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" POSTMODERNISM: AN UNFINISHED DEBATE

Despite the seemingly growing return to the more familiar
 and traditional lines in lterature in the last ‘few years,
Postmodernism, as a well-established practice, still continues to .
dominate much of the literary scene today. Demolishing the old
coriception of the literary meaning, ‘Postmodernism puts the
emphasis on’the self-reflextve character of fiction and turns
away from the external reality, Moreover, it continues to launch
a critique of the entire literary tradition. Consequently, in the
last few years there appeared a fierce critical battle between two

- schools of theoreticians and practitioners of fiction; namely, the
-proponents of the "determinate meaning" and the advocates of the
"indeterminate mm;i&g"se far, the adherents of the second
camp seem to have established the sovereignty of Postmodernism

_ both in fiction and in critictsm. - B :
. The word "Postmodernism” was applied to the increasingly
different fiction that came into existence after the 1960's. Critics.
like Thab Hassan, Robert Scholes, Leslie Fiedler, Susan Sontag,
Robert Alter, among many others, pointed qut that there has been

~ a reversal of the dominant literary directions; the foundations of
the Western Literature have been shaken, and all the concepts of
the past have been questioned. Literature has become more
decentered, indeterminate and totally self-conscious. These views
center on one main issue, that is "we have passed beyond a
literature ef reference {to God and/or the observable world)" (Wolf
7). In this respect, much of contemporary fiction has been
“variously described as self-reflexive; self-conseious, narcissistic,
auto-referential, and purely fictional. It has been called by such
‘names as "metafiction”, “surfiction”, and "fabulation”. In this
essay I shall be using the term "metaflction” with regards to the
Postmodernist fiction, This is the "kind of fiction that tries to
explore. the ‘possibilities of fiction,. the kind -of fiction that

. challenges the tradition that governs-it” (Federman, Surfiction 7).

: Metafiction is a modé ‘of fiction ‘outside thq tradition, and
congcerns itself with. specific conventions of the novel in order to
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accordanice with what Linda Hutcheon calls a "mimesis of
product” but with a "miniésié of process’. In other words, in the
novelistic universe, reflectipn of "life" cannot be reduced only to a
product level, and the process be igniored. The major creative
. function of the novels, or their consruction {process) is another
-mimetic act. Therefore, the object of imitation now is this
process. In mimesis of process, the reader is- made gware of the
actual construction of the fiction itsel. -~ :
Texts self-consciously draw attention to their process of
" becoming. In this respect, metafiction reworks the mimetic issue
by thematizing its own fiction making process.-Such a process is
shared by reader and writer in the creation of the fictional
- universe. They create an antoriomous fictional world and do not
hesitate to anounce it as pure fiction; not a pretentious claim to
outside reality. Thus, instead of passively imitating empirical
reality, metafiction mirrors its own process by turning towards
its own fictive refernts, and reflects vital human imagination. It
also accepts that novelistic reality is always fictive. It is a created
{llusion. Therefore, it is a great challenge for the writer who can
freely investigate the infinite number of the possibilities of
narrative construction, and also for the reader who can now
actively participate in this process. - : R ;
Most postmodernist writing demands an active participation
from the reader in the process of writing.' However, the reader
may-have one difficulty. He ¢an no-longer identify the products
being imitated; such as, characters and actions; because, there is
no similarity to those in the familiar world. The conventions for
those are not acknowledged in the text. Instead, the text disrupts .
the conventions and the traditional literary codes leaving an
“uncertainty in the narrative. Take for example Raymond
Federmian's .Double or Nothing where the narrative does not
follow any pattern or use punctuation, where all the familiar
‘elements of a novel have been turned upside down,-all the
conventions disnipted and the characters are mere voices in the
* discourse; where the narrative itself is discontinuous and playful.
Inevitably such a fiction destroys the normal habits of the
reader's perception and disorients him. Here, the reader is
deliberately asked to decode this chaotic amalgam of words and
sentences, establish' new -codes, ‘and work' himself into the
narrative structureé. In other words, there is a delibérate demand
from the text to the readerto participate in the process. He has to

follow the chaotic form and share fh the visual disorder. The .-

typographic play,on different types of print and blank spaces may
- confuse the act of reading. However, this Jets the reader contribute
. to the fmportance of the text. Since each page is a separate frame
as Ronald Sukenick puts it, it requires to be filled in by the
reader. David Lodge irn The Modes of Modern Writing anticipates
these problems: - ‘ R S -
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~ Federman reveals the
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fllusion of re'ahty( h.e) has~ é!"ea;ted.f Faivlesv admiits tha:t hls'_ B

characters cannot be free begause they are written into hist texts;
however, they are to be constructed in the reader's imagination. -
‘The self-conscious author of this novel also admits that he is in

Consequently, there are mo restrictions against the
self-reflexive tendency. It transforms any kind of experience and
incorporates into its textual ordet. Raymond Federman argues
that this fiction enhances the expressive techniques and opens
new horizons: - - oS

_ And since writing means riow.filling a space (the pages), in

those spates where there is nothing to write, the fiction:
writer ‘can, at.any time, introduce mdterial (quotations, '
_pictures, diagrams, charts, desings, pieses of other o
discourse, doodles, etc.) totally untelated to the story he is-in
‘the process of telling, or clse he can simply leave those.
spaces blank because fiction is as much what is said as what-
is not said since what issaid 1s'not necesearily true and
since what is said can always be said in ancther way. (12) .
Thus, fiction can render almest everything in words or
typographical symbals. Such absolute freedom actually depends
- on the new theory or meaning that Deérrida formulated, in that
there is no ready-made mearning expressed by means of language.
Language itself creates meaning. In other words, there is no
pre-existing meaning to be reproduced m fiction. This approach
alters the traditional reality of fiction altogether. Metafiction
destroys the conventions which ‘justified the dependence of
literature on the notian of emptrical reality. Sings do not possess
any prior meanings, meaning is attributed to them during the act
‘of reading. Thus, the reader has to concentrate on the lexical
meaning of words or word groups, and on the uses of typography.
Federman's The Voice in the t reveals the function of such
typography. The book is divided into two parts. The first part
includes twenty square pages of its English version, and the
second part its French version, Moreover, the shape of the pages -
picture the real closet in'the wall,. The vojce is literally
imprisoned within this paper square and canfined to words and-
disturbed syntax. The page numbers are straight lines forming
into box shapes within baxes as the pages proceed. In this way,

_ ‘agonizing experience of a little boy who is
locked up in a closet by his mother to be saved from the Nazi
‘soldiers who have broken into the house to drag the family to the .
concentration camps. All the typographical devices and the

~ chaotic syntax refer to the terror and confusion of the child.
Therefore, the deformed utterences gain a credibility when the
reader finally makes sense of the whole narrative intention and
responds to it which is clearly demanded from him. . -

| The principle of the apparent meaninglessness underlymg )
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' of: ethln,g that is bemnd the‘
text. and replaeqs it with a game. ei' differences among various
versions of fictional reality, .Consequently, .fiction inevitably
questions ‘its:-own conditions of - fictionality, and becomes a
textual play of di 3, and accepts its structures as a crucial
part of the E,.-reﬂexivc game. It deliberately displays its
lf-co%s _Intertextuality is an inevitable part of this
display de ting that i originates as a weaving of prior '
texts.. As Desrida .always asscrts it never attempts to explain
what it says:and never finishes meaning, because language
always defers: the closure of final meaning. Therefore, in
metafiction one searches in vain for & pretextu;lmeanmg or in
“ other words, 'so-called "determinate meaning." \

All this Jeaves us with a final question. IsPostmodemxsmand
its underlying: theory of Degonstruction ‘just. a new form of =
"literature pare” oristhemadeﬂn#znnk ‘the texts and -
our technplogical age? In.my opinion, the latter ia true. It is our
age that ‘already generates plurality of meanings and their

indeterminate natiire with its_rapid process of change in all
-aspects of life. After all, almost any meaning and principal
assumption would inevitably become obsolete in such a process of
rapid tmndarm&tmnndmgh'rwhpmgxm Inthat rcspect
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