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This is essentially a one-idea book - an admission that probably ought to
embarrass me more than it in fact does. That idea is simply stated: postmodernist
fiction differs from modernist fiction just as a poetics dominated by ontological
issues differs from one dominated by epistemologicalissues. All the rest is merely

a matter of dotting i's and crossing t's. | have beensurprised (and my editors at
Methuen dismayed) to find how many i's therehave been to dot and t's to cross.
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| don't think the ideas were "in the air" ... rather, all of us found ourselves at the
same stoplights in different cities atthe same time. When the lights changed, we

all crossed the streets. (Steve Katz, in LeClair and McCaffery [eds], Anything Can
Happen, 1983).
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"Postmodernist"? Nothing about this term is unproblematic, nothing about it is
entirely satisfactory. It is not even clearwho deserves the credit - or the blame - for
coining it in the first place: Arnold Toynbee? Charles Olson? RandallJarrell?

There are plenty of candidates.' But whoever is responsible, he or she has a lot to
answer for.
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John Barth finds the term awkward and faintly epigonic, suggestive less of a
vigorous or even interesting new direction in the old art of storytelling than of
something anti-climactic, feebly following a very hard act to follow.
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"Postmodernist"? Whatever we may think of the term, however much or little we
may be satisfied with it, one thing is certain: the referent of "postmodernism," the
thingto which the term claims to refer, does not exist. It does not exist, however, not
in Frank Kermode's sense, when he argues that so-called postmodernism is only the
persistence of modernism into a third and fourth generation, thus deserving to be
called, at best, "neo-modernism.” Rather, postmodernism, the thing, does not exist
precisely in the way that "the Renaissance" or "romanticism" do not exist. There is
no_postmodernism "out there" in the world any more than there ever was a
Renaissance or a romanticism "out there."These are all literary-historical fictions,
discursive artifacts constructed either by contemporary readers and writers or
retrospectively by literary historians. And since they are discursive constructs rather
than real-world'objects, it is possible to construct them in a variety of ways/making
it necessary for us to discriminate among, say, the various constructions of
romanticism, as A. O. Lovejoy oncedid. Similarly we can discriminate among
constructions of postmodernism, none of them any less “true™ or less fictional than
the others, since all of them are finally fictions.Thus, there is John Earth's
postmodernism, the literature of replenishment; Charles Newman's postmodernism,
the literature of an inflationary economy; Jean-Francois Lyotard's postmodernism, a
general condition of knowledge in the contemporary informational regime; Ihab
Hassan's postmodernism, a stage on the road to the spiritual unification of
humankind; and so on. There is even Kermode's construction of postmodernism,
which in effect constructs it right out of existence.
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The dominant may be defined as the focusing component of a work of art: it rules,

determines, and transforms the remaining components. It is the dominant which

guarantees the integrity of the structure ....a poetic work [is] a structured system, a

regularly ordered hierarchical set of artistic devices. Poetic evolution is a shift in this

hierarchy ... The image of ... literary history substantially changes; it becomes

incomparably richer and at the same time more monolithic, more synthetic and
ordered, than were the membradisjecta of previous literary scholarship.
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Catalogues of postmodernist features are typically organized in terms of
oppositions with features of modernistpoetics. Thus, for instance, David Lodge
lists five strategies (contradiction, discontinuity, randomness, excess, shortcircuit)
by which postmodernist writing seeks to avoid having to choose either of the
poles of metaphoric (modernist) or metonymic (antimodernist) writing. Ihab
Hassan gives us seven modernist rubrics (urbanism, technolo-gism,
dehumanization, primitivism, eroticism, antinornianism, ex-perimentalism),
indicating how postmodernist aestheticsmodifies or extends each of them. Peter
Wollen, writing of cinema, and without actually using either of the
terms"modernist” and "postmodernist,” proposes six oppositions (narrative
transitivity vs. intransitivity, identification vs.foregrounding, single vs. multiple
diegesis, closure vs. aperture, pleasure vs. unpleasure, fiction vs. reality)
whichcapture the difference between Godard's counter-cinema (paradigmatically
postmodernist, in my view) and the poeticsof "classic” Hollywood movies. And
Douwe Fokkema outlines a number of compositional and semantic conventionsof
the period code of postmodernism (such as inclusiveness, deliberate
indiscriminateness, non-selection or quasinon selection, logical impossibility),
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contrasting these generally with the conventions of the modernist code. In allthese
cases, the oppositions tend to be piecemeal and unintegrated; that is, we can see
how a particular postmodernistfeature stands in opposition to its modernist
counterpart, but we cannot see how postmodernist poetics as a wholestands in
opposition to modernist poetics as a whole, since neither of the opposed sets of
features has been interrogated for its underlying systematicity. Nor can we see
how the literary system has managed to travel from the state reflectedin the
catalogue of modernist features to the state reflected in the postmodernist
catalogue: these are static oppositions,telling us little or nothing about the
mechanisms of historical change.
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Enter the dominant. With the help of this conceptual tool, we can both elicit the
systems underlying theseheterogeneous catalogues, and begin to account for
historical change. For to describe change of dominant is in effect todescribe the
process of literary-historical change.
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if we interrogate modernist and postmodernist texts with a view to eliciting the
shifts in the hierarchy of devices -remembering, of course, that a different kind of
inquiry would be likely to yield a different dominant - then what “merges asthe
dominant of modernist fiction? Of postmodernist fiction?
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Let us try out our tool on DouweFokkema's formulation of the period code of
modernism, taking as our exemplary modernist text William Faulkner's Absalom,
Absalom! (1936), a high-water mark of modernist poetics. According to Fokkema,
the compositional and syntactical conventions of the modernist code include
textual indefiniteness or incompleteness,epistemological doubt, metalingual
skepticism, and respect for the idiosyncrasies of the reader. Its semantic aspects
are organized around issues of epistemological doubt and metalingual self-
reflection. All of these conventions, with the possible exception of the convention
of respecting the reader's idiosyncrasies (which seems to me a poor and debatable
formulation), arc reflected in Absalom, Absalom! The story of the rise and fall of
the Sutpen dynasty comes down to Quentin Compson and his room-mate Shreve
in a state of radical incompleteness and indefiniteness - "a few old mouth old
mouth-tomouth tales," as Quentin's father says, "letters without salutation or
signature™1 -its indefiniteness only heightened by the successive interpretations
imposed upon it by biased or underinformed or otherwise unreliable informants
(MrCompson, Miss Rosa Coldfield, ultimately Thomas Sutpen himself).
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All of these conventions, with the possible exception of the convention of
respecting the reader's idiosyncrasies.
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2. situational borders/ dimension
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