected confession about his sexual orientation. The latter invites a different
kind of sympathy as it is a narrative told by a girl, chaperoned by her mother’s ghost, in search of
a more stable life with her estranged father. In the Introduction to the volume, the selection jury
make a note about the issue of narrowing down the selection to only twelve stories, trying answer
the question of “what should a Canadian short story look like; what are the criteria for good, for
better, for best” (De Sa et al. 2015: ix). It is not impossible or in any way criminal to ascribe the
unseen empathy of “The Perfect Man for My Husband” to Canadianness, but it is questionable
whether ghosts and wrestling have anything to do with it. In their process, De Sa, Rideout and

Snyder locate common grounds for what seems to be expected and eligible to receive the label of
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a good Canadian story, and this is “the element of surprise in discovery. Good fiction should

surprise, should be something you cannot turn away from” (2015: xi).

Indeed, in MacDonald’s “The Perfect Man for My Husband,” the protagonist, the wife of a man
dying of cancer, in her desperate refusal to accept the terminal condition, takes upon herself the
unplanned confession of her husband’s being gay as a mission to fulfill what she understands as
his dying wish. In her disorganized and unselective search for anyone who would step in the role
of a one-night-stand, the couple discover the depth of their love and friendship, which ultimately
brings into question not only the traditional concept of marriage, but more substantially, love as it

is defined by cultural and social discourses.

In contrast, the protagonist of K’ari Fisher’s “Mercy Beatrice Wrestles the Noose,” an intelligent
girl who runs away from an orphanage only to end up at a junkyard, tells the story of her coming
to an understanding of the ‘sinkhole moments’ in one’s life — the disappointments at plans not
turning out the way they were meant to. Followed by the spectral presence of her wrestler mother,
faithful to the living image — a cigarette between her lips at all times — the girl goes against her
better judgment and locates the father she has never met, looking for love, as it turns out, in the
wrong place. Instead of finding security and stability in his home, Mercy Beatrice’s story ends in
an attempt of exploitation — a bizarre dream of the former heavyweight wrestling champion, her
father, and his old manager — when she is led to wrestle someone who, to the girl, looks like a
dark-haired giant. On the floor of the wrestling ring, Mercy Beatrice realizes the irony of
retrospective thinking as she is protected only by the ghost of her mother, whereas her father is

nowhere to be found.

Mahak Jain’s “The Origin of Jaanvi,” Souvankham Thammavongsa’s “Mani Pedi” and J. R.
McConvey’s “How the Grizzly Came to Hang in the Royal Oak Hotel” belong to volume 28 of
The Journey Prize Stories (2016), selected by Kate Cayley, Brian Francis and Madeleine Thien.
In their individual introductions to the volume, the jury ask the same questions as those selecting
the stories for the previous annual anthologies. Brian Francis asks the famous question of what it
is that “makes a short story good,” or “exceptional” or “makes you miss your subway stop” (Cayley
et al. 2016: xi). Kate Cayley recognizes the emergence of “some patterns” in which “the

experiences of clever people in cities or hoping to be in cities seems to be replacing stories of life
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in small towns as the cliché of choice” (Cayley et al. 2016: xii), and for Madeleine Thein, the
selected stories “[together] reveal a network of defended privacies and unusual hauntings: ghosts,
refugees, forgotten wars, hunted animals, deleted Facebook posts, embryos, genes, history, and
even the memory of salvation” (Cayley et al. 2016: xiii). What Madeleine Thein specifically
emphasizes is not only the “visceral and moving and sometimes disturbing” (Cayley et al. 2016:
xiii) tension between the eleven selected stories, but also that they authentically describe the
experience of contemporaneity. In her own words, “they confront us with our own alienness, all

the things we never noticed or thought worthy of noticing” (Cayley et al. 2016: xiii).

Mabhak Jain’s “The Origin of Jaanvi” particularly deals with what Madeleine Thein sees as
“alienness” as the protagonist experiences the realization of the profound inability to relate to his
wife, to people in general as insinuated, and ultimately, his newborn daughter, as he suspects. Dr.
Santosh Mistry, affectionate in a very practical and calculated manner, does not seem to be able to
connect with those surrounding him on a more intimate level, and the plot of the story — his wife’s
pregnancy and the possibility of the child being born as a carrier of the genetic defect he suffers
from — reveals his unspoken hope that the child’s being a carrier would, in fact, give them a
biological basis for establishing a relationship. This excessively rational scientist, forcing himself
to believe that paternity is a matter of economics and not biology or love, ironically finds himself
disappointed at the idea that his daughter is born disease-free, and that he might be assigned only

a figurative role in her life, much like the one in the life of his wife.

In Souvankham Thammavongsa’s “Mani Pedi,” a knocked-out boxer becomes a nail salon
beautician. In the incongruity of his gender and boxer looks, he becomes a star in his sister’s
business — sought by women and men due to the almost exotic nature of such a setup, on the one
hand, and on the other, due to men being less embarrassed to show their calloused feet to another
man. Revolving around the relationship of two Laos siblings, the narrative deals with stereotypical
perceptions pertaining to gender and gender performatives, but also the issue of multiculturality
from the perspective of second-generation immigrants. The sister, a well-off business owner,
deeply concerned about her brother’s dreamy predisposition, imposes on herself what she
considers to be a motherly role, reminding her younger brother that dreams must be contained
within one’s social and cultural position, herself being entrapped by certain restrictions and

limitations, gender-wise, which are only inferred from her disgruntled protests at her beautician-
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brother receiving tips that amount to more that she charges for the mani-pedis. The boxer-
beautician, however, allows himself to day-dream romantically about a young woman he does
manicure for, apparently well aware of the impossibility of any substantial connection. What is
merely a means of fulfilling existential needs for the sister — running the salon business — provides
the boxer with an opportunity to revitalize those who come into the space worn down by everyday
life, which is, ironically, the very thing that deprives him of any pleasure since he is suffocated by
nail-dust and fungi-like smell in his throat, as well as the constant reminder that he would never

truly enjoy being on the receiving end of such care —a commentary on class.

J.R. McConvey’s “How the Grizzly Came to Hang in the Royal Oak Hotel”” begins with an unusual
account of a grizzly finding itself in a luxury hotel and going berserk on being treated as a captive
animal by the crew belonging to a movie set that wanted authenticity for their feature. The
protagonist and narrator, a veteran soldier, equally held captive by his sense of gratitude and duty
towards his sister and the hotel manager, finds himself involved in a mission against the
unsuspecting bear led by the publicly trigger-happy southern congressman, incidentally there at
the time of the bear’s destructive reaction to unfamiliar environment due to a pipeline agenda. The
soldier’s personal history is used both as an excuse to compel him to play a role in the charade
orchestrated by the congressman and the manager, but also in the creation of a political message
promoted by the situation. The allegorical tone of the narrative is intensified by the satirical
depiction of the stereotypical image of men of power, and their interpellating patriotic discourse
that somehow seduces ordinary men to do their bidding. By extension, the narrative implicitly
comments on the economic driving force behind political agendas, and the value of human, or

other kind of life, against that framework.

In the following chapters, each of the stories is individually analyzed with the view of exploring
how ironic and parodic, occasionally satirical, representation guides narrative progression, and
how these modes of representation operate in postmodern contemporary short fiction in terms of

expanding their interpretative potential.
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The Remarkably Uncooperative Narrative of Zsuzsi Gartner’s “Pest Control for

Dummies™~

Zsuzsi Gartner’s “Pest Control for Dummies ™" (1999), published in her collection of short stories
All the Anxious Girls on Earth, relates the narratives of Jack and Daisy, a young couple whose
relationship culminates in a crisis, though not causally, when Daisy finds out about the stillborn
brother her mother had ten months before she was born. The grieving process she experiences,
mainly communicated from the perspective of Jack, encourages him to come to terms with certain
unvoiced truths about their relationship and about his own insecurities, frustrations and thoughts
when it comes to Daisy. At the same time, Jack’s observations of the characters featured in the
story are interrupted by Daisy’s thought process as manifested in dreamy or hallucination-like
states in which she finds herself in her mother’s womb, talking to the fetus-brother she has never
actually met, and exploring that relationship, as well as the relationship with her mother in the
unconscious attempt to heal from what Jack reveals are insecurities inflicted on her by her mother’s

utter indifference.

The narrative of the story, then, contrasts two worlds existing within the story-world — the internal
world of Jack, and that of Daisy, and yet connects them, with an ironic relation of opposition
(Hutcheon 2005). The narrative of Jack, being situated in the real-story world, as opposed to
Daisy’s, operates to relate the ‘reality’ of the events transpiring in the story and establishes the
necessary focal angle in the representation of characters that reveals the irony of Jack’s
unconscious input. Jack’s perceiving eye shapes the narrative and the other characters’ intrusions,
including Daisy’s. Moreover, even though Daisy’s narrative bits are focalized from her own
‘mind’s eye’ — literally since she is hallucinating or dreaming about her brother as a talking fetus
— Jack’s perceptions about Daisy complement its authenticity so that their respective narratives do
not simply intersect or overlap, but they interact, in a manner. Jack’s ‘conscious’ narrative works
to squeeze out Daisy from his story-world reality, and ironically, Jack is not actually present in
Daisy’s dreamy sequences, which makes for the ironic sensibility of the story on the whole as the
relationship only figures in terms of the convention, much like the narrative flow that Gartner
keeps steady only at the level of Jack’s observations in the interaction with all the people
‘pestering’ him. Formally observing this story, Gartner discreetly achieves a very typical

postmodern twist in ‘relating differences’, as Jameson would term it, and allowing them a
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coexistence and a relation of paradoxical co-extension fortified at the ironic level — the level of all
the import that pertains to ideology, culture, mainstream practice, etc., interacting with the

narrative discourse progression at the level of the unsaid.

The story begins with the scene in which Jack is already sitting in a restaurant, having “a flush of
guilty pleasure” (Gartner 2011: 64) at the idea of spending time with Daisy’s mother, devouring a
breaded veal sandwich, but also observing Irene as she elegantly and gracefully eats her agnolotti,
and “[pauses] between bites to make another point. For fun, or effect, Jack wasn’t sure” (Gartner
2011: 64). That particular ritual with Irene, or rather the realization of his apparently persistent
fantasy about “Daisy’s mother’s deftly rolling up a slice of prosciutto with her long, bony, prostate-
probing physician’s fingers” (Gartner 2011: 72) exposes, from the very beginning, not only the
ongoing crisis in the loveless relationship of the protagonist, but also his struggle to reconcile or
deter the incompatible, inappropriate and self-deprecating thoughts towards all the people who
walk into his life, or rather — the surrounding in which he, as if suddenly and unintentionally, finds
himself, without much prior thought, deliberation or choice. This particular trait of Jack’s — or
character flaw, perhaps, the “little anal Jack” (Gartner 2011: 65), “Jacques” (Gartner 2011: 64) or
“Shock” (Gartner 2011: 65), as Irene pronounces his name, the “puppet” (Gartner 2011: 66),
ironically brings to surface the contrast between him and Daisy. The irony, of course, runs in
different directions and resembles an ocean current in which several forces come together in

culmination to reveal the passivity and inaptitude of this particular character.

Jack’s perceiving himself as “[alive] and dangerous — shiv clamped between his teeth, ready for
combat” (Gartner 2011: 65) in Daisy’s mother’s presence, reveals a comical incongruity at the
level of story-reality and his thought process. This man, exhilarated at the sight of the woman
whose mastectomy scar he fantasizes about sexually, feels trapped (for why would he otherwise
necessitate a shiv), undersized in the presence of other men — “a couple of competitive cyclists,
their Easter ham-sized quads in electric-blue Lycra splayed out from under a too small table”
(Gartner 2011: 67) at the unconscious level — examining his own thigh-thickness and the scent of
their and his own sweat, and yet, “the funny thing was, it didn’t smell any different than his own
plain tap-water sweat” (Gartner 2011: 67). Jack’s insecurities prompt him to inescapably compare
himself, and merely register that in comparison to those men, he had plenty of leg space. In the

presence of Irene, whose particular emaciated appeal causes him to flex his muscles — thighs, toes,
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abdomen, butt, but “keep his face relaxed” (Gartner 2011: 67), his “wayward thoughts” (Gartner
2011: 65) reach their peak, although Jack also fantasizes about his anorexic neighbor whose “spine
strained against her skin through her thin tank tops” resembles “an aggressive row of hard little
knobs like helmeted soldiers marching off to war” (Gartner 2011: 72). Jack wonders whether
holding this woman would “feel like holding a bat” (Gartner 2011: 73) — a potentially shocking
thought, and an aggressive one at the core, he feels ashamed of in retrospect after witnessing her
being taken off to hospital on a stretcher — a woman “deliberately wasting away” (Gartner 2011:
73). In Jack’s mind, as far as he can illuminate the state of his circumstance, his sense of morality
is intact by the nature of his physical attraction towards Irene, as she is the one who “seems to lack
a moral core” (Gartner 2011: 72) refusing to take any responsibility for his girlfriend’s pain and
deep emotional wounds. He, in fact, does not “like” Irene, but merely constantly daydreams about
her, her fingers and the aggressively pretentious yet indifferent attitude, and contrives reasons

plausible enough to spend time in her presence.

Irene is a tyrannical mother, counting Daisy’s calories, inspiring an unhealthy body-image,
disapproving of her person and constantly underestimating and dismissing her daughter as

unreasonable, irrational and an altogether burdensome event in her life:

The only time they ever went to cloth-napkin restaurants was when Daisy felt brave enough
to sit at the same table as her mother, who would eye every forkful that went into Daisy’s
mouth as if it contained strontium 90. He was disappointed that it wasn’t Irene but an author

Daisy was promoting who was taking them to dinner. (Gartner 2011: 79)

And yet, Jack, whose peculiar sense of morality unwaveringly and indiscriminately exposes other
characters’ flaws, remains obsessed with his own secret life and undisclosed desires unaware how
they surface, even though his clenching persistently reveals the incompatibility between his
internal life and his outward behavior. His reactions in interaction with Irene do not really reveal
a stronger moral disposition or opinion, but are expressions of excitement and fear — Jack is a
walking ticking-bomb exercising so much self-control that, ironically, he never explodes, but

rather implodes at every challenge.

The entire relationship, as experienced by Jack, is one piece of the ironic puzzle Gartner puts

before the reader — it is Jack’s lack of conviction, his lack of any core, that is the source of irony,
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and the intentionality of such pragmatic events in the text is encouraged by Jack’s own discourse,
by the moments of self-discovery in which he perceives the incompatibility between his
performance on the surface level (again, ironically, in his interaction with other characters), and
his thought process. In the restaurant scene with Irene, while Jack voraciously devours his breaded
veal sandwich — an allusion possibly to his ‘naughty’ attraction to Irene, the very act of standing
up for Daisy, the women “he thought he loved” (Gartner 2011: 67) inspires another one of his
escapist episodes that would relieve the tension he feels building up in his body, his muscles. By
repeating Daisy’s words to her mother, being a witness to her pain at the, granted, irrational yet
somehow retroactively-real loss of her brother, he feels the words “like alien food in his mouth,
lightly braised monkey brains” (Gartner 2011: 65). In this ‘endeavor’, ironically, Jack “felt brave
— an anthropologist in the field who’s determined to adhere to some throwback tribe’s
incomprehensible rites” (Gartner 2011: 66). The use of the word ‘naughty’ above, in describing
Jack’s affinity towards Irene, was obviously intentional as it alludes to his immaturity, or even, in
a manner, stunted emotional development, which Gartner clearly implies by allowing him to
understand that the nature of his desire, as well as his ability to act upon it, controlled by his
overwhelming yet usurped superego, summarize him best in the label that he himself produces:

[...] the little anal Jack in Jack’s head said, as if everyone didn’t have wayward thoughts.
As if everyone didn’t think one thing and then do altogether another. As if the whole

civilization wasn’t precariously balanced on a funeral pyre of lies. (Gartner 2011: 65)

The protagonist works as a copy-editor, which enables him to become “an instant expert in things
he’d previously cared nothing about” (Gartner 2011: 68), and working on a new Dummies™ book
on pest control, he comes into contact with a certain organic exterminator who not only plays smart
at this ‘opinionated’ Jack-of-all-trades-in-theory, but also believes himself to be a poet, and calls
this delicate copy-editor the “Grammar Boy” (Gartner 2011: 69). The allusions abound, and as
with all Jack’s interactions, the process of communicating his opinions — even if they are charged
with passive-aggressive sarcasm, which is Jack’s ultimate expression of dissatisfaction and

frustration — ends in his ‘clenching reflex’:

The exterminator hung up.
Jack clenched his thighs. (Gartner 2011: 69)
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All this suppressed anger culminates into action only twice — when Jack brings down his fist to
kill the “stupidly heroic” (Gartner 2011: 69) ant on his desk, propelled by frustration having to
deal with the “exterminator/poet” (Gartner 2011: 69), and when, finally, he is faced with a question
S0 serious, and a matter so unwanted, that his body reacts sincerely — his heart “pacing back and
forth [...] that drooling hyena, in the cage of his chest” (Gartner 2011: 89). The first instance, more
obviously than the second, can be read in the light of his contemplation on whether holding his
‘wasting-away’ neighbor’s body would feel like “a bat” in his hands (Gartner 2011: 73), and
whether he could actually feel her heart beating through the thin skin. In the second, the weight of

Daisy’s breasts suffocates him.

In another instance, Jack’s ‘salty’ feelings would be disregarded by Daisy and her client, and the
event would trigger his passive-aggressive emptying of salt on the table, which would also go
unnoticed rendering Jack, ironically, invisible man in the story, in addition to ‘puppet’. This
aggression always flows beneath the surface of the discourse, and emerges either in the form of

sarcasm, or belated and detached scrutiny of those people whose presence pesters him:
People, on the other hand, people could be pests. (Gartner 2011: 74)

Whether it is his friend, Glenn, “who’d drop by all the time” (Gartner 2011: 74) to impose on Jack
for hours, recounting personal matters, or “drinking whatever beer was in the fridge and pulling
books off the shelves at random” (Gartner 2011: 74), his previously mentioned exterminator/poet
client, or his own girlfriend, Jack’s inability to impose limits is ironically represented in contrast
to the women who seem to either have control of themselves or others, or both, to the degree that
is appealing and repulsive to him, which is the effect of the ironic topical import pertaining to the
tension between masculinity and femininity, distributed in this story unconventionally to
destabilize the notions themselves. Irene’s sadistic and unmoved attitude, her overall emotional
unavailability, both excite and repel him, and his anorexic neighbor’s pathological self-deprecating

and destructive ‘self-control’ has the same effect.

In one of his ponderings spurred by Glenn’s somewhat sickening story about a couple eating
placenta since “[it’s] the only meat you can eat that you don’t have to kill” (Gartner 2011: 74),
Jack realizes that:
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It was one of those things you didn’t think about until it was too late. Like waking up one
day and finding your underwear was all jumbled up in a hamper with someone else’s. Like
realizing her mother’s fingers were never far from your mind. Her pale, no-nonsense
mouth. Oh, Shock. (Gartner 2011: 75)

In the ironic twist of him foreshadowing the question that would potentially break the couple apart,
although no certainty is provided in the closure of the story, the protagonist unknowingly reveals
the nature of his own impulsiveness and the irrationality of his choices. More precisely, the absence
of his willful and conscious, thoughtful and conclusive role in them. Starting a relationship and a
life together being one of such choices, Jack remembers simply “[going] home with Daisy”
(Gartner 2011: 76) as his girlfriend at the time found a new romantic prospect in the “Daddies
room, setting toilet paper on fire” (Gartner 2011: 76). The implication is, of course, that it was
Daisy who decided for Jack that they were in a relationship:

Jack has thought of leaving Daisy. Not because of this brother thing, but because he doesn’t
find her attractive. He finds his lack of desire baffling, because, the thing is this: he loves
Daisy. Or did. Or still does. And yet.

And yet.

Jack has this thing about skinny women. (Gartner 2011: 72)

In a comic episode in the life of Jack when he examines a photo of a West Coast banana slug, a
“thing almost the size of his own prick” (Gartner 2011: 71), and the organic solutions to its
eradication, which he, naturally, finds “difficult to read [...] without involuntarily cringing”
(Gartner 2011: 71), he learns that organic extermination of such pests involves “[applying] salt”
(Gartner 2011: 71) which turns the slug into pus in a matter of minutes, “turning it into an open
wound” (Gartner 2011: 71). This knowledge of Jack’s provides a suitable parallel for the irony
unconsciously invited by the protagonist during dinner with Daisy and her charlatan client — Teddy
or Paul of Tarsus — a man who inspires Jack to contemplate “[blowing] [his] own brains out”
(Gartner 2011: 80) like Hemingway — pretending to be the reincarnation of Jesus Christ’s friend,
writing a book about their adventures. The idea, though, that Jack is triggered by this man’s
supposed connection to Jesus becomes important, since Jack too strives to constantly meet the

standard — to do what one is supposed to do rather than what one desires, and this Paul of Tarsus
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character, somehow, manages to do both, being a very good businessman and selling the idea of
reincarnation, morality and love through empty quotes from the Bible as if the words had been
first spoken by him. It is his own ‘open wound’. The sight of Daisy’s infatuated approval triggers
Jack’s anger and such pressure builds up that not even the clenching (Gartner 2011: 81) can hold
off the explosion. Consequently, Jack “found himself emptying the contents of the salt mill onto
the table” (Gartner 2011: 82), as if to turn the Paul of Tarsus character into pus, “[so] salty. Neither
Daisy nor the guy were paying attention to him” (Gartner 2011: 82). The show that Jack puts on
only for himself, the unconscious show of aggression, is neither inspired by jealousy nor rivalry,
but by the recognition of that which, in a way, connects him to Daisy’s client, Teddy. The charlatan
author, much like Jack, goes through life using the same premise of the word being “precariously
balanced on a funeral pyre of lies” (Gartner 2011: 65), only Jack’s ‘moral core’ and guilt hold a
wavering double-standard.

Daisy, as focalized through the eyes of Jack, is a woman who does not really listen. That is what
her mother says of her (Gartner 2011: 64), and that is how he feels when his words meet her
“[tilting] her head as if she was emptying water out of one ear” (Gartner 2011: 88). The irony
achieved in the focalization of Daisy through the eyes of Jack, her mother and her own dream-
hallucinations stands to be an appropriative one (Hutcheon 2005), constructively relating these
views to formulate a more rounded image of the character. In relating these perceptions, and
especially Jack’s, Gartner achieves a subtle pun as Daisy daily emerges from her hallucination-
dislocation from the amniotic fluid of her mother’s womb, and emptying water out of her ear both
comically and ironically connects the worlds the narrative-real and the narrative-fictional

narrative.

Another layer of irony is related in Daisy’s finally emerging from her hallucination with the
decision to have a child — even though her maternal instinct is activated by the pseudo-loss of her
brother, therefore the loss of the promise of unconditional sibling love — since she releases herself
from the role of the daughter that has been stifling and unfulfilling. Her maternal instinct, based
on the desire for unconditional love that she would receive, liberates her from the bond with Irene
that is damaging and stunting. Ironically, of course, considering that Daisy’s relationship with her
mother is one of avoidance and evasion, constant anticipation of the domineering influence that

would be unleashed on her — the critical and disparaging, unsupportive, treatment that is outside
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the ‘convention’ — the image behind the universal conception of motherhood. During the
informatively rich lunch conversation between ‘Shock’ and Irene, Daisy’s mother unaffectedly

discusses the loss of the child she had before Daisy:

Irene snorted: “He would have been chunky and insecure like Daisy. And, unlike Daisy, to
give her credit, he’d still be living at home with me because mamas’ boys are like that and
I would certainly have had the bad luck to raise a mama’s boy. Shock, puppet, don’t act so

nonplussed, I’m just being realistic.” (Gartner 2011: 66)

The expression of Irene’s “realistic” disappointment in her motherly luck to have a “chunky and
insecure” child, and Jack’s subsequent confusion in terms of the internal conflict with regard to
the appropriate reaction, complement the previously mentioned irony of Jack’s painful self-
discovery, especially in the moments of interaction with Irene. The ‘puppet’, aside from not being
chunky, fits the image of ““a mama’s boy” Irene so luckily avoided to raise. On the other hand, the
ironic import of the concept of motherhood at the level of discourse, that which causes Jack to
somewhat freeze, exposes Irene’s complete lack of responsibility in emotionally damaging Daisy,
and presents Daisy’s escapist episodes as the only solution to healing the otherwise disturbing
relationship with her mother, and perhaps consequently, with other people in her life, since
eventually, she might be rejected by Jack due to her not being able to reach the standard that he

desires in a woman.

According to Jack, Daisy is “wallowing in an anguish he found baffling, bathing in it as if in a
lukewarm tub with unpleasant little islands of oil and hair floating on top” (Gartner 2011: 71) —an
allusion that supports the interaction between the two seemingly separate narrative courses, one
happening in the actual story-world, observed by the protagonist; and the other at the level of

Daisy’s internal world that projects onto Jack’s.

For almost a month she had been moaning around, crying, screaming, taking time off work.

Wearing black. Which she always wore, it’s true, but this seems more deliberate. More...

black. (Gartner 2011: 71)

Symbolically, Daisy’s life is the epitome of grief and mourning that only culminates in the moment

of recognition of her brother’s existence. Of course, the retroactive loss in this case stands to both

195



emphasize the reason why she lives in the first place — for “there would have never been a Daisy”
(Gartner 2011: 72) had her brother lived, and the equally ironic apparent predetermination at a
loveless life®®. Daisy seems to be on the losing side of every relationship, but not the one she
recreates in her own mind — the one with the fetus brother who, though at one point appears
“remarkably uncooperative” (Gartner 2011: 83), ultimately resumes his fictional life as a fetus-

teenager:

Daisy is filled with pity towards this sea creature who would steal what is hers. His desire
to live has made him weak, he’s laid his cards on the table, forgotten how to bluff. (Gartner
2011: 87)

Daisy’s hallucinations initially have a disturbing note to them. Behind her inward journey, there
IS a tacit recognition of that which her mother is asking Jack to explain to her — that one child, and
one child only was enough for Irene, and that she “wasn’t ever crazy about babies” (Gartner 2011:
65). In fact, even though neither Jack nor her mother explicitly voice the obvious truth about
Irene’s aspirations motherhood-wise, Daisy is unconsciously aware of her mother’s perception of
motherhood through the treatment and handling she has experienced. In her first escapist therapy-
session with the unnamed brother, Daisy instinctively reveals this transferred fear — that babies,
and children, might be something alien, menacing and frightening; something that abducts a

woman from her normal life:

The fetus looks so much like some Hollywood version of an alien that Daisy wonders if
she isn’t hallucinating an abduction. Maybe they’ve already stuck a tube down her throat
and up her ass and shone bright lights in her eyes and scraped away enough tissue samples

to create a whole new race of Uber Daisys. A Daisy chain. (Gartner 2011: 68)

However, this first encounter with the alien fetus, or alienated brother, soon alleviates her initial
fear and the two engage in “a game of in utero badminton” (Gartner 2011: 68) which reminds
Daisy that “she’s always wanted a brother” (Gartner 2011: 68) even if the “first encounter had

been strange and utterly magical, much the same as she’d always imagined love at first sight”

3 In this story, irony relies not only on the heterodiegetic import, but also on the import of the previously insinuated
and hinted at creating several currents of irony both constructively appropriating the incongruities presented in the
plot, in Daisy’s narrative, and oppositional irony in terms of Jack’s.
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(Gartner 2011: 70), but a “different kind of love” (Gartner 2011: 70). Daisy’s plunge into the
‘oceanic oneness’ that is supposed to be understood in relation to one’s mother, becomes a space
for her and her stillborn sibling, and a space where the fetus, the older brother, “[teaches] her to
relax, to bob lightly in the fluid without tensing her muscles” (Gartner 2011: 70) — revealing a link
between Jack and Daisy, both restrained and retentive, in their own ways, and both internalizing

that which has been imposed on them in terms of self-image.

For Daisy, her mother’s womb is a “coral reef” (Gartner 2011: 70) layered with “skin polyps
[undulating] like sea anemone” (Gartner 2011: 71), and the sight of the triggerfish swimming by,
much like her desire to “gobble [...] up” her brother, a “reef urchin. Heart urchin. Sea biscuit”
(Gartner 2011: 71) somewhat suggests the aggressiveness of the environment that creates a sense
of incongruity with the concept of oneness, with the idea of the womb. This incompatibility, or the
implied hostility of the environment, can be understood as the metaphoric and ironic translation of
her relationship with Irene, and supplements the context of her hallucinations or dreams as therapy

sessions.

In the third dream-like episode, Daisy tells her fetus-brother the story of Jack, or rather, what she
thinks is the defining sketch that could explain “Jack in a nutshell. The Compleat Jack, the ultimate
psychological profile” (Gartner 2011: 77). In her account, Jack is portrayed as a careless, or even
petulant thirty-two-year-old man who does not seem to understand the concept of expiry date when
it comes to mayonnaise. Daisy, a slightly younger woman, appears to play the role of the mother
of the ill-tempered child in her sketch:

“[...1 So, I’ll grab the jar to check the date and he’ll grab it back and I’ll grab it again, and
then he’ll...” Daisy notices that the fetus doesn’t appear to be listening. He’s wrapping the
umbilical cord around his left wrist and then tugging on it as if to test for tensile strength.
(Gartner 2011: 77)

The morbidly comic scene alluding to her stillborn brother having the umbilical cord wrapped
around his neck three times (Gartner 2011: 71), and him not even listening to her unusual take on
the ultimate psychological profile of her boyfriend of two years, stands for the moment of her
illumination at the fact that she has not been listening to herself about what it is that she wants out

of a relationship. Daisy becomes ‘enlightened’ and her “heart splays” (Gartner 2011: 77).
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Incidentally, of course, in Daisy’s dream-hallucination-therapy-session, this is the moment when
her mother “must have stepped outside onto a porch flooded with sunlight” (Gartner 2011: 77) —
a subtle allusion to her being enlightened about motherhood, a brilliant narrative move that brings
plausibility to her implausible narrative, and an ironic recognition that she has been mothering her
partner instead of actually becoming a mother. Another allusion to Daisy’s ‘mothering’ side, which
is at the same time, of course ironically, her ‘smothering’ side when it comes to Jack, emerges in

the final scene when she straddles Jack in an attempt at a sexual advance:

Jack thought it would help if he closed his eyes. If her breasts hadn’t been pressing against
him, too heavy, too familiar... (Gartner 2011: 89)

In her fourth dreamy episode, it becomes clear that Daisy is, unconsciously, exploring her own
delusion with the idea of reincarnation. This happens immediately after Jack, Teddy — Paul of
Tarsus client and she have dinner during which she allows herself the infatuation with the idea of
there being a possibility that this charlatan could be her brother. In fact, she allows herself the idea
that there might exist a man who she could see in this light — someone into whom, as Delia in
Craig Boyko’s “The Baby” would say, she “[could] pour all [her] unused love” (Boyko 2006: 74).
However, the “fetus is proving remarkably uncooperative, claiming no prior knowledge of ancient
Hebrew and insisting that as far as he knows ‘Jesus Christ’ is just a curse their mother frequently
uses” (Gartner 2011: 83). On the unconscious level, Daisy is fully aware of the charade that she
perpetuates in her reality, and this exults in her tugging the umbilical cord and drawing the fetus

closer:

She could chew him up, stick her finger down her throat, and puke up the pieces. Daisy is
certain her mother would like that. (Gartner 2011: 83)

Daisy’s insistence on the absurdity of Teddy — Paul of Tarsus being her brother serves as a defense
mechanism against the ‘reality’ of her situation, as suggested by the scene she imagines in the final
appearance of the now-teenage fetus, wearing “a T-shirt with a freaked-out cat dangling from a
ledge that reads, ‘Hang in there, baby’” (Gartner 2011: 87). She finds herself unable to simply
“puke up” the pieces of the hoarded emotional pain, or to abandon the idea that unconditional love
is in her reach — in whatever form. In contrast to her mother, Irene, who goes through mastectomy

that manifests no particular change on her boyish body — a metaphor since Jack, who notices it, so
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unconsciously perceives these women’s bodies as ‘psychological’ types — Daisy “would look

lopsided” (Gartner 2011: 65), if one of her breasts were to disappear.

If irony is created in the witnessed tension between what is said and what is left unsaid, what is
left for the reader to assume as a matter of encoding provided in the context, then irony in Gartner’s
“Pest Control for Dummies™” operates behind the formal level of the narrative only to unmask
the rationality behind the ‘feeling’ that remains unexpressed — caught up in the tension between
convention, expectation and the norm. In Jack’s narrative, the ultimate irony builds up much like
the tension he experiences on all the occasions where he plays the role of the ‘Grammar boy’ or
‘puppet’, and culminates in his passivity at being presented with a choice to liberate himself. A
choice he does not seem able to verbalize expecting, yet again, Daisy to make a decision for him
— playing the role of a child while desiring to be treated as something other — an adult, perhaps,
but not yet a father. Daisy’s irony, however, only appears to be less unnerving when it is contained
in her realization that escaping the role of a sub-standard daughter involves creating a life, a child,
that would be dependent on her, rather than the other way round. However, her being unaware of
the falsity she fosters as partnership, echoes the lack of genuine connection with her mother, and
potentially foreshadows another failure.

This particular type of irony, postmodern and Canadian, somewhat paradoxical in its aimless
inspection and introspection, will be discussed across different stories, and in the spirit of
postmodern problematization, it will prove to be wide-ranging in its potential to reveal how it is
that our collective understanding of the constructed notions pertaining to culture, gender,
femininity, womanhood, motherhood, fatherhood, etc., fails when faced with ‘irony’s edge’ and

its power to reveal a multiplicity of experiences and interpretations.

The postmodern impulse of Gartner’s “Pest Control for Dummies™,” however, does not emanate
only from its visible ironic core, but in the very idea of the absence of center in the narratives of
the individual voices participating in the narrative discourse — the constructedness that is inherited,
accrued and inevitable in the interaction with others’ narratives. The very attempt at becoming the
‘engineer’ of their own discourses — an intermittent impulse on the part of the two protagonists —
reveals the mechanism of Derrida’s already discussed deconstruction, as a process, not a finality.

The progression of both Jack’s and Daisy’s respective narratives is underscored by this process of
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deconstruction, in the act of narrating their stories, and particularly against other discourses coming
into ‘play’ — the narrative of the female character’s mother, unborn brother — a piece of the female
characters’ history that seems to be weightily present yet untold, episodic characters, the past that
resurfaces in the form of trace when the present moment is examined. Gartner’s “Pest Control for
Dummies™” explores the idea of the constructedness of personal history in personal narratives.
Indirectly tackling the largely postmodern and feminist issue of womanhood and female identity
in terms of care-ethics, Gartner’s characters not only revise the notion of the universality of the
female experience, but also the validity of the category through which it is explored — motherhood.
Similarly, Gartner addresses the concept of masculinity as culturally constructed, and exposes its
individualized manifestation in the male protagonist’s questioning his own identity, and gender
and cultural performative, all of which defy the traditional conceptions by problematizing them in
this very specific story-plot.

Unravelling Irony in Zsuzsi Gartner’s “How to Survive in the Bush”

Zsuzsi Gartner’s “How to Survive in the Bush” from the collection All the Anxious Girls on Earth
(1999), explores the internal conflict of the female protagonist, the focalizing narrator, whose
expectations (or rather the willing and temporary self-deception) clash with the experienced and
recounted, potentially hypothesized, reality. In fact, the narrative, much like the protagonist,
unravels ironically, in the spatio-temporal parodic dislocation, while maintaining structural
stability. What makes for the particularly elastic and strong connecting tissue of the story is
Gartner’s postmodern play with the Canadian ‘metalanguage’ of pioneer writing, and her equally
postmodern reliance on the literary themes that participate in the overall parody. Gartner invites
literary history and its persistent influence on contemporaneity to infuse her first-person narrative
and tells the narrative from “both critical and complicitous” (Hutcheon 2004: 222) vantage point,
emphasizing, and perhaps as intensely as possible, the artifice of creation and storytelling, which
further foregrounds the constructedness of the narratives of the present. Additionally, however,
Gartner’s endeavor not only problematizes the present by inviting the discourses of the past to
come into the ‘field of play’ and reveal what it is that remains viscerally relevant — for personal
identity, the women’s issues, etc. — but also exposes the inescapability of continuity. It is this

particular quality of Gartner’s parodic experimentation that foregrounds the Derridean postmodern
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deconstructive impulse, and it is this continuity that highlights the essence of the postmodern self-

reflexive interrogation.

For those unfamiliar with women’s pioneer writing, this contemporary story reveals the tension
between life and death, the ‘said’ and the ‘unsaid’, which is at the core of irony — the presence of
explicit and implicit contradictions — and which, along with comic contrasts, not only build the
humorous and seemingly lighthearted tone of the story against the somewhat down-played tragic
background of the male character, but also accrue the ironic layer on the macro level — the level of
the entire narrative. This particular irony that Gartner employs, functions both as pragmatic in
exposing the incompatible discourse interaction, and particularly in the opposition between the
urban and rural — a negativizing function, as Hutcheon would term it, extending to the parodic

reworking of the Canadian women’s pioneer writing.

To digress back to the character of the pilot, the tension contained in his disturbing past shrouded
in the death of his fellow helicopter school peers (Gartner 2011: 11) — his life in self-isolation and
the desire to reach that “altitude’ that seems elusive (Gartner 2011: 21) — might also be interpreted,
symbolically, as the desire to join his peers. In combination with the protagonist’s desire to flee
the entrapment of his rurally-set, past-bound world (Gartner 2011: 14, 22) — a world spatially and
temporally, but also culturally, located outside of her own (Gartner 2011: 14) — the ironic
sensibility of the narrative is produced. At the surface level, the female protagonist struggles with
her realization that love, as defined in her relationship, imprisons her personality, and therefore,
this dislocation and “contrasts” as “a matter of belief” (Gartner 2011: 12) amount to irreconcilable
differences between the couple, and yet, they are only humorously or ironically, occasionally

sarcastically, dealt with by the protagonist.

However, familiarity with early Canadian women’s writing is visibly emanated in Gartner’s urban
female protagonist’s demystification of the rural setting, and it echoes the theme of entrapment
prevalent in earlier Canadian fiction. This adds to the overall ironic tone, but reveals a strong
parodic connection on further investigation. The metafictional character of the narration becomes
evident with the comment of the protagonist-narrator that “contrasts will be more a matter of
belief” (Gartner 2011: 12), and at the formal level, the historiographic parodic source becomes

particularly obvious due to the particularity of the style. However, what is specifically complex is
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Gartner’s use of ambiguous syntax. Syntactically, using the Future Simple tense as if the entire
story were a thought experiment, the narrator underlines the discursive nature of the personal
narrative, the story itself, but also an awareness of the constructedness of the source narratives. It
resounds the essential postmodern assumption that the center is both within and without the
structure, and that the discourse, on its own, has no stability. The context, Derrida’s substitution
of the center, is found in what Hutcheon would call the ‘short circuit’ between history and the
present moment — the level at which the narrative is imaginable in the contemporary moment even
if it resounds the past so powerfully. The line, of course, between the literary source and the
contemporary setting can be drawn, and yet Gartner’s syntax and formal organization render the
narrative spatially and temporally mutable, even if this narrative, at first glance, does not ‘sound’

particularly postmodern.

The ironic edge of the described conflict and the inherent tension that bridges the very opening of
the story to its closure does not directly address the social, cultural or political dimensions implied
or inferred as present in the characters’ lives. Indirectly, however, such issues as femininity and
masculinity are subtly explored from a very subjective perspective of the relationship around
which the narrative revolves, and interestingly, again as if in the form of a thought experiment, the
narrator exposes how much of her own, and by extension potentially the reader’s, estimations rely
on stereotypical, romanticized, fetishized and idealized images of reality. Additionally, it is the
parodic undercurrent that directly addresses the women’s issues by importing the ideological
context of the parodic sources so that the unsuspecting reader may need to investigate the layers

of the literary background on which Gartner’s relies.

“How to Survive in the Bush” opens with the narrator’s introduction of the character of the pilot
who, at the age of thirty-seven, facing the death of all his helicopter school peers’ death, quits
flying and “reconstructs vintage aircraft in a hand-built hangar the size of a three-car garage”
(Gartner 2011: 11). The man whose everyday life resembles “Halloween” (Gartner 2011: 11)
because of all the ghosts residing beside him as he tries to rebuild a “1941 Tiger Moth” (Gartner
2011: 11), appears to the protagonist as both haunted by the irretrievable loss of peers and a certain
self-imposed dislocation (spatial and temporal) that, figuratively, echoes her own self-deception
in trying to forcibly change her lifestyle and aspirations to match his circumstance. The story, in

effect, begins at its very end — at the moment of the breakup, and ends with the breakup elaboration,
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featuring in between the “day-to-day survival” (Gartner 2011: 12) in the form of a journal. Or it

never happened, or the breakup never happened — at the level of syntax, this certainty is refused.

However, in the light of the previously mentioned demystification of the rural, Gartner evokes,
stylistically, the prose (stories and sketches, the epistolary form) of the two famous pioneering
women writers of Canada — Catherine Parr Traill and Susanna Moodie®’. In The Routledge Concise
History of Canadian Literature (2011), Richard Lane provides insight into the work and biography
of Catherine Parr Traill that might have served, in some of its aspects as a material source in Zsuzsi
Gartner’s “How to Survive in the Bush.” This author mentions as the “prime example of the
conjectural impulse [...] Catherine Pan Traill’s (1802-99) The Young Emigrants; or, Pictures of
Life in Canada (1826), [...] constructed from letters received from family and friends, rather than
from direct experience” (2011: 52), which is precisely the act the protagonist of the story reenacts
in hypothesizing about the manner in which she would narrate her success-story of the bush to her
friends. Moreover, some of the journal entries also resemble epistolary form, which suggests that
Gartner’s mixing of styles is not only intentional, but purposeful. Unlike Traill, whose “[writing]
was to be a source of income that would help the family survive, with her sisters acquiring fame,
if not fortune, for their outstanding work, such as Agnes Strickland's Lives of the Queens of
England [...] and Susanna Moodie’s Roughing It in the Bush” (Lane 2011: 52), the protagonist
dreams about writing a Canadian novel worthy of belonging to the canon, but unsuccessfully so —

a humorous, intentional and amusingly ironic authorial intrusion on the part of Gartner.

Furthermore, “Traill’s earliest publications reveal her interest in conduct manuals (books that
essentially taught young women how to behave in polite society) and personal, moral growth”
(Lane 2011: 52), which Gartner subverts in the story, placing it in the ideological framework of
unsustainable patriarchal gender role that her urban protagonist ultimately escapes, all by means
of subtle and humorous irony. Much like Traill’s works dealing with “different aspects of the

natural world, including drawn sketches, observational data, stories, anecdotes, poetry and

37 In The Routledge Concise History of Canadian Literature (2011), Richard Lane mentions Moodie’s sketches as
“[approaching] the domestic chora through the cultural interpenetration that first shocks her, and then provides her
with valuable literary material” (2011: 56), which is precisely what Gartner achieves with her form and contextual
relation to Moodie’s writing. He adds that the themes of “the large binary oppositions that structure her work — cultured
vs. uncultured; Old World vs. New World; civilized vs. the primitive [...] — are eventually problematized as she
acculturates to her new surroundings, even if settling is ultimately a personal failure” (Lane 2011: 56), which is not
the case with the protagonist of Gartner’s story.

203



descriptive prose” (Lane 2011: 52), the protagonist self-satirizes her forced efforts to adjust her
sensibility to the space of the bush by being awkwardly productive and creative. The brilliantly
ironic tone of the protagonist-narrator in dealing with her failing efforts suggests the presence of
the second source of inspiration — Susanna Moodie. Whereas Traill “creates a dialectic of
hardship/endurance and progress/joy, with a sliding scale from one to the other pole as her
narrative progresses” (Lane 2011: 54), Gartner’s narrative unravels and deteriorates, and the
sentiment gradually becomes closer to that of “Susanna Moodie’s Roughing It in the Bush, or Life
in Canada (1852) — which, while written sometime after the event, narrates her personal
experiences as an emigrant and settler” (Lane 2011: 55). According to Lane, “[less]
temperamentally suited to the life of the bush settler, Moodie narrates a very different story from
that of her sister” (2011: 55), which is potentially why Gartner’s narrative so insistently
foreshadows the failure to adapt. Observed as a parodic reworking of Traill’s and Moodie’s works,
“How to Survive in the Bush” takes into consideration first the story of Traill’s endurance and
work ethics that ultimately lead to progress and enjoyment, but closes with Moodie’s ultimate
failure to fully adjust to the conditions. The similarities between the character of the story and
Moodie’s marriage, at least at the superficial level, might also provide another dimension to the
work, bridging a historical gap between women in revealing a shared-dimension of the female
Canadian experience. The protagonist of the Canadian wilderness in Gartner’s “How to Survive

in the Bush,” howe