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ABSTRACT 

'niis th& developç and refines a term used initiaiiy by BüI Buford to d e r  to works of 

contemporary realism. Dirty ieaüsm characterises a strain of ieallmi fint appearing in American 

and Canadian writing during the 19Mls and increasing in prominence through the 197&, 1980s8 

and early 19905. The shidy focuses on the scholarship surrounding both the term and the works 

of particular authors, and applies the theories of Fredric Jameson and Michel de Certeau to 

develop a basic mitical vocabulary for engaging the fiction and poeby of Charles Bukowski, 

Raymond Carver, Richard Ford, and Mark Anthony Jannan, as weii as is writers treated with 

less intensity, such as David Adams Richards, Helen Potrebenko, Al M y ,  and Bobbie Anne 

Mason In particular, the dissertation attempb to develop a critical teimùiology through which 

to discuss dirty realist texts. The most prominent of such tenns, the "hypocrisy aesthetic," refea 

to dirty realism's aesthetic of contradiction, discursive variance, and offsetting of theory against 

practice. The chapters of the dissertation deal with the emergem of the hypoaisy aesthetic 

through a siudy of üterary genealogy, hûtory, and theory. 

The second chapter, " M y  Realism: Genealogy," traces the development of major 

currents in twentieth-century American realimi, particularly nahualûm. Arguing for dirty 

realism as a variant of naturalism, the chapter tracs the trai>smission of ideas concerning 

dialectics, determinism, and commodity production h m  Theodore h i F e r  and Frank Norris, 

through James T. Farrell and John Steinbeck and ending wiih an extensive dixussion of Charles 

Bukowski's Factofttm. 

The third chapter, "hrty Realisa. History," addiesrer the impact of the Cold War on the 

development of dirty realism. Refaruig to major uüics on the perid  this section of the 

dissertation foUows the development of hypocrisy as a form of dscowse waituated by Cold 

War contradicti~~o, parbcukrly between chat of democratic fmâams palamied abroad and the 

atmosphere of suspicion and paranoia on the domestic stem (as-in the USA-in the M A C  

hearings duired by Çenator Joseph McCarthy). 



The fourth chapter, "Dirty Red&m: k r y , ' '  reiies primarily on Fredric Jarneson's 

Pwtmodemism, or the hculhira~ Logic of Lote Gtpitafism and Michel de Certeau's nie Pracfice of 

Eveyduy Lifé to develop a mode1 of dirty realism's operative ti:ctics in the context of postmodem 

society. While Jameson envisions postmodemity as an inescapable cultural field absorbing ail 

forms of alternative resistance, de Certeau envisions a way of operating within such a condition 

by appropriaüng elernents and foms from the dominant system itselt With teference to Caner, 

Bukowski, Ford, and Jarman, this chapter investigates the isolation that tesults from the 

hypocrisy aesthetic, and examines the attempts these authoa make either to g u m t e e  

themselves positions of liberty at the expense of communal cooperation or projects, or to critique 

such a position as a hindmnce to finding solutions to the social atomisation that results Erom the 

Cold War and the "postxnodern condition." 

"Towards a Definition of Dirty Realism" attempts to situate dirty reaiism within a 

literary, hiçtorical and culhirai ma&, and to trace the development of its aesthetic from the 

intersection of such forces. It advances a theory of realism as contingent, provisional, mutaüng, 

and adapting to atcumstance. 
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Ont 

Dirty Redism: Intmductfon 

1. CriricaIfLiteray Bocl;dtop 

In 1983, critic and editor Büi Buford, drawing on a body of pst-l%0 Americai: reaüsts, devoted 

Grantn eight to an emerged iiterary movement he dubbed ''My Realism." in 1973, ten years 

before Buford's term, Roland Barthes made a siaaüng, and prophetic, observation on reading in 

The PPlensure of the Tat, whidi would help eluadate the tactics of dirty reaiisxn. Dirty realism 

applies Barthes's observations on "the reader of the text a the moment k takes his pleastue'*(3), 

to the writer ut the moment his or k plnaun require.. The dicty realût aesthetic of open hypocrisyl 

puts into practice what Barthes extrapolated from the position of the reader: "imagine someone . 
. . who aholishes within himseif aii barries, ai i  classes, ali exclusions, not by synmtism but by 

simple discard of that old m e r :  logiol cmhadicfiunt' (3)). Like the "reader," Diity realism 

braves contradiction, flaunting and celebathg its disdain for consistency, logic, accounta biüt y; 

rather than "syncreth," the &y realisis juxtapose varioos manifestations of the disaete (a 

juxtaposition diaraderistic of their historical moment and therefore a synthesis, enaded ai the 

texiiial lmel, of the contrary modes and impulses of iheir age). M y  realism is not oniy 

consaous of conhadiction within its tex& but purposehiiy emcts it, maxshaliing voiatiie and 

subversive power by instating d e s  it r e k  to Uve up to, by consaipting to its own ends 

incongniities latent in contemporary North American sdety, and by sustainhg a carefui 

equipoise aMilable only through the padvity of the author. 

Buford developed hi9 t e m  to descnii a gmup of dected authors-Rirhard Ford, Jayne 

Anne Phillips, Raymond Carver, Eiizabeth Tallent, T o ô b  WoH and Bobbie Anne Mason- who, 

he felt, shared an aesthetic. Later, in Gronta nineteen (lW), entitled "More Dirt," Buford 

augmented his canon with men Giichrist and Louise Erdrid Critics' enthtisiastic adoption of 

Buford's term, if not his d e m g  criteria, has lefi "dirty reakn" as fraught with contradictions 

and variance as speafic terts. Criticai reception has bmadened the indusion of authm. genres 

and ethiaties in the dirty realist canon. Robert R WilPon. in Wme %hœmperienDs Fiction: 



The Clean, WeU-Lit Worlds of Dirty Reaiism" (1990), b ~ g s  Buford's km to bear on a Goverrior 

Generai's Award-winning Canadian novelist and shartsbry writer. Frank -ton, Michael 

Mewshaw and Paul  qui^ have refetred to "dirty realism" when speaking of the work of 

Richard Ford, Raymond Carver, and Tobias Wolff. More recentiy, David W. Fater applied the 

term in his essay, "The Duty Realism of E ~ q u e  Mediria" (1997), published in the Anma \oumai 

of Hispmiic Cultural S h u l k .  In an article in Backlogw (1992), Leon Van Çchaik speaks of dirty 

realism as an aesttietic and political movement in architecture, while Barbara J. Bloemuik in 

"Realism Bites: Realism in Contemprary M - a n  article published alongside the exhibition of 

the same name at the Kemper Museum of Contemporary Art and Design (May 4 - June 23 

19%)- dixusses dirty realism in relation to visual ar t2  Buford's term has exceeded its original 

application, and now applies qually to non-Amencan and non-white authors (Louise Erdrich, 

included in Grmta nineteen, is a Native American), as well as to work in genres 0 t h  than the 

short story. The aforementioned references, of course, regard only the formal, scholarly 

appIication of the term; but cross-pollination has occumd, nationaUy and inbernationally, among 

writers of realism affiliated critically or aesthetically with dirty realism. In a Pmis Revku 

interview, Richard Ford credik fellow realists "Ray Carver, Joy Williams, Mary Robison, Anne 

Beattie" (52) with directing his own writing away from an experimental, metafictional mode 

towards reaiism. In Stmting fiont AmeIiusbwgh: The Culkcted Prose cf A1 Pmdy (1995), Ai Purdy 

(whose extensive correspondence with Charles Bukowski in the 2%ûs rernains avaiiable in The 

Bukmtskflurdy LPtters, 1983) announces his indebtedness to American writers such as Bukowski: 

"And like most of our k t  imprts  the strengthe~ng quality of the mystique comes from the 

US." (347). Although this sentence refers to the influence of Beat and Black Mountain poetry on 

Canadian pets, it does testify to Purdy's wide reading in American iiterature and his 

ope~~~-expr€?5Sed in the phrase "best importf-to borrowing from American culture. The 

openness to authors such as Bukowski does not suggest that American aesthetics serve as the 

"norm" €rom which Purdy writes- he does recognise distinctions behveen a writing of Canada 

and a writing of America-but rather that the Canada/US. border sewed to filter aspects of 



dirty realism and that the term involves voices outside that of the white, male, American 

mainslream, 

Appiication of the term dirty r e a h  to various artbtic fields, as well as to Hispanie, 

Canadian, wornen's, working-, and middle-class experience, makes it impossible to ptocess the 

term as a sdiool of writing or as a singular rnovement govemed by unified representational 

concerns. In fa& the very lack of coherence among the sarnpled writers proves the one UNEying 

characteristic: disparity is dirty realism's nonn. As a field of writing. duty reaüsm seems l e s  a 

uniform mass than an aggregate of speQfic, localised, personal narratives contingent upon the 

particukrs of the experience they desuiibe-almost a grouping of autonomous literary acts, 

where chparity supplies the* defining characteristic. Viewed en musse, dirty realism fragments 

the totalizing view with constant exceptions; viewed in examples, a larger pidure of tactical3 

responses to social, political and historical predicaments emerges.4 

The advertisement for Granta nineteen promises a group of writers with an 

"uniiiusioned view of urban and rural Amencan life-a view uncluttered, both in style and 

content, by either what Raymond Carver, in Firs (1983), Ealls the "üidcs" (14) of 1960s 

experimental writing, or what Buford t e m  "the large historical staternent8' (4) of previous 

realists and nahvalists such as Sad Bellow or Thdore  Dreiser. The term "udusioned also 

appües to the unmethodical, non-ideological~ appmach (successful or not) underlying the 

writùr g. Dirty realism d m *  t deny the systemitic but deploys a non-systemtic s y s t d  to evade 

poütical affiliation (at least in any standardiseci le& or ri@-wing polemical tom); for example, 

Neeü Cherkovsld. in Whihum% Wild Qrildmr (1988), quotes Charles Bukowski as praising Pablo 

Neruda, with one amenf: "nie problem is when he becomes politid Thrt is bis weabress" (13). 

ûirty redis ts distrus t consistent epistemologrcal hameworkf - such as Neruda's rigotous, 

undïed poütical platform - viewing t h e .  as flawed, a " w ~ ~ "  in authoriai vision. 

Buford clatifies duty realism's conceptuai operative as 

of a different scope-devoted to the I o d  detaiis, the n-, 
the little dishvbances in language ind gesture-and it is 
entirely appropriate that its primyr fonn is the short stoy and 



that it is so conspicuously part of the American short story 
revival. (4) 

Dirty reaüsm fastens onto the 'Ioc~," ihe "nuances," the "little disturbances," not, 1 wül argue. 

because it distrusts universal or summary statements-krge-scale historical or sociological 

panoramas- but because it exploits and syntheswç dialectical oppositions ("universai" versus 

"specific"), locating the universal within the speciiic; Cynthia J. Hallet, in her essay "Minimaüsm 

and the Short Story" (1996), observes that in the stories of some of Buford's dirty reaiists one 

sees "the whole of sodety reflected in slivers of individual experience" (487). The details of 

dirty realism attest to a synthesis of opposites, to standing contradictions reconded insofar as 

the reproducible text retains their juxtaposition in simultaneity; for example, Buford's choice of 

genre itself suggests how dirty r e a h  works "conspicuously" (4) within the inconspicuous, 

bccause marginal, genre of the short story. His article invites us to observe a conflicteches in 

dirty reaiism. Nuance piied on nuance, detail upon detail, dirty realism sifts the possible 

"ways" of swing without devoting itseif to one conviction, dsplaying aitemating process and 

confïguration ather than Iarge-scale, overarching condusions Dirty realism's scope, its focus 

on "nuance," represents a withdrawal hmn mmmary verdicts. 

Buford presented dirty reaiism exdusively through the short story. Whiie it seems 

appropriate to introduce a group of miters emerging from the margins through a form 

marginalwd by the scholarly and pubiishing industries,? a thorough study of the postwar 

period makes Buford's choice of genre mpresentative. ïhe music of Tom Waits, the films of 

John Gssavettes and the no* pkys and comic books of Richard Ford. David Mamet and 

Frank m e r ,  respectively, exemphfjr a movement too unfùced for m y  one genre; though tk 

short story offers important exampies of dirty malirm. so does the novel, play, poem, and even 

film saipt or pop lyric. Cranta eight's relevame. however, resides in its o f f e ~ g  of storig not as 

a primer to dirty tealism-appetisers, as usuai, to the more wholesome novels-but as its 

pinnade achievement. Apart from Edgar Allan Poe, few writem in American literature so 

enthusiastidy engaged with the possibilities inherent in the short story; those who did- 

especially Hemingway -idluenceci the deveiopment of Buford's authos. Even the novek- 



Charles Bukowski's Post ODce (lm), for example-seem anecdotal, moie like sui@ of linked 

stones than largescale narrative entities. This smailness of "xope," or compression, bomwed 

from the short story, also characterises dij. realism's poetty, with the short lyric or narrative 

dominating poetic production. Buforci's emphasis on the miniahire-of dirty reaiism embodying 

the marginal, minor or microcosmic in American experience-relates the movement's 

unconventional attitude: its radical lack of ambition (by "lack of ambition," 1 mean its rehisal of, 

or lack of interest in ernploying, the "grand forms). Carver's stories, rarely longer than ten 

pages, server as perfect examples of Buford's "miniature." The story, "Far (1976), emblematic of 

Carvefs early work, takes place almost entiiely over the space of a meal served and consumed in 

a restaurant, with the majority of the action occurring behveen a waitress and a customer. The 

texts of dirty realist authors routinely exhibit an aversion to portraying figures and situations 

beyond that of the everyday world. Ford's works deal with hunters, boxers and real estate 

agents, Jarman's with the unemployed, bar patrons, manual labourers and minor league hockey 

players. Rarely in their kxts do historical figures appear or even rerieive mention (in contrast to 

the appearance of J. Edgar Hoover in Don DeLiNo's UndmcNnId, 1991, or Lyndon Johnson in 

David Foster Wallace's "Lyndon," 1989). Undemath ib  many ruses and üiusions, the authors of 

dirty realism aspire to the near-inconsequential; this lack of ambition figures as one of the central 

components in i ts subversive aesthetic.8 

Robert R Wilson closes his -y on Diane Çchoemperlen's fiction by delimiting the field 

of the dirty realist aesthetic: 

The concephial keml of dirty realism is ib contmlled and 
highly consistent use of semiotic domains. As a namtive mode 
it systematically precludes confiict, othemess, and the haunting 
strangeness that sometimes arises in w i r a ~ y ,  mdtiplex texts. 
Above all, dirty realism provides little space for playfulness. 
The discourse . . . does not permit crosseci paths, inteKvtting 
paths, or ~nde~utting of either its discourse or . . . implicit 
n o m  (irony is rese~ed for the narrative voice speaking about 
characten and events t b t  it controls). Structurai minimakm . . 
. resdb from the methodical iaying down of straight and 
uncrosseci pathfuhes. (105) 

Wilson alternates between calhg the writing "structural rninimalism," or, citing Buford, "dirty 



realism" (go), and defines it as a "controlled and 

Using "paths" as a trope for narrative trajectory 

realimi aspires to a monologism. By 'monologic" 

6 

highly consistent use of semiotic d~rnains.~' 

and dixourse, Wilson maintains that &y 

1 mean Bakhtin's notion of "forces that unite 

firm, stable Linguistic nudeus of an ofidayy rwognized literacy language" (Zn). Wilson 

conceives of dirty reaüsm's "space" in sober, "unplaytül" ttrminology; yet, the question remains 

as to what extent Wbon's understanding of 'pkyfulness" hinges upon viewing dirty realism 

polemicaiiy, against a bad<drop of wüdly experimental (hence "play W) 1960s metafiction? 

The "conflict. otherness" and "haunhg strangeness" of the "multiplex text" does indeed occur 

as well in dirty realism, although through an aesthetic not superfidaily "multiplex" but 

disquietingly simple and singular (what Wilson cab "straight and ururossed pathfulness"). The 

difference, 1 would argue, between the plural texk of metafiction and the singular texts of dirty 

reaiism remains superficial rather than intririsic: and Wilson's differentiation focuses on formal 

elements to the dehiment of historical and conceptual concems shared by dirty realism and 

metafiction. Bakhtin's notion of hguage offm us an insight into the way even the most 

simplistic, apparently consistent mode of language usage can serve "multiplex" ends. 

According to Bakhtin, language vadates between monologirm and what he calls 

heteroglossia, or "language pluraiity" (m), the tanofficial dialects and linguistic hybnds that 

surround, embed or interpenetrate with o f W  dixourse; heteroglossia irnplies a "centrifugai" 

(272) force resisting permanent syntactid and grammatical fixity. Balchth suggests that sWo- 

between forces striving to codity and @te language-ofiering instances of conect and 

incorrect usage - and forces striving to disintepte and mutate linguistic patterns: 

Alongside the centripetal forces, the cenhifugai forces of language 
carry on th& uninterrupied work; alongside verbal-ideological 
centralization and unificaticm the unintertppted processes of 
decentralization and disudication go fornard (272) 

Bakhtin's adjective. "uninterrupted," pmvides a key word for this stndy. "Unintempted" 

posits a notion of language as cottsfmtly "embattieà," as smiultaneously "centraiking" and 



"decentralizing'' itselc, never entirely coalesdng or fragmenting. For example, the word "bad 

takes one regulated usage in the ianguage of the s t a N  quo and another in African-Amencan 

slang. As slang it subverts the standard definition but simultaneously cornes to mean its 

opposite; the subversive usage requires the official meaning and also takes on, in its tum, a 

definitive meaning within the Afncan-Amencan soci~ideological context. The word % a d  

therefore comes to simu1;aneously connote a particular definition (in standard usage), and an 

opposite definition (in the practice of slang). in hun, centrifuga1 forces will eventuaily re- 

subvert "bad," in the process reshicting the "subversive" usage to speàfic meanings and 

regulations. 

Bakhtin's language inhabits dual grounds-Wty and unfixity-whereas Wilson's 

adjectives, "controiîed," "consistent," and "methodical" -and elsewhere "highiy codified," 

"essentiai" and "rigorous control" (89)-stereotype dirty realimi as a writing of definite 

dimensions: "It does seem, despite an apparent diversity, extremely homogenous over the range 

of what is signihed" (97). Wiison contends that dirty realism "obsessively" reshicts itseif to 

depicting "the working (and/or under) ciass,l0 its . . . gamut of experience, [and] . . . the 'bdy- 

side' of contemporary Me" (97). He considers dirty realism extremely programmatic; despite its 

"apparent diversîiy" (a charaderistic he never dearly defines), it manages a linguistic and 

thematic self-containment. Unforhinately, Wilson never investigates how &y realism effects 

this self-con tainment. 

My argument contends that dixty r e h  offeis a highly systematic non-system; its seif- 

containment simultaneousiy o f h  its authors and pmtagonists an unlimited fieedom. 

Accepting Wilson's trope of "paths" for narrative trajectory, dirty reaiism (foliowing the dual 

t h s t  of Bakhtin's language) drives in h t h  dirediuns at once, towards the h e e â  and the 

disintegrated. Its selective vocabulary reshids siginhcance, but ais0 le& itself to summary 

verdicts and universai statements. The "socio-ideologicai" mipetus of dirty realist language 

conflicts with itself to issue a stream of oppositim; h wnters i n h t i d y  contradict 

themselves. Dirty realism is, in Baüitin's wndJ. "a contradiction-riddai, temion-filled unity of 

two embattled tendencies in Ue life of knguage" (272): not an egalitarian privileging of various 



viewpoints or ideologies, but a xene of multiple, mutuaiiy~xclusive absolutes; Richard Ford in 

The Ulh'mnte Go& Luck (1981)'l mmt explicitly articulates the "scene" afforded by dirty realism: 

"Outside what you see, ihings are not one way. but other ways at onceJ' (106). "Thingd*-the 

elements that constihite reality-"are" not "one way," but "other ways at once." The mality 

external to human cognition is a scene of confiicting ("other ways") simultaneities ("at once"). 

Only language offers a ground capable of sustaining and reconcihg this series of Linguistic-and 

ideologicall2- absoiutes. Dirty realirm is not pluralism but plural. It licenses i t d  to occupy and 

execute contrary options while not necessarûy authorising this conduct in general. An incident 

related by Cherkovski shows Bukowski hysterkaiiy demanding a woman's faithfulnss (25), 

while his own, purportedly autobiographical, narratives report one adultery alter another. 

Frank Bascombe can say "anchored only to contingency" (439) in Independence D q  (1995) to 

merge the absolute of "anchored only" -or "determined strictly by" -wilh "contingency" -or 

"situation dependent." Reconoling "anchoreà" and "contingencyJ" the excerpt suggests the 

foiiowing paradox: the mie governing every situation is that there is no d e  governing every 

situation (rules arise from the situation in question). W h n  underesthates dirty realism by 

focusùig on "howJJ it says without noting the way in which "how" it says conditions "what" it 

says, though he diagnoses an underlying complerity: "surface simpliaty masks interior 

intncacy. What 'takes place' actuaiizes. as a prism does a single spectral band ody a s m d  

fraction of the available paradigms" (81). Although Wkon admits that the writing of dirty 

realjsm everywhere evinces cognisance of the larger "avaüable paradigmsf* which it observes 

only a "fraction of," he fails to investigate the epistemo1ogica.l and sesthetic implications of dirty 

realism's synthesis of the fraction with the whole. 

To understand the process of diffraction first requires djscenwlg the "single spectral 

b a n d  that consumes Wilson's and Buford's attention. Buford finds milieu the most obvious 

characteristic of dirty realism: 

But these are strange stories: mdonied, unfivnished, low-rent 
tragedig about people who watch &y-time television, read k p  
romances or lis- to counby and western music. 'Ihey aie 
waitresses m madside a&, cashkm in supermarketS. 



conshuction workeis, secretaries and unemployed cowboys. 
They play bingo, eat cheesebnrgers. hunt deer and stay in dreap 
hotels. They drink a lot and are often in trouble: for steaüng a car, 
breaking a window, pickpocketing a wallet. . . they could just 
about be from anywhere: drifters in a world duttered with junk 
food and the oppressive details of modem consumerism. (4) 

The stories' "unadomed" quality, th& syntactical "dieapness," conwponds to the bank balance 

of their diaracters.13 Dirty realimi seiects its protagonists from the societal pool known as 

"white trash," dealing with itinerants, poverty, rootlessness, and familial and occupa tionai 

impermanence. Characters drift through an America defined and oppressed by the slogans and 

enterprises of commerce and consumerism. However, too prescriptive an approach to the 

movement's representative sodety exdudes many dirty reaiist texts. Louise Erdrich reports 

events on Native reservations, and Richard Ford's The Sportswiter (1983) and Independencc ûay 

take on the middle dass. Even Buford's categories carmot entirely cover the diverse band of 

writers Granta heaps together. Dirty reaüsm doesn't only depict skid row drunks (as in Grant 

Buday's Monday Night Man, 1995); a xan of selected works reveals a range from stnppers 

(Diana Atkinson's Highwrtys and DancehaIls, 1995) to kwyers (Thomas McGuane's "Partners" in 

To Skin a îat :  St&, 1986) to reakta te  agents (Independence Dq, 1995) to postai derk and 

carriers (Charles Bukowski's Post Om, lm) to professional athletes (Mark Anthony Jannan's 

Salvage King Ya!, 1997) to door to door salesmen and saiswomen (Raymond Carver's 

"Vi tamins" in CatMral, 1983). Dirty reaiism covers everything from the boarding-house to the 

suburban condo. An understanding of the mowment requires a glance beyond müieu into 

sensibility, into dirty realimi's cuitPral criüque. 

Whüe attempting to quai@ a d  ca&gorise ditty ieaiism, Buford's observations on milieu 

infonn us of similarities among dirty ~ealists not on the level of superficiai characteristics but on 

the level of aesthetic practice. Buford's primary device for characterûuig the âirty realist &eu 

arrives in the artehds and distractions provided by consumer society: "day-thne television," 

"cheap romances." "country and western music,'' "bingo," "cheeseburgers," %cap hotek:' 

Consumer society, then, as it manif&& i M  a m  a broad social spectrum, fonns the cultural 

locus of dirty realism. Momver, dia tac te^^ are not denned by what they me, but by what they 



do: waiting on tables, secretadal work, construction, drinking, hunting, stealing, "breaking r 

window," "pickpocketing." The process of action rather than a stable notion of identity 

constitutes dirty realisrn's view of the human as always developing, unfixed, contingent upon its 

relation to conkxt. Oddly enough, Buford's list of specific interests and activities vanishes under 

the generalisation, "they could just about be from anywhere." Ultimately, neither locale, nor 

background, nor occupation tnily matters, and a lisdessness, a "drW through the "oppressive 

details of modem consumerism" informs di* realism. In other words, the details evident in 

duty realism do not add up. The details furiction interchangeably rather than assisting to rnake, 

together, a summary statement; they "drift," never exactly cohering into a definitive conclusion. 

There is no hieranthy of parts, either epistemological or ethical: k ing  from Kenhcky no more 

delivers the final word on character than being h m  Alabama or Oregon. Society no longer 

conceives of the subject in terms of regional contingency.14 Character types, place, occupations 

range on the shelf, generic as products, with litüe essential difference. Dirty realism 

acknowiedges a social reification of the human Uiat ignores class, occupation, background or 

birthday. No matber where the characters corne from, they al1 exhibit identical tendencies. The 

characters of dirty realism am identifiable in spite of place. The notion of character as consumer 

subject and object relates to the consumer culture that informs the writing. If these characters are 

the product of anything, then they are products of a marketplace devoW to erasing differences 

(in class, occupation, background and genetation)'S in order to constitute the human as the buying 

public, as consumers in the midst of all-pervasive clutter. The disappearance of permanent 

definitions for the human, then, constitutes both the condition of the dirty realist character and his 

or her means of resistance. 

Dirty realism dwells not on absolute values but on the constant exchange, interplay and 

balancing of available quantities, dwells on the way characters tactically deploy and discard the 

variety of "oppressive" cognitive paradigms (including essentiatisrn), adopting whatever truth 

their particular situation requires and then discarding that truth when it no Longer serves them. 

Thus dirty realism follows characters as they procaed tIrruugh, not mTin ut. As ttcey consume the 



artefacts of "modem consumerism," so they also consume various moral, political and 

p hilosophical ca tegories and stances- Mavlanami, apitalism, Ciuistianity, machismo, 

essentialism, feminism, aestheticisrn-as quired, then later discarding or disaediting such 

instances of use; as Fredric Jarneson says in Pasmialmiim, or the Cultural Logic of hte Copitulism 

(1991), the advent of poçtmodemity accompnies a l o s  of "tustoricity" whi& in turn, troubles 

the privileging of theoretical positions and assumptions (x-xi), since the hck of a stable 

diachronie sequence of history prevents the emergenm of a prime world Mew. The aJsuming of 

contrary positions, the hypocrisy between theory and practice. evident in the aesthetic of &y 

realism, corrobora tes its place in the postmodem. 

Mark Anthony Jarman, in his novel Suluage h g  Yu!, conforms to Suford's character model. His 

f h t - p a o n  narraior, Drinkwater, an ageing hockey player at the taii end of his career, travels 

North America and Europe alter employment, aiways retuming to his patrimony: a junkyard 

located just outside Edmonton, Alberta. This novel portrays a "Salvage King," a man presiding 

over a country of Buford's "duttef' - cast-offk and bagments - whose governing conscioumess 

accepts lyricism as its only advisor. The Iwikyard pmenîs the debris hinkwater drifts 

through. This ddting, rather than what he dn'fb tomrds, comtihites his existence; the subtitk, 

"A Herky-Jerky Picaresque"-with its implication of erratic movement-rellifo~es the 

fragmented sensiiiiity of the text itrelf: 

At my Saivage King Ya! lunlryPrd 1 am ringing my modest 
borders with awilt growing willow, so as not to offend la turisfa, 
Luddites, etc. Aiso wild roses, patio ianterrrs, golden birds 
overhead. 1 am a King of Junk, king of someihllig. 1 have 
empire. . . . Now a hanter and coktor,  an antiquarian with 
fabulous auto limbs and ghs bug-eyes for sneaky sports cars. 
Coyotes corne every night €0 sntt my hiend Neon's üte-size 
papier ma& âinosaau, paying homage to other ancient kings. 
A red r m t e r  mws, qins Bdng yoot buiiet nose Studebakers 
and three-wheeled Messerschmitts, your Power Glida, hot rod 
Lincolns and Morris Minois. Yom Borgwards h m  Mexico. 
Your Simcas. Your Desotos. Ynn ex-jocks. Your dmosaats. 
Your hearts and fenders. (al) 



Drinkwater's "empire" consists of d e d  cars, airplanes, and papier ma& dinosaws. The 

rnock-epic kt of w d  madiinery fits the picaresque mode. The final line's "hearts and faiders" 

evokes the stereotypicai country and western Song lyrics Wilson associates with dirty realism 

(84). In this excerpt, Jarman raises natural, literary, tedinological and pop culture refemnces 

wi t hou t imply hg any hierarchy arnong them (including a temporal hierarchy between antiques 

and more recent junk). He equates his own m o ~ r c h y  with that of dinosaurs, conflating 

materiakm with the biologicai, the evolutionary, and extinction, but without elaboraüng this 

interface. In fact, only a styiised expression comects them; an effect of iinguistic plenitude 

ra thcr than logic govems the juxtaposition.i6 Jarman's domain is the "something," which means 

both "everything" and "nothing"; literary, xientific and corporate jargon aiiow him access &O a 

multitude of references without application. Like the "bug-eyes" Drinkwater daims to have, his 

vision is multipIc, beholding various images and ideas at once. He desires ody to suspend as 

many disparate elements as possi2,le at one the .  This heteroglossia for the sake of heterogloçsia 

celebntes the power of language to annex diversity, to function as a "bug eye." Jarman's 

picaresque moves not by plot or theme but by lyricism; this alone powers the narrative, 

harmonising Jarman's kingdom to the same four-four k a t  used by the musicians-Çraham 

Parker, the Ramones, Gun Oub-he  often refers to. Language sm\ultaneously energises and 

weakens, enacting both hir "oppression," as Buford notes, and "releasef'; Drinkwater can M y  

rummage tluough and recombine junk in an infinitely variable play that aiiows him to avoid 

fwty or restriction to a monologic socio-ideological position, but, in the absence of such a 

position, he can't partake in the linguistic reliability necessary for community membership. The 

junk no more aiiows him to bans~end the junkyard than language d o w s  him to transcend his 

seif. To do either he must draft a contract with another, a contract LimiMg the possiiil*ies of 

signihcation to certain common denominators. hprisoned in phnitude, no matter how far 

afield Drinkwater traveis, the salage yard pulls hint badc me a -der. Buforci's "duW 

represents the benefits and hazards of ianguage as mdividtial piay rather than communal 

property. Lyricisxn embodies Drinkwater's resistance of the "social real" as weil as his inability 



ta effect change within it; in Jarman, cornucopia hinders agency. 

ïhe  "junk" of Drinkwater's patrimony recalls debris, dehitus, faiiout fiom a society 

abundant in supply but lacking in demand, longevity and genuine appücation. Drin)<water's 

own vocational history appears as much of s'patchwork as much of a directionless mishmash, 

as hiî junkyard: "Previouç 1 was middle management, a bit of a con, an attendant Lord swelling 

whatever. A grinder, a plumber, skin of teeth in a hair-trigger republic" (211). The confiation of 

junkyard wiîh the humak-Jhe vïew of the human as junS(11~d-continues in the list at the end of 

the quotation, where "Borgwaràs," "Simcas and "DeSotd belong to the same list as the "ex- 

jocks," such as Dnnkwater. The 'hearts and iènders" of ihe hst line presents, by ailusion to the 

phrase "hearts and minds," an oscülation of language between didie and invention, and 

conjoins Quinn's corporeal and emotional existence to "fender," as in de-fender (he does serve, 

mainly. as a defence-man on ice), or as in "fendingr' for himself. Drinkwater uses language to 

subvert determiwm of the abject. beholden to pre-existing patterns, both in language and on 

the ice, Drinkwater, as this sentence shows. relies on lyricism to Liberate himself from the 

conventions tha t determine the individual both concep tualiy (ianguage) and physically (on-ice 

position), conventions that pe~eive  the human as passive subject in the linguistic and soda1 

mat-. Drinkwater must leam to mvigate and deploy the pnk that not only surrounds but also 

identifies him; he must "fend" for himself not only "like" a fender on a car, but "with" the car 

fender. The juxtaposition of k a r t  with fender suggests that the rehtiorahip between 

Drinkwater and the fender is evenly metaphoric since they are both junk neither w daim 

metaphorid predo- the fender is Drinlrwater and ïhhkwater is the fender. The human 

is now an artefact-on ali levels: humm pwonillty. history md Society Irsaiuo mto a kap of 

experiences and perspectives without any logical relation, components whose sum equais puik 

By including everything in the kt, ûrinkwater invalidates the k t  as a means of classification, 

information storage or even delimiting priorith; when the list cornes to indude everything- 

from cars, to people, to dinosam, even to abstract syrnbolr n<ch as '%artsn -the lîst no longer 

functiom as an epistemologhi l no longer maintab d@mmes or pcirticriiiUities, no 



longer classifies, and therefore fails to stmcture and o r d ~  cruciai disonctions necessary for 

kno~iiig and being, for determining reiations between self and surroundings. Simiiarly, the 

"centre" of Drinkwater's "empire" is no different fiom its periphery, since the centre contains 

the same array of references-biologicaL scientific, literary, technological rndmical, pop 

cultural- as the world "out there." 1s Drinkwater a scientist, a mechanic, a salesman? He is 

neither and ali of these. Like the "bug eyes" he daims to have, huikwater sends his multiple 

vision over a multitude of arbitrary references; aii is jargon. He conflates materiaüsm with the 

biologicai, the commercial with the personal, lyricism with pop culture, ai i  without elaborating 

the connections between these themes unal the ideas and items in question are seen as disparate 

notions amexed into text. The centre is disintegrution. Oniy text couid possibly synthesise such 

disparity, such a lad; of quaiitative, intrinsic difference. 

The undifferentiated quaüty of Drinkwater's inhented empire mirrom Hamy Quhn 's  

own inheritance in R i h d  Ford's nte Ultimate Goai Luck "Mexico was iike Vietnaxn or L.A., 

only more disappointing-a great trivial abundance of crap the chief effm of whkh wasn't 

variety but sameness" (15). Like Diuikwater. Quinn fin& himseif amidst "a great trivial 

abundance of crap," whose very abundance, whose plenitude, provides not "variety" but 

"sameness." The bewildering extensiwness of his geography leaves him without definite 

perspective on his own position: "on the periphery without a peripherai perspective" (36). Both 

Drinkwater and Quinn drift through "modest" "empires," through a "worid duttered" with 

"modem consumerism," siftïng detaiis "oppressive'* because of their duzying nmber. They 

are both on the outside (on the "pedphery" or "borders"). yet they csn come to no deâmüe 

awareness of what it is they are outside ofD or even a relational undersbnding between 

periphery and centre ("without a peripheral prspective," or a non-centre of undifferentiated 

"junk"). in Drinkwater's world everything is the same, equal, undifferentiated, imluding their 

selves; everything is up for p b s .  

The conditions depicted by Ford and Jarxnan offer a fictional rendîtion of FRdric 

Jarneson's theory - oritlined in Partmxhism, or, Thr Culturd WC of Lite Gptalism (199l)-of 



contemporary, or "postindustrîal," society, as one witness to "a prodigious exparrsion of ciiltiae 

throughout the social realm, to the point at which everything in out social Me-from econmic 

value and state power to practices and to the very structure of the psyche itseif-can be said to 

have become 'cultural"' (48). jarneson's thesis argues for an ail-pervasive cultural 

"submersion," a sbte wherein the individual cannot locale a critical position not somehow 

already prepared in advance by market economy, or a position that capital cannot instantly 

colonise and commochfy, absohing and adding it to the existing stock of available merdiandise. 

As Horkheimer and Adomo earlier noted, in DiPMic of Enlightmment (1972). 4'EUlture" has 

become an " industry"; culture is synonymous with "standardization" and "mass production" 

(121). Ford and Jarman's fiee play with contlicting emblems, artefacts and concepts availabk to 

the postindustrial subject bears witness to the disappearance, as Jameson suggests, of culture as 

an autonomous "realm" (48); since culture is everywhere, is euoyfhing, the term no longer 

bchavcs in opposition to the noncultural, and has therefore lost definite meaning. Anything can 

be elevated to cultural sbtus. Quinn and Drinkwater indeed "drift," decentered, anchorless, 

deploying, dicarding, redeploying the variety of options in a "system" Horkheimer and 

Adomo desmbe as "uniform as a whole and in every part" (12û). Neither Drinkwater nor 

Quinn need worry about conceptual or logical contraàiction, since access to a vast profusion of 

oftentimes contrary positiom itseif forms their moment in history: a moment when e-g is 

authorised for connimption by the postindusbial system, a pracüce acknowledged by Ford in 

the Paris Revieuz "But, in my book, I try to authorize everything" (69). Contradiction no longer 

holds any epistemologîcai tern>r for these writers, since w one w o n  maintains awgh 

cultural or logicd superiority to im3b conviction. 

B. Minimalis ts 

"Ciutter" pub the dirt into realism, though not ai l  of the authon under shidy approach that 

dutter through Jarman's and Ford's 1- in hct, the minimahan of Raymond Carva and 

Charles Bukowski represaits a fiip side of the movernent: rather than aiiiising "duitef they 

conspicuousty strip it away. nie ptmodern walist, aware of the disctiisive systems 



programming Our vision of reality, attacks language until it becornes the protagonist. Heroically, 

they ûy to isolate, as Raymond Carver pub it in fires, a "correctness~' (26) of expression, attempt 

to depict a world you can "draw a bead on" (26). Minimalism strips so much of the story away 

that it leaves very few critical foothotds, no charackr backgrounds for psychoanalysis, no 

wordplay to instnict irony, no contexts for political critique; instead, we inevitably begin to talk 

a bout how little the stories have to say, as Carver does: "The words can be so precise they may 

even sound flat, but ti!ey can still carry; if used right they can hit al1 the nght no&" (18). Udike 

Jarman, Carver distrusts plenihide, preferring momentum: "Cet in, get out. Don't linger. Go 

on" (13). 

Carver and Bukowski opt for "üuth," not an ideological tmth but rather an aesthetic one, 

w here the s tory's value rests upon craftt7; by "aesthetid' I refer, again, to W illiams'sls defini tion 

of the word in its adjectival sense, as refefig b "questions of visual appearance and effect" as 

"distinct . . . from soct'al or cultural interpretations"(28). Here, Williams suggests that intention 

determines approach; the "social" or "cultural" interpretation anses from an intention different 

from the aesthetic. Carvefs and Bukowski's mteria for "good" writing pertain to the 

appearance or stylistic surfaces of the work rather than "social or cultural" effats of the work. 

Tnith is, in fact, style.19 Hitting the "right notes" regards an abject of writing rather than its 

method. 

in Fmt O@P, Bukowski connecb good writing with "honesty" (761, deciding that virtue 

resides in the aesthetic approach. Like Jarman, then, the "minimalists" of the dirty realist cannon 

sirnilarly position style as ttw central focus of their writing. Their decision to pare down the 

language of their stories is as much a reaction to, and repriesentation of, consumer "clu&F as 

Jarman's syntactical over1oad.B Both Bukowski's and Carvefs minimalism conforms to the 

hypocrisy aesthetic of dirty realism. 

Raymond Carver, in the story "What We Talk About When We Talk About Love" (1981) 

(from the collection of the same name), presents two couples sitting around in a roam drinking, 

and discussing love. Each characber illustrates his or her beliefi 4th parabolic anecdotes either 



intended to counter the arguments of the odher characten or to further elaborate his or her own 

points. In the end, howevet, the stories told by the characters ultimately indiciate h ~ w  story 

becornes commodity, how it cornes to reflect only its own aesthetic parameternt and how it 

covers for (or exdudes), rather than minors, the character's practice. Through the disaepancy 

between theory and pradice-the remun for teUing the stories and the way in which k or she 

t e k  them- each diaracter rnirrors the twhaviour exhibited by Terri's Ed- the man who wodd 

say "1 love you" (138) while beathg her. Me1 comrnents that Terri's story of Ed does not 

indicate love, to which Laura replies: "1 don't know anything about Ed, or anytiung about the 

situation. But who can judge anyone else's situation'' (139). Though the characters tell these 

stories 51 an attempt to communiate th& beliek, they continuaîiy debunk the teihg itseif as 

case-specific (and therefore inadmissible) when it threatens to confine them to any contrachial 

definition of love. Like Ed, they want the freedom of incongruity. 

Me1 contradicts his own parable of love's longevity-in which an inability to view a 

loved one "breaks" a husband's heart (151)- by q u a i m g  love as ephemeral: "if something 

happened to one of us tomorrow, 1 t h .  the other one, . . would go out and love again . . . won 

enougti" (145), and, further, indicating that L a m  would be, for hiai, interdiangeable with Terri 

(150). The teiiing of story, the union experîenced by the characters in their speaking of love 

conflicts with Mei's theory of love as seif-generated; moreover, the very message of his story- 

love as a mutual bond-confiicts with his statement on the intenhngeability of love's obpcî* 

Carver's story witnesses the hypoaisy aesthetic by illustrating the dispanty between a theory 

that attempts to bridge experienceI yet whose pracüce rmûis the self-ref& selfsontaheâ, 

non-transmissfile "tmth" of personal experience. MeYs story illusbates the way in which the 

type of story told inverts the spdfic (historical) redity of the storyteiîer. 

"It just means what I said," Nids instructs the other charaders at the end of ~ I S  

narrative, emphasising the manifet over the intqretative (153); he aiso suggests "meaning 

resides in "sayine" or that the uct of tdling is Uu maming; the story "means" nothing but the 

contours, the surfacesI of i!s articphtion. The M e t y  of streamlwd parables told by thse 



charaders evinces a wotld cluttered with numerous reificd messages that do not, and cannot 

(though they appear to) convey universal messages. The straightforwardness of their telling 

illustrates a world in which alienation from metanarrative constitutes the only commonality 

between people. T e h g  unites the charaders; the usly thry scty rather than tahPt thcy ~ a y  binds 

them. The characters toy with universal. encompassing narratives that the particularities of each 

of their conditions will not abide. This fagmented condition of superfiaal artifice defines their 

moment in history. 

By witnessing how their relatiomhips remain in a state of flux, unaffixeci to universal 

realities, Carver's story recalls the characters as historically speahc subjects hstead of guardians 

of trans-historical tmths. Their stories, rather than king the nature of love once and for a& 

become merely more stories in an historwl moment characterised by atomisation and 

incoherence. The telling of stories in a miserable attempt to overcome disorder is Carwr's 

"truth," and his minimakt acsthetic emblematises a response to dutter that avoids sounding the 

depths of experience by dixarding elements that might compiicate its dean rendition (which, 

however, only results in numerous umelated and inadmissible parables littering the page). 

However, counteracting this seif-reflexivity evident in each diarader's Uiabûity to cede 

practice to theory, N i d  admits, at the end: "1 could hear everyone's heart" (154); in a story 

entitled "What We Taik About When We Talk About Love" th& statement suggests more than 

"saying"; for one thing he uses the verb " h e a ~ g , "  a primary sense in absorbing infornation; 

and the word "everyone" expands Ni&s appreherrsion into the g e d .  Secondly, the use of 

"heart" -a banai symbol of love-suggests this story talkr of what "we," e n r e i ' s  peers, say of 

love. By sh%g h m  each diaractefs story to Carver's story, we wihiess a negative syntksis 

between the absolute of parable and the s p d a t y  of experience. Carver authorbes 

interpretation, not of what is said, but of the circumstances, the context, of saying. Practice 

contends with theory in a story both self-reflexive md teferential, Carver)s story, then, operates 

on the same lewl of 'clutter'' as Jarman, albeit a conceptuai dutter. We do rot know, finally, 

where to centre our understanding of the story, siKe the centre iîself s e a s  to be contradiction. 



However, the diaracter of the contradiction narrated infoms us about the historical setting of 

the story. In other words, the refusai of the characters to permit a universal mode marks the 

return of the variegated, atomised, events, innumerable to the point of infinity, out of which 

universalised dixourse aMes (and which, in order for ruch discourse to serve as bridge 

between experience, it must ignore); what remains of storytehg, then, is a surface devoid of 

connection to an insupportable field of actualities. The context is iack of community, M a r  as 

the diaracters refuse to cede authotity to any master narrative, yet one in which, therefore, style 

has divorced function in order to supplant reality rather than refer to it. The atomisation of 

social experience has deprived storytehg of speaking for experience; htead,  storytelling 

speaks of i t s  stream-lines: it mediates nothing more h n  its fidelity to aesthetic d e s ,  to 

presentation without (or in spite of) excess. Style is tmth. 

As Alan Nadel says, speaking of "excess" as "an informing principal of the postmodem 

condition," in Containmerit Culbrre (1995)*1: "Less ain't more no more, no more, no more" (50). 

Sa~asticaiiy speaking, Nadel's diant suggests (as does Bell's essay) that the minimalism of 

"less" no longer implies 'more," but only its own unique characteristic of "less." "Excess" or 

cluttcr marks the impotence of the minimalist text. The style of Camr's story, then, is precisely 

its "tnxth": a world of surfaces and empty narrative forms marked by their incapaaty to render 

group experience, except h f a r  as the existence of such surfaces accounts for a SM 

condition of subjects denied means of viewhg persona1 exprience as anything 0 t h  than 

exceptions to d e s  without histoncal precedent (pxsonal or societai). This is Jarneson's 

postmodem world of pastiche, of style without context, of saying as the action of a desire for the 

comprehensive (and, by extersion, ctmpbsim). We can "W everyone's heart, but cannot 

decode the intelligence behind the beats. We can no longer spak love; we can only talc about 

what we tak about when we talL of love. Largescale definitions fragment, under scrutiny, hto 

dutter that narrative a n  only ignore. Li'berty h m  universai des  has arriveâ at the expense of 

communal and historicai c o ~ 0 1 \ ~ .  



Al Purdy articulates a disparate unity in an i n t e ~ e w  conducteci by Gary Geddes in 1968 and 

included in Tmtieth Cenhtry Pociry und Fœtia (1985). "1 donOt think that a man is consistent," 

Pu rd y says, " he contradicb himself at every turn" (635). Pudy predicats his view of the human 

on a being-in<ontradiction. F h e r  on, Rirdy transposes this notion of inconsistency into 

aesthetic terminology, elaborating his notion of "stylistic" inconsistency with "substantive" 

terminology; what goes for "a man" on the level of being also goes on the level of literary 

production "Man" can no more maintain a UNfied, ceLiable voice than unified, diable 

behavioural modes. Purdy continues: 

Housman, for instance, takes a very dim view of tife for the most 
part, is very depressing-but human life isn't like that di of the 
t h e .  You wake up in the moming, the sun is shining and you 
feel good; this a h  is a time when Housman could have written 
a poem. 1 can't believe he never felt good once in his life. (635) 

"All" points to dirty realism's insistence on the paradox of the totality of human experience as a 

place of particulars in conflic4 where different moodsf perspectives and ideologies unite in their 

opposition, a space whose conceptualisation necessitates antagonism. This place, as Purdy 

suggests, is consistent in its inconsistency, orf b bomw from Stuart Hall, is an area of CO- 

operation-in-conflict, of "sustained and mutually reinfomng antagonisms" (625).= in other 

words, a "dim view of life," in Puidy's opinion, necessitates a contrary "good" view of l i k  That 

Housman chose not to write poems at a "time" of happiness confines his aesthetic to a 

consistency of vision Purdy cannot "believe" in. Purdy can only lend credence to an aesthetic 

that contains opposites. An awareness of the "dim view" "reinforces" Purdy's awareness of 

feeling "good." The thing and its opposite, an "anhgonism" behveen what is stated and the 

opposite that any statement reinforces itself against, informs Purdy's aathetic vision. To read of 

a "dim view" only dialectically reinforces ib antithesis, the "feeling gooâ" view. 

Purdy's poem, "My Grandfather's Country (Upper Hastings County)" (lm), hinges 

upon opposition; his poetry overlays the axis und pales, the entire "unified" field that permits, in 

i t s  totality. sustained contradiction. "My Grandhthefs Country (Upper Hastings County)," 



speaks of patrimony and space, desa=ibing an inheritance not so mudi of geography but of a 

geographical situation. The poem seems, on the surface (as indicated by the title) to d e r  to a 

specific site, but in fact relates the problem of relation to a site, or situation. The poem's pastoral 

overtones shift behveen the conceptual (patrimony) and r d  (speahc landscape), as the 

bracke ted title im plies. 

Of course other things are also marveiious 
sunsets happen if the ahnosphenc conditions are right 
and the same goes for a blue sky 
- there are deserts iike great yeiiow beds of flowexs 
where a man can walk and walk into identical distance 
like an arrow lost in its own target. (40) 

The dominant mode of dirty realist poetics, free verse, allows Purdy freedom from any fomal 

constraints, but stül lets him c h n  'poetic fom."n Purdy presents diaimilar spaces through 

similar conditions. The same "atmospheric conditions" account for both midday and the 

coming of night, the poet finding both moments equally "marvellous." He employs a 

me taphoric s tnicture to equate the aridity of the "desert,' with the fertüity of "great yeliow beds 

of flowers," augmenting this equation with, "a man can walk and walk into identical distance." 

The use of the word "walk" twice implies not only magnitude travelled but of one man waîkîng 

simultaneously into two, "identid distances"-an omxtipresent stroii.24 nie final line, "üke an 

arrow lost in its own target,''eexposes tk "kart" of dirty realism. The side-"like an 

arrow" - draws Our attention to ~uiat ion ,  to the approximation between a thhg and what it is 

not. The simile of the arrow becornes so important to the understanding of the poem that it 

effectively usurps the conceptuai amtre of the passage, displacing the thing it stands for ("man") 

with poetic device. By drawing attention to simulation, M y  o f h a  the poem's aeshtic 

"reality" (a linguistic one, as sinfle is strictly a linguistic exchange) from the human Here we 

have likeness over identification, Likeness dominating and supplanting identity. The destination 

of the arrow simiiarly highüghts the indetenninacy of iinguistic depiction. çmely "its own 

target" is the ideal place to "findu an arrow? if the taget mal ly  represents an arrow's purpose, 

an indispensable part of ik identity, then what type of destination dœs M y  si-? Whai is 

the achievement of a centre at the sarne time the lm of one? Finding the target, in dirty realgm, 



means to lose any definitive relation to it. With this paradox. M y  grounds the essence of 

dirty realism in contradiction; sime contradiction always contests the essential, it constitutes, at 

once, a grounding and non-grounding. By choosing contradiction as its essential component, 

the only consistent praaice, for dirty realism, becornes hypocrisy. 

Further on, Purdy's poem ciadfies the disparity between theoretical cornmitment and 

aesthetic practice: *and if I must commit cyself to love / for any one thhg / it wili be here in 

the red glow / where . . . / the dearings join and fences no longer divide" (41). This excerpt 

speaks of a necessity ("must") to "commit" emotionally ("love") to "one thing"; that "one 

thing," however, is simultaneously a "join[ingjW and "fenc[ingl" off. Forced into loving "one" 

t h g ,  the poet chooses "one" position embodying contrary options. In this way he satisfis a 

need for singularity, yet remains free to pi& and choose among mutually exdusive options. The 

"one thing" is, in fact, everything and nothing (to echo Jannan). The "fences," as well as the 

"dearings," remain defixted and, therefore, by nccessity. distinct: for "dearings" to remain 

dearings, uncleared areas must o f k t  hem; for "fenced' to stand they must divide. 

Nevert heless, the dearings are " joined," and therefore undifferenîiated kom interstitial 

uncleared areas; the fences likewise "no longer divide." hrdy commits to bolh an endosed and 

a non-endosed space. He commits to contradiction, authorising every position. The poem goes 

on to speak of "the chernicals that aHer selection select themselves" (41). Again, we have the 

product of conbaries. Pastoral and biological imagery depict a country determined and self- 

determined, inherited and compoied. "selecteâ" and "se1ectin~" simultaneously irresponsible 

and responsible for ownership and presence-self:.con&aineà and fm, detemimi and 

determining. The stanza dimaxes in a series of paradoxes and ifieleMncies, rendering an 

"in teUigencd8 that 

occasionaUy conceives of what it cannot conceive 
iW and function of itsek 
~ r rowing  the problem down to a deaf mute in a wind huwl 
narrowing the! probkm down to a biind man in a hall of 

mirrors 
m o w i n g  the pmblem d o m -  (41) 

h d y  operata on a &alectid= tegister. The mind wihiessing its own perfmmam~, the W ~ Y  



fünctions, proceeds in a twofold movement, in a dialectical conjoining of opposites. In cadi 

case, "narrowing" the problem down oniy "widens" it. The propositions, a "deaf mute m a 

wind tunnei" and "a blind man in a hall of mirrors," seem Vieduai>le. From one perspective the 

predicaments appear benign, since a wind tunnel would no more obstnict a deaf mute than a 

hall of mirors a bünd man, as their disabatis prevent seisory confusion. 7le passage 

pin points t h7 function of senses as the problem: a reliance on observable, empiricai data disrupts 

the proper " function" of "intelligence," or- if we use "inteiügence" in its military connotation - 
the senses actuaiiy obsmct the gathering of information. Purdy therefore denigraies empixîcai 

findings in favour of abshact thought From another perspective, however, the inabilities8 whüe 

safeguarding the inteiügence kom confusion and alienation, ais0 prewnt it from gomg outside 

itself, hom crafting an objectwe situational record; the deaf-mute cannot hear the wind 

whistling down the tunnel, nor the blind see himself infinitely reflected in the hail of mirrors. 

The absence of adequate sensory information leads us to rely too heavily on ahtract, 

unvcrifiable speculation. in either case, conmte reaiities (deafness, muteness, blindness) curtail 

and de t e m e  our conceptual horizon at the same üme as the conceptual horizon acknowledges 

its reliance (and therefore construction) on limiteci faculties. Conceiving of what it cannot 

conceive- the deaf mute realising a wind tunnel or the blind a haii of mirrors-poses both the 

minci's gain and loss. Trapped between semory reliance and conceptual excess, the final, 

tnincated line of the stanza indkates that "inteliigence" cadi "narrow down" its exact position; 

the intelligence always supplants the actual with metaphor, deafened, muted and blinded by its 

own Linguistic and conceptuai horizori9 (ya in reaadng th&# "intelligence" at lerct aiiowe iLmelt 

room to cont indy interrogate and re-intenogate its suppositions: derstanding ik 

"narrowness" leaves it m m  to conceive a "widening" in the elements oatside the minâ's 

scnsually-contingent oprations). The "narrowing down," then, to irredua%le paradox typih:es 

dirty reaiism and problematises its poiitics. 



for Buford (and, elsewhere, Wilson) regarding dirty realism as plitically indeteminaie. Buford 

These authors are, from one perspective, the youth of the sixties 
grown up, a geneation bat, having been raiseci on weed, 
whites and protest marches, is now suspicious of heroes, 
crusades and easy idealism. It is possible to see many of thge 
stories as quietly political, at least in their detaüs, but it is a 
politics considered from an am's length: Lhey are stories not of 
protest but of the occasion for it. (5) 

Dirty realism's politia, or lad< thereof, contest, and reaa against, the sociai activism of the 

lm. Instead of "crusades" and "idealism" we have politics latent in the sto*' "details." The 

excerpt's final line expresses Buford's most telling statement; he characterises the stories as 

devoid of protest but descriptive of conditions, the "occasions," that have traditionally sparked 

protest or activism in the politicaliy indined. 

In Richard Ford's novel. Wildlifê (1990)1 Jeanette, the rtarrator's mother, says: "1 don't 

fwl sorry for anybody. 1 don't feel sorry for myself, so 1 don't see why 1 should feel sony for 

those other people. In particular those 1 don't know very weli" (65). Apparently calous, the 

rnotherfs response supports Bufordfs daim that diny realism deals with personai rather than 

political concems, that it rem- rooted in miniature rather than large-scale perspectives. As 

Jeanette's statement testifies -not pitying herseif predudes her pitying others - diity reaiism's 

"personal" is rarely "politicai," if political means propos& to deviate, change or improve 

social conditions. Not that diity reaüsm doesnft have political implicutiom, but it rarely names 

"issues." We must interpret, rather than receive, its poütics, and so risk mistaking ou.  own 

leanings for the authofs. As Jeanette points out, concem, if exerdsed aï di, remnim rooted in 

the "particular," the drde one "know[s] very well." Mrty realism, with a fcw exceptions (most 

notably Bukowski), refuses to spak for sodal groups, marginalwd or aherwise, though 

viewed as a body of üterature it certainly speaks "of" a social formation, as well as tcstifying to 

political "a tomisation" in the American miüeu. 

Wilson seconds Buford's opinion on dirty realism's iack of open politicai aspirations, 

but links this, importantly, with history: "Poiibics, imumction, revolution, and war are absent 



[from dirty realism]. The great human t e r r o ~ x i l e ,  tomire, or d e a t b h v e  no rdes. LosJ is a 

recurring theme . . . but it occurs on the level of daily desire and hstration. It happem in the 

relationships between men and women, not in history" (80-81). By "history," Wilson meam a 

large-scale record of events, a series of happenings with national or intemationai impiication, 

not "personal history," the record of the average family's or cituen's life. if we aUow this 

definition of "history," Wilson's contention is accurate. Any poütical inquiry into dirty realism, 

if possible at ali, must negoüate the problematic of the particular, the emphasis on experience, a 

contact with the real that illustrates a spwhc historical situation. History azises in the speafic 

(itself t e h g  of the fragmented way we now process information}. 

Dirty realism's politia arise as the shadow (antithesis) of personai c o n c m .  In the 

short story, "WinterkiU," included in the collection Rock Springs (1987)9, Richard Ford 

announces this antithetical thmst in dirty realisrn: "Troy . . . gasped with bittemess. Real 

bitterness. The worst I have ever heard hom any man, and 1 have heard bitterness voiced, 

though it was a union matter then" (167). Here, the adjectives "red" and "worst" confiict the 

meaning of the excerpt. The Rrst adjective indicates authentic and inauthentic displays of 

"bitterness." the second bittemess by degree. Ford depicts the concept of "bittemess" in more 

than one way, raising ut the same time* personal and political associations. The authentiaty of 

personal "bittemess" arises in rektion to largescale poütical enterprise, whose looming shadow 

Ford fears; history consists of fields of experience not fuUy "voiced" by institutional discourse 

(i.e. "union mattexs"). "WinterW speaks of a wariness of sacrificing the self to a p a t e r  

discourse. Note also that the political consideration coma after personai eIcpenenœ, 

exernphfymg dhty reaîism's vadllation between expexience and "top down" theorising, of the 

kind Stuart HaU d e s u i i  as "a totalizing rnovement 'in thought,' in the analysisf' (616). The 

word " though" preceding the "union matterf* suggests a ciifference between the personal and 

the "matters" belonging to iarger ~ c t î o n s .  The personal of experience contlids with the 

generalities of political discourse to emphasise their separateness. At issue b the idea of 

determinism in Ford's "analysis"; rather than "moving" towads conceptuaiiy ("m thought") 



totalizing the variance behveen the personal and political, Ford simply allows them to stand, 

together in their joint possession of the senbence, attesting to the dangers of the loss of individuai 

expression, or historical specificity, to a larger historical discourse. In Uiis way, Ford's writing 

disrupts the easy rnetonymical flow descnbed by theorists such as Roman Jakobson; in this 

instance, Ford's text stalls progression from part to whoie, instead contrasting and balancing two 

perspectives - personal and political - in stasis, in a synchronie juxtaposition28 The intersection 

of the personal and political remains terrorised by the threat of historical erasute. By returning 

to the provisional, Ford revives history from totalizing, analytical discursive modes. At the same 

time, the impossibility of developing an effective social discourse from Troy's situation recaiïs a 

need for political programs." 

Ford articulates the intersection of the personal with the political in The Ultimate G d  

Luck, where Harry and Rae Quinn d i x w  the authoritative gesture politics require: "'You can't 

cal1 yourself a bum,' he said. 'Somebody else has to do thak You don't get it both ways'" (42). 

Here, Quinn denies the possibility of having it "both ways." One carulot choose "bum" as a self- 

designation; others must do so for you. Classifications always amve h m  without, by 

imposition. Hamy criticises Rae's liberty of adopting a generalised classification to avoid 

explaining het actions and experie~es. Harry cestricts this selfdesignation authoritatively, with 

the force of a nile, but then refuses to abide by it himself. He tesgonds just as evasively when 

Rae asks him to determine whether she's a "bum" or not: "'ï'm not an authority on anything,' he 

said. 'Thal's alî"' (42). Denying one's authority on "ali" subjects seems the same kind of 

generalised "covef' or "excuse" as the selfdesignation of "bum." An osdation between saying 

and doing characterises Quinn. Ford's aesthetic becornes radical in self-consciously endorsing a 

system it refuses to practice? A bit later, Rae mentions the problem with straightfonvard 

systems: "'Those little selkontained systems just get smaller. . . . They'ce fine. But they don't 

tolerate enough. . . . They make things simple. 1 thought 1 could get along with that 1 should 

have figured it out a long time ago that 1 couldn't"' (42). Rae isolates the problem with 

Systems as "self-containment," their inability to accommodate the comptexities 



beyond their conceptual horizons, their intolerarue of the inconsistendos demonstrated by 

Harry. Dirty realism resolves the problem between the complex and ~irnple-~compIex~~ 

meanhg the contradictory faces of experience, and "simple" the monologic, "rigorous~y] 

control[led] semiotic[s]," and "particularized" discourse Wilson and Buford find in dirty 

reaüsm-not by reconding the two sides (Sitting on the axis between h m )  but by endorsing 

them both (occupying axis and poles). They phase irreconcilables into one unity, or, more 

accurately, sustain unity by rerainllrg disparity. Hypwisy allows for the one system that 

simu 1 taneously "seif-containsff and liberates itseif, since, "at every hum," its operational "logic" 

releases it kom accountability to logic; its operational system prevents its entrapment in the 

s ys tema tic. The totaiizing discoune Hd critiques finds enactment and undoing at every hun in 

Ford. 

1 V.  lndiuid~ral a n w  Cornrniinity 

A. Storyteiling 

The playing out of options alongside the one at hand is dirty realism's opnly admitted policy, 

its intent. In the Geddes interview, speaking of form, Purdy says: "1 reject nothinf (6%). 

Geddes also says that Purdy's verse "somehow . . . manages to be domestic and historical at the 

same t h e "  (633), hinthg at the simultsneity that characterises duty reaüsm. By exercishg 

complete openness to aii ideas. ali forms, h d y  deliberaies between authority and non- 

authority (authorising everything, he dwuthorises a& as in Jarman's list, the lack of evaluative 

ciifferences prevents the maintenance of ethicai, politicai, and morai friameworkr; finally, the 

wriüng becornes an examination of everything, a wûlingness to admit aiî phenamena into the 

equation, rather than the praaiptive solution of favouring certain eiements at the eqmse of 

othen) .  Ln the Pmis Mew interview, Richard Ford admits: "But, in my books 1 try to 

authorise everything" (69). M y  reaüsm's all-inclusive d e  pemüts it both a revolutionary and 

reaaionary position, enabhg it to utilise all the given options in its struggle for h i .  

This poiicy of undiffermtiated indusion results diredy from an altempt to survive in a 

"cultureff -as jeffrqr J. Foiks d e  ü in his essay "Ridiard Ford: Postmodern Cowbays" 



(1997)-"denied . . . coherent significance" (219). The stories in Richard Ford's Rock Springs offer 

examples of characters utiiising the incoherence of their worlds as a meam of deflecting 

responsibility, overcoming loss, and guaranteeing their continued freedom. Incoherence 

becomcs a way of operating in an atomised society. 

Ford's story "Great Fak," teils of Jackie, a young man who returns home with his father 

one night to h d  his mother on her way out with another man. At the end of the story, events 

provoke Jackie to make a statement telling for Rock Springs as a whole: 

Though possibly it - the a m e r  (to Jackie's bewiiderment] 4 s  
simple; it is just low-Me, some coldness in us aü, some 
helplessness that causes us to misunderstand life when it is pure 
and plain. makes our existence seem like a border between two 
noihuigs, and makes us no more or l e s  than animais who meet on 
the road - watchful, unforgiving, without patience or desire. (49) 

Ford's depiction of "low We" remarks upon the complications of a life "misunderstood." ïhe 

low-üfe b characterised by the epistemological confusion resulting from "pure and plain" ide 

being channelied through thought. Ford's low-üfe, then, is a condition wherein cogitation warps 

and mysiilies the autonomous worlds of actuality and instinct. These stories depict the way 

characten make life "seem," how they impose conceptual frameworks on experience until living 

appean as nothing more than "a border between two nothings" and human beings as "nothing 

more or less than animais." Aware of the way thought warp and transforms the real, 

particularly thought as language. the diaracters of Rodr Springs rely upon iinguistic and 

conceptual inventivenea to make the world "seem" the way they want it, when they want it. 

As Folk t e k  us: "At the heart of this fonn of social oppression is the control of consciousness 

through the processing of culturai images and hguistic authority" (2l3). As Jade  realises, 

therefore, his own horrific image of life proceeds directly from the way he "processes" cultural 

images, from hi ,  lack of "hguistic authority." His "helple~sness'~ results in 

"misunderstanding"; yet his helplessness hinges u p n  his understanding. in order to better 

understand, Jackie will need to conceptuaiiy rcconfigure hùnself visa-vis his surioundings. 

'Ihroughout the coiitxtion, characters attempt to cope with the inexplicable 

hansfonnations life entails. For Sims, the protagonist of "Empire," coping quites a catefrilly 



orchestrated hypocrisy-what F o k  terms "the duplicity of personal freedom" (219)-which 

ensures that Sims must never be one thing, must never surrender to one particuir social or 

persona1 representation. Sims reaüseç the license permitteci by hypomisy-a position wherein 

one is not beholden even to me's m ntles. Sims immediately adjusts his philodophy or ethics to 

accord with hrç m e n t  actions, wwith üttle or no regard for the d e s  or formulations he may have 

held previous to a particular mcident. Doris, the anny officer with whom Sims cheats on his 

wife, most clearly expresses his consciously hypoaitical attitude: '*'you can do a thuig and have 

it mean no thing but what you feel that minute. You don't haw to give yourseü away. . . .' Sims 
thought it was right. He'd done it himseif plenty of times" (143). In Simç's world, one need not 

"give" one's seif "away," need not commit to anything except the exigencies of the present 

("nothhg but what you feel that minute"), though later deeds or words may not accord with 

previously held "meaning." 

Ford maintains a carehl equipoise between allowing readers into each character's self- 

perception while at the same thne v i e h g  them from the outside. From Earl the fugitive 

mnning from the poiice in a stolen Mercedes with his girifriend and daughter in the title story, 

to the convict, Bobby, in "Sweethearts," to the lesbians, Phyllis and Bonnie, in the most 

humorous story in the collection, "Coing to the Dogs," to Roy Brinson, the traumatised and 

enraged railway worker in "Optùnists,'' Ford unflinchingly probes the territory, as Foiks puts it, 

of "soaal and economic dilemmas." (2l4).31 Folk fin& the characters committed to the same 

basic ethical enterprise: "Within this society, Ford's ptmodern cowboys are utterly out of 

place; they shunble through Me, hoping at best to avoid being hurt or causing harm to otheis, 

and aspiring o d y  to communicate iheir am0ety" (2l4). These characters inhabit a territory of 

dûenfranchisement; they take consolation by embodying 105s in language, and, through 

language, somehow mitigating, or freeing themsdves froa that loss. 

To authorise "everything" or mject "nothing" ultimately ends in conaict. For iristance, 

in "Sweethearts," Richard Ford authorises both a iiberai and misogynist viewpomt Arlene 

m e r s  Bobby's query on how to keep his selfmqect with the advicP. "get centereâ" (52). A 

bit later, Bobby, trymg to zero in on his problem, comments, "1 put aU my faith in women . . . I 



sec now that was wrong"; she replies: "1 couldn't say" (53). Allene simultaneously extends and 

withholds her complicity in "cente~g." First, she authorises a theory: the locating of a "centef' 

which enables control. This suggests she knows Bobby's "being" weli enough to prescribe a 

certain treatment. It also vaLidates a platform from which one o n  make assured diagnosis of 

another in the h t  place. But when Bobby foilows the advice, Arlene responds not with, "You 

are wrong," to indicate he'd chosen the mong "center" -misogyny-but with " 1 couldn't 

sayW-neither confirmation nor deniai. She "can't say" what comtitutes Bobby's "being" at ail. 

In faa, she can't even reject the possibüity that rnaybe, in Bobby's reality' one can't, us a nile, 

trust women. Arlene allows herself the freedom of endorsing a theory whik! rehising complicity 

in its practice. The conversation's ending-"And then no one spoke" (53)-indicates the 

cumulative effect of many a dirty reaiist text: the contradiaions implode, leaving the static of 

silence. By granüng Bobby an oppomurity to find his own "center," Arlene permits him to pick 

~ I S  emotional outlet; this advice, however, leads him to pin his blame on women; Arlene's 

uncomcted advice, though liberai in the sense of permitting him a subjectivity, leads Bobby hto 

a hamfùl generalisation Ford does not contradia. 

In an interview with Huey Guagiiardo. pubüshed in the Southm Revino (lm), Ford 

posits a relationçhip between author and reader, one bas4  not upon the üuth or fachiality of 

the writing itseif, but on the ability of the vvriting to entertain, to offer consolation through the 

sonorities of language, and io provide an "order" and "structure" worth beholding in 

themselves (614). Again, story as surface rather than content or message permib an escape fiom 

entrapment in reified meanings. This relatimhip becornes implicit to Rock Springs. k u g h o u t  

the book, charactm confide in one anoiher; they teil stories about uiemselves. The effect of 

these stories is rarely one of communication; rather, it joins the characters in a community 

whose shared condition is the inabüity to access one a n o W s  experien:e, or to go beyond one's 

own cognitive parameters. Paradoxicatly, th& knowledge of soüpsistic hikations serves to 

undo that very soüpsism' insofar as it awakens the characters to th& unitrxfs;~ through tdhg  

charaders can, for a moment, glimpse how totaiiy their experknies bave o c c a s i d  th& 



t h h g  and, in doing so, recognise a world outside themselves, a world populated by others. 

These acts of t e h g ,  then, admit the characters into a community, even if only in the negative 

sense: a community founded on mutual incommu~cability. 

Story-as-sound fonns a consolation for the people of Rock Springs. in "Whterkill," for 

example, Nola teils Les and Troy about her husband, Larry, who died of a heart attack shortly 

after Nola discovered his udaithfulness. While this parablc of comeuppance-someone getting 

what they deserve-dovetaiis with traditional morality, neither Troy nor Les can parücularly 

appreciate it, because the parable addresses an ideal world they do not inhabit. In the worlds of 

Troy and Les, there is no mord redress, people do not get what they deseme; faimess seems as 

remote a possibüity as economic bettement. Nola herseif recogiixs that her own fate seems 

inexplicable in cornparison to the parable's morality: "What happned to me is a better 

question" (156). Troy enthusiastically locates Nola not in absolute but in relational terms: 

"You'rc here with us" (156). The act of t e h g  leads not to an applicable, universal guideline for 

conduct -no rules whereby charaders can shape or understand lire-but rather to a position 

vis-à-vis othen, communion in the storytelhg ml. Speaking itseif-sound-rather than what is 

spoken recondes self to cornmunity. 

Throughout the collection üfe itseif depnds on t e h g  Sims, in "Empire," comments: 

"She'd told him her whole Me in ten minutes, and once the t e h g  was firushed the life itseif 

scerned over too." As Folk points out (213), survival in Rock Springs requires a person to came 

out a linguistic niche. Baxter, in "Communist," absolves himseif of wrongdoing by justifymg his 

actions in a variable code. He justifies heJpcuJing on another man's property by leaning on a 

Mankt ethic: "People shouldn't own land anyway. . . . Anybody should be able to use it." 

However, while promoting an ideaiistic vision of communal proprty, Baxter also refuses to 

acknowledge his own seifishness, covering up for his errant shooting of a du& with a view of 

Me that approadies social Daminism: "r2iis can happen. It doesn't matter." He endorses and 

withholds the idea of tesponsibilüy. Furiher compücating the picture, Baxter's masons for 

wanting to go to the Soviet Union also codict with Manriçt imperatives: "Russians treated 



Americans who came to Live there like kings." It is not equality that attracts Baxter to the Soviet 

Union but luxury and social importance. By not attempting to Live, as Foks puts it, 

"coherently," Baxter, W<e Sims, acts in complete W o m  from his espoused principles; in 

Folks's view he "can poach whiie claiming he is not poaching." He can foster Marxism whüe 

acting in complete self-interest. Baxter can justify himseü, acting any way he pleases, because he 

can manipulate language to camouflage his agendas; deploying a language unfixed hom 

consensual meamg, Baxter offers a set of fluid. changeabk jusoômtions for why he does what 

he does. Because Baxter knows h t  narrativeç-as Ford admits to Gregory C. Morris in Tuking 

Up a S t m :  Voices of the New West (1994)-offer no "final explanations" for "human conduct" 

(1081. the process of storytelling becornes an evasive tactic, for puttkg off "finai" or "summary" 

positions; the interplay between various narrative constructs allows Baxter a License 

unacceptable to society, as represented by Les and Aileen Though hypcmisy permit5 Baxter 

unlimited movement and jurisdiction, it ultimately yrevents him from sustaining human 

relationships, wkch cannot s u ~ v e  without dependable, mutually assured luiguistic co- 

ordinates. Lacking Nola's, Les's or Troy's wüüngness to admit and observe solipsism, leaves 

Baxter "scared (232), frightened, deprived of even the meagre massurances that console the 

other characters. 

The storis of Rock Springs depict a provisional synthens of idea and act' as in Sims's 

case, no long-range ideational or conceptual context easts for aaivity, ody a momentary 

reconciliation between act and thinking spahed by immedLte concems.~ in the wider context, 

then, Ford leads us to understand that peopie deprived of a meanin@ history and 

relationships, depnved of a place in the economy, wiü react and Wnk with a arbitrariness quai  

to that of the society around them. an arbitrariness Michael TrussIer4n his essay, "'Farnous 

Times': Historicity in the Short Fiction of Richard Ford and Raymond Carver" (1994wescn'bes 

as the "dissonance, rather than cohesion among the varias siories" (39). UMtlChored froom 

definitive history, characters act withwt coddcving + n t  or antecedent. David Cropse. in 

his artide, "Resisting Reduction: Cl- m Richard Ford's R d  Spti-ngs and Aüce Muiao's 



Friend of My Yoirtlt" (1995). identifies Ford's opposition to the tradition of surnmational 

"epiphaniesff a t the end of his stories, as origiruting kom "fictional worlds . . . complex t~ the 

point of confusion" (52). Echoing smiüar statements made by Ford himself, Gouse suggests 

that Ford's stories place "more and more respmi%ility for interpretation on the shoulders of the 

reader" (53). The s tories therefore invite readeriy interpretation, refusing io su pply de finit ive 

solutions. As we witness the characters within the story attempting to interpet and makes 

sense of their situations. arrivulg at "multiple and possiify contradictory epiphanies" (Gouse 

53), the tcxt forces readers to question their own s u p p t i o m .  SUCC~SS in the "stniggle for 

humanity" proceeds from the extent to which characters a n  manipulate avaiiable language, the 

extent to which they daim the imaginary, and the degree of self-consciousness attained in the 

fora y againsi solipsism. In each case. their hypocrisy - the incoherence manifested between 

theory and practice, word and deed-reflects a world governed by incoherence. By bringing 

aesthetic forms (story) to bear on exprience, characters manipulate the disparity between word 

and dced to reconfigure the wodd into tenns more suitable to themselves. Hypoaisy becomes 

the reolpolitik of individuals cut off kom any psibiijty of coherent communüy values (except a 

cnherencc in the shared condition of fragmentation, alienation, atomisation). 

B. Freedoms of Late-lndustrial Capital 

Dirty reaüsm probes the extreme limits of  MI freedom. The hypoaisy of dirty reaüsm 

celebrates seihood, in al1 its whims and caprkiotisness. The unreliability of a hypocritical 

practice ulümately prevents any kind of communal enterprise; co-operation requins reliability. 

Dirty realismfs spafiaty tum almost totaüy exchrsive at this point, a retreat into solipsism. 

Charles Bukowski e x h i  a sheer joy in renouncing aii accountabiiity. The titie itself of 

his verse collection, Yoir Cet So Alme ut T i m s  7ht 1t Iust M a k  Smse (1986), rationalises isolation 

as the end logic of a sodeial condition of Moherence and divisiveness. His poem, " together," 

depicts a moment of impulsive immediacy. The titie's irony becomes apparent near the end of 

the poem: 



then 1 had a good r o a ~ g  
dnnk 
and 1 thought, we are all 
doomed 
together, that's al1 there is 
t O 

it. (that's aU there was 
to that prticular drink, just iike ail the othen.) (129) 

Bukowski achieves epiphany after his drinking buddies fali asleep; lis reaiisation and its 

counter-realisation amve in a moment of isolation; they also keep him isolated. The word 

"particulrr" denotes dirty realimi's approach ko '"huth." "Truth" belongs to the moment of ils 

articulation. remaining absolute, and ardently believed, but only within that moment. in this 

way, Bukowski's particulars are universal. However, a following sentence or utterance may 

pment a contrary or opposing tmth-again absolute for that moment-that another truth in 

tum replaces; the poem binds these disparate absolutes in a wholeness; the entirety of the text 

servine as the site of polar opposition. 

Bukowski's free verse poetic fom endorses inconsistency. He breaks lines and 

juxtaposes the key words, "drink" and "doomed," against minor ones, "tom and "it," by placing 

hem prominently alone on hes;  this arbitraMess challenges conventions and provokes Our 

disdain. Hû later poetry (from which this sample cornes) employs a diction so stripped d o m  

so plain and apyrently impromptu that his work pre4mpts any apprebation of rigorous poetic 

effort; Daniel Waldron, in his introduction to Steve Richmond's Spinning of Bukowski (1996), 

claims: "He [Bukowksi] wrote compulsively, and tells how in the depths of his poverty, broke, 

freezing, he found a pend stub and wrote 'in the mqim of dirty newspapers' because nothing 

else was available" (7); and B u k ~ k i  upholds this mythic image of himself as a "compulsive" 

writer in the poem, "moving up the ladder," in Septuagcnm*m Stew (1990), where his "editor and 

puhüsher'' visits to inquire about ment poetry and, openhg the doset, îïnds: 

a 
mountain of papr, single 
s k t s  that had been sbdred, stuffed and 
thrown in there, they came 
f a h g  out. (227) 

Later poems such as "moving up the hddef are pme notes ïnvaded by mdom line break. 



Bukowski attacks the notion of a regulated, "poetid' poetry in a letter to James Boyar May: "But 

1 Say, why not? What the hell's wong with a 6 or 7 or 37 Une long prose statement that is 

broken into the readable advantage and deames of the poem-fonn? . . . Must we always 

DEFINE AND CLASSIFY what iS done? Can't, for Cod's sake, can't ART be ART without a program 

and numbers" (12). For Bukowski, the poem provides a medium for artistic caprice; he 

displaces the "program" of poetry for a poetry of pure "art." The fom of a poem such as 

"together," then, inches towards both a consciously petic and anti-poetic practice, mirroMg 

the suspended contradictions we find within its language itself. The absolutism of "we are all 

doomed" counterbalances, and is counterbalanced by, "that's ail there was to that particular 

druik"; the absolute stands alongside the particular; the ncxt statement "just iike aU the others," 

sets this drink, and its verdict, against the "othef' drink and theirs. The poem erects a series of 

absolutcs. Unsurprisingly, Bukowski ends not with an image of "doom" but with one of 

salvation, the poet canying an unconscious woman to her bed and minatirig on plenitudc: 

"thinking, / weii, I've gotten / this far / and that's plenty" (130). The dosing statement 

expresses gratitude, not psimism. The h l  image of woman and neighbour sleeping quietly 

resonates with peace. 

Cherkovski's Whitman's Wild Chi ldm compounds Bukowski with Whitman through a 

paradoxical adherence to individuality and cornmilni&. 

Whitman's Leaves ofGruss, written in 185, was a declaration of 
independence from conventions; it stood as a living example of 
what a man might mate  on his own terms, listening to his own 
voice. . . . Ltms of Gmss praised îhe hidividuai's uniqueness 
and calleci for a renewed undestandmg of our commonality. 
Whitman's poem ~ g s  with intm~nnectedness, thmgh he 
stood alone. (xi) 

Again we have conllictïng oppositions, "independence from conventions" versus "a Living 

example," "[individuai] uniqueness" versus "commonality," "intercomectedness" and 

"[standing] alone." A containeci opposition pestes Cherkovski's depiction of Whitman, 

This containment similarly characterises his view of Bukowski's inherited individuality: 

His was a natural voice for the -. Not a crusader, 
stiii he led the charge by the singie-mindedness of his vision. In 



much of the poetry of his contempotaries, the jargon of the 
leftist movement entered the poems, espciaUy in proteshg 
social and economic injustices. Bukowski's protest had the feel 
of the outsider who lived beyond ail b i t s  and ideologies. (12) 

Bukowski does, more than any other dirty reaüst, altempt a representative voice "for the 

dispossesscd," but such attempts focus on conditions rather than solutions; Cherkovski notes 

that Bukowski offered "no escap  route hom the problems he identified (33). Bukowski never 

resorts to social and economic "protest," never employs any kind of "leftist" "jargon" in 

addressing the hardships of the working- and underclass. As Buford points out. the poems do 

not "protest" but depict the "occasion" for it. The excerpt's h l  sentence elucidates the tenuous 

relationship behveen dirty reaiism and poiiücs. implying that Bukowski attempted to live 

without limits (a vague terni that encompasses ethical and moral configurations of behaviour, 

since configurations always imply do's and don'ts, or limits), but, more importantly, to Live 

without evincing one particular idcology." The lack of "ideology" doesn't mean that Bukowski 

cannot conceive a political attitude, but tha t he rehws to endorse one. He speaks for "the 

dispossessed" yet regards himseif as an "outsidef; in other words, Bukowski both partidpates 

in communal affiliation (that of the "dispossessed) and rejecki it (regardhg himself as an 

"outsider" ). Bukowski's tex& continuaiiy render their authof s ideology ambiguous and 

contradictory. 

Dirty realism's ideological overdetermination confuses investigation into its poiitical 

aspirations, and constantly refefs the critic badc to the narrator's subject position; in th& way, 

the narration or wrîting-as is the case wüh minimalist writing-assumes the centre of 

attention. This rabid individuality, this fixation on the aesthetic, Cherkovski mggests, dates 

from Whitman: "Bukowkri never consciously wrote an anti-war poem. His war is the war 

withm, the war to remain an individual in the face of the mualating effects of our society. Wm 

All the Time reflects this continuhg battle to lree oneself of the brutal system stinuig the 

Whiünanic song of the WU" (34). The "mutilation" of the individual by soaal forces appears 

most forcedly in Bukowski's nowl on labour? FadotMn (lm, where he descnk  the eEfeas of 

wage labour upon the underclass, and whar the madmiery of hte capital "stifies" the 



individual hom enjoyuig the promise of American demoaacy so effusively d e s c r i i  by 

Whitman in Song of MysefJx Rather than cehbrating or lauding the capitalist landscape of 

Amenca, Bukowski moum the damaged, "mutüated psyches and bodies rendered to the 

pursuit of money and social "advancement." 'Ihroughout Bukowski's poems and stories 

mpond to the "stifling" oppression not only of "preconceptions of how a poem should be 

shaped" (29), "the urban landxapd* (22), or "America itself' (15). but to the ausadixtg "anti- 

war," "leftist*' politics of the 1 W .  The   mutilation*^ appars on aii fronts, the result of iddogy 

on aii sides of the American political spectrum. 

As in Ford's "Winterkül," Bukowksi perceives in political affïliation the dûplacement of 

the individual by the consensual contractual obligations and responsibilitis mass movements 

require to enact their strategies. On a deeper level, however, 1 will argue, following Horkheimer 

and Adorno's Diulectic of Enlightmmmt, that Bukowski's attitude towards communal enterprise 

in fact expresses an awareness of the inescapable atomisation characteristic of late-industrial 

capital, a frachiring of soaety into "monads" (141) under the auspices of a market-driven 

democracy . Bukowski's hypocrisy - his attitude as outsider and insider, his adopting and 

discarding of various moral and ethical p~aples-responds to capital's commodtfication, and 

"culturaluation," of aii facets of American Me8 the conscription, as Fredric Jameson notes in 

Poshnodernisrn or the Culfrira1 Logic of hfe Capitafism, of Wtually every available d tura l  effort 

into the consumer program (49). Bukowski's 'monadic" hypocrisy only repücates, and tac t idy  

responds to, the largcr hypoaisy at work in the society around him. The &dom of 

contradiction Bukowski's tex& celebrate rqlicates the 1 i i y  of unr~stricted trespass taken by 

the capitalist system. 

The antagonimi between a state nin service and Bukowski the unteliable derk powers 

such novels as Post O m .  Bukowski's hypocrisy becornes valorised in relation to a status quo. 

Encouniering institutionalised hypOCnSy, Bnkowski demands the institutional f i p h e a d s  

acknowledge it. In Past Om, Ha& argues mth a supervisor who reprimands him for not 

"sticking a tray" in the aliotted time; accmding to the supervisor, Hank, in eff- owes the post 



office the difference between the aliotted time and the thne it took him to stick the tray. Hank 

responds: "Let's say I stick a tray in 8 minutes. According to the the-tested standard 1 have 

saved the post office 15 minutes. Now can 1 take these 15 minutes and go down to the cafeteria, 

have a slice of pie with ice cream, watch t.v. and corne back" (los)? Nahuaiiy, the supervisor 

replies in the emphatic negative. Bukowski satirises ïnstihitions for their rehisal to admit their 

hypoaisy, for their concealment behind a jargon masquerading as consistent (typified by the 

reproduction of o f f i d  cornplaints against Hank in the fW chapter of Part Ofice). Bukowski 

demands a ldnguage "honest" in acknowidging ib own contradictions (while, hypocriticaiiy, 

lus own language often obxures or attempts to "explain away" his own contradictions-which 

effectively muddies the moral impact of much of Bukowski's sa&, but not the accuracy of its 

examination). Bukowski demands an admission of inconsistency, which would in hun break 

down institutionaliçed bamers between the individual and corporation. Bukowski's hypocrisy 

protests against, and CO-opts (his protest, in fact, depnds on cooptation, since he requires us to 

acknowledge that his display of hypocrisy echoes that of his sodal wroundings), the same 

unacknowledged pracüce in sodety. The hypoaisy aesthetic of Bukowski's "realism" is 

therefore an attempt at verisimilitude, at textuaiiy reproducing the "reality" of his historical 

moment. 

V. Postmudem Redities 

A. Hemingway's Burial 

Dirty reaiism's attempt to depict the latter half of the twentîeth century involves an elaboration 

and warping of previous strategies for -tude. Cnva, Ford, Bukowski and Jannan have 

al1 variously ated the Muence of perhaps the most important twentiethantary realist, Emest 

Hemingway.= While not all &y reaiisrî equaiiy admit to iiking Hemingway, theu mention of 

hm generakiy involves referral to his texts as the standard against which they deîïne their own 

realîstic programs. A study of Hemingway's craft in dation to dirty reolist texts conveys, by 

. contrast, the application of an earlier malistic technique to the problems of representing th 

"reaiity" of postmodernity. 



Hemingway, both as modemist and reaüst, influenced dirty reaiism. Sheldon Norman 

Grebstein. in his study, Hemingruuy's Cr@ (1973), underscores the relevant feahires of 

Hemingway's style. He refers to Hemingway's deceptive clarity, which aliudes to emotional 

depth (xv). his avoidance of "direct exposition of theme, didactic description or discussion of 

character" (2), and, most importantly, the "zero ending": 

which is exactly the contrary of the traditional weii-made 
ending of nineteenthxentury fiction. or to the kind of ending 
O. Henry d e d  almast to pamdy: the surprise-molution 
neatly knotting up separate strands of plot by an ingenious 
twist of plot or rewlation of charader. ïhe  whole point of the 
zero ending is irresotution-to leave the reader suspended 
among the apprently unconnected lines of character and 
action. consequenlly forcing him back upon his own resources 
of insight and imagination. (2) 

Grebstein's point is not that the "zero ending" validates aii responses on the part of the reader, 

but rather that, because "luies of character and action" do not connect. the "irres~lution'~ of the 

ending causes the reader to question the ways in which text manipulates the condusions he or 

she draws. Certainly, any ending, no matter how disparate its elements, can only caii to mind a 

limited number of possibilities and responses; however, H&gwayfs ending does not intend to 

make the reader draw up a list of possibilities but to refiect on his or her position in relation to 

the text as an aesthetic, rather than documentary, artefact. 

Dirty realism. as already stated, regards "oppositions" as an intrinsic aspect of "hurnan 

expenence" (Grebstein 26 ) .  if we understand oppsitions as incongmous elements of a 

personality, then the word d e s a i i  "charader" not oniy in Hemingway but in &y realism as 

41;  and Hemingway's stnicture-opacity, inexpiicability, and suggestion rather than 

statement - reflects an experfeKe of the humah Like Hemingway, âirty reaüsts string together 

details in "suspension" wühout advising the reader on how to make "co~ections." Howew,  

Grebstein says that Hemingway's surfaces, such as the "burned-over stretch of hülside" in "Big 

Two-Hearted River: Part One," induded in In Our Time (1925), " m a t e d '  the "sourceIr of an 

emotion (26), in this case Nid'J recovery fron trauma. Hm, dirty d t s  differ from 

Hemingway by obstructing easy psychological or e m o t i d  identiîïcations; moie often than not 



the simplicity of their surfaces represents a playing-upoh or subversion, of Hemingway's 

"stnictural design," "pattern," and summary "reveiation" (26). They subvert the promises and 

expectations inherent to Hemingway's technique to convey the reality of a world in which 

simulation and pastiche confound our grasp of an empirical reaiity. 

if readers find an iceberg under the "tip" of Hemingway's language, they find open 

ocean under dirty reaiism's; the "tip8# of language is ail there is. While Hemingway's language 

attempted to convey a pr- reality, dirty reaiismfs language illustrates how reaiity is a refied 

language. Dirty realimi shimmies between empinasm end the idea that reaüty is nothing more 

than a particular configuration of text a convinang a d  of simulation. A cornparison of A 

Faretiwll to Arms (1929) and Past Ofice, respctively. illustrates dirty realism's subversion of 

Hemingway. 

It seems she had one hemorrhage after another. They coddn't 
stop it. 1 went into the room and stayed with Catherine mol 
she died. She was unconsdous al the time, and it did not take 
her very long to die. ( 331) 

The priet read his thing. 1 didn't listen. There was the cofh. 
What had been Betty was in there. It was very hot. The s u  
came down in one ydow sheet. A fiy circled around. Haîfway 
through the halfway funeral two guys in working dothes came 
carrying my wreath. The roses were dead, dead and dying in 
the heat, and bey leaned the thing up against a nearby hee. 
Near the end of the Senrice my wreath leaned forward and feu 
flat on its f'ace. Nobody picked it up. Then it was over. (6768) 

Though Hemingway and Bukowski both avoid describing their characterd emotional interior 

during the death and funed, they do n& produce a simikr effect; Hemingway's excerpt 

attempts to convey an unemotional, reportarial mord of CatherWs death, while Bukowski's 

excerpt fiaunts its inability to give a ptoper 'objective" report. S y ~ a x  and style amount for the 

ditference. Hemingway, for instance, begim his paagraph with "seems," suggesüng Frederick 

Henry's powerlessness to perceive anything immaterial about Catherine's death. The vagueness 

of "they" in the next sentence. rather than Lk more pmdse "dodors," implies a groping after an 

unkiown quantity. a saving, metaphysicai a- Hemy wouid like to name. The abmptness of 

Hemingway's k t  two sentences mim>is the limitations of Henry's c o g n i t î e  the length of the 



foliowing sentences, both ending with conjugatiom of the verb "to die," testifies to duration, to 

the length of time Henry, deprived of mental or physical resources, must wait for C a t h e ~ e ' s  

death; the verb also underscores, by reptition, the opacity of Cathe~e ' s  situation, the inability 

of words to render experience, as well as Henry's inability to enter cognitively into her reality. 

Hemingway stresses the iimitatiom of language, and by stresshg these limitations, gestures at 

the turmoil under the surface, as weii as the notion of an empirical reaiity outside syntax. 

Conversely, BukowskTs imprecision in using the word "thing" in his fllst sentence 

illustrates not a grasping after an understanding p s t  the iiteml but a combination of laissez f i t e  

attitude and slang-a concem with image and style. Also, Bukowski's sentences do not follow 

the rhythmical modulation of Hemingway. The laconic assertion "What had been Betty was in 

there" so dosely approximates the preceding and foUowing sentences ihat it becames lost, 

glossed over. When Bukowksi does depart hom the fast, rapid-fief listing of description, he 

recalls neither Betty's nor his own situation, but the physicaüty of flowers; the repetition of 

"hallway" produces a singsong ather than Hemingway's dirge-effect. Bukowski's wriüng 

mirroa the funeral's cheapness and tawdriness, an impression fortiiïed by the genenc 

description: "two guys in working clothes." The following sentence again uses the repetition of 

"dead as well as long "et' vowel sounds to mate a singsong. The final sentence-"Then it was 

ovef' - u&e Hemingway's 'die," which pmes the inexpressibiiity of Henry's emotions, means 

only wha t it says. Bukowski cies not on what Lies beneath te lhg but t e h g  itseü; and Betty's 

funeral remains a told moment; it ends with the paragraph. For Hemingway, the inexplicability 

of death evinces an empirid and common reality outside language; Bokowski regards the event 

strictiy as an exerdse in iiterary styk, drawing ocu attention to the surfaces of pastiche and 

simulation. 

B. ûernocracy 

Both the strippeddom work of Bukowski and Canter and the lyrid fiction of Ford and 

Jannan exhibit an awareness of reality as lexkon; that dirty realism jettisons depth for seif- 

conscious stylistio impiies their recognition of the detachment of words fkom the genuine. In a 



world of simulacra, dirty tealism posits a verisimilitude whose reality principle is the ineficacy 

of representation Dirty reaîisb parody Hemingway not for his emotional intensity thmugh 

verbal thrift, but for verbat thrift itself. This fixation on language places these writers' realism in 

a postmodem context. This relation to language infoms a central problem of dirty reaüsm: how 

to convey reality when the tool for apprehending it (language) becomes primarily significant for 

its style (i.e. ib own contours, its ability to mask, overwrite and revision rather than reveal)? 

Prose, then, constantly refers us back to reading, to our own apprehension, Uvough a 

juxtaposition of style and the "thing" the writirig seems to uncover; dirty realist prose, extending 

the implications of this juxtaposition further, calls our attention to the narrative forms, aesthetic 

and social, that we participate in and endorse. The prose of dirty realism reveals a historical 

moment exemplified by "clutter," "simulation," and the loss of belief in the narratives of 

"ideology." By calling attention to these traits in contemporary suciety, dirty realism asks that 

we observe our own social and historical positiow.40 

Dirty realism shifts the writing of realism in a more democratic dimtion than did 

Hemingwafs fiction, as Grebskin points out "Hemingway's craft . . . so orders [the readefs 

experience] that the revelation(s] [ ~ e r n ]  to a& from within the reader, without his 

conxiousness tha t the writer has bestoweâ a great gift upon him" (26). The reader apprehends 

Henry's grief through Hemingway's careful modulation of prose rhythms and vccabulary 

choies; Bukowski's text, conversely, w a m  the reader against the influence of words-in effect, 

the writing posib the author not above (or hidden from) the readefs "consciousness," but 

alongside it. Bukowski constantly cautions us against sumnder to, and manipulation by, 

another's texb for teirt, in the world of postmodem realism, has become a toal of hidden agendas, 

dominant systems and corporate control.J2 Thomas Hill Schaub, in A m * m  Fictimi iii the Cold 

Wm (199l), argues that Cold War criticism found the unifieci, controlling technique of earlier, 

pre-WW Ii fiction reffective of the growth of totalitarianism dwing the 192ûs and 19%; in 

Schaub's thesis, poshvar cntics encoungeâ a "democratid' aestktic by valorising the 

appearance of conceptual, philosophical, political diversity -even contradiction- in the fictionai 



text (35-36). The stress on Linguistic indeterminacy marks one method. on dirty realimi's part, 

of opening the text to this diwrsity. of wresting fiction from totaütarian control by tk author 

and permitting a demwatic, readerly access to the construction of meaning. Bukowski's slangy 

phrasing ("read his thing'') and dismissive, off-hand remarks ("Then it was over") leave the 

constructedness of his text, its ineverence, open to readerly sautiny. Bukowskî, in e f f a  ciares 

us to not follow along with his narrative, to not surrender our perception to his guidance a1.d 

control. 

Suspidous of the way received modes of language channel and determine how we thùik 

of experience, dirty reaiism c a k  attention to knguage as ordeMg principle of reaiity. Realism, 

in the postwar period therefore demands that authors alert the reader's attention. fint and 

foremost, to the way in which apprehension of reality is the effect of partinilar narrative styles, 

strategies and expctatioirs. Bukowski's reahm counters that of Hemingway by making readers 

hyper-consaous that their "revelations" arrive kom their relation to the text and textual 

conventions, rather than the mediation of reality by language. Bukowski's style draws attention 

to a narrative consciousness- the author's-separate from the reader. The superficiality of the 

writing enforces a "demmcy" by avoiding the "unstated" manipulation Grebstein fin& in 

Hemingway. Bukowski continually highlights his position as an individual an artist with no 

daims of solidarity with the readership, either on an aesthetic or political levei.42 

Mark Anthony Jarman ükewise describes a burial that serves as a pastiche of 

Hemingway's aesthetic. in Suimge King Yu!, Drinkwater and his hiend, Shirt'ls Blue, bury a 

beloved dog an action Jarman mders in a writing that cals more attention to its stylistk shem 

than to the reality of grief. 

Shirt iç Blue drops her body down from this ümbo and into the 
mountain and her eyes and mouth o p n  suddenly. a h  wüh 
the motion, really looking alive. as if Ubo sees what is nght 
below in the a n d y  mountain and I expea the dog to stagger up 
one more time, wanthg insaneiy to chase her damn stick not to 
lie in the wet hole under the alpine trees but she's still quite 
dead and Sm not going to weep but do and waik away to sit on 
a rock by a &ff8 whIspering pwr Ubo, poa Ubu, over and over as 
d rocks c k k  down upon her. (3é) 



The parataxis begins an onrush of lyricism ather than grief. The parataxis appears for stylistic 

purposes, for its own sake. The tepetitions of the dog's name and the word "dive," as weii as 

the doubling back of "and I'rn not going to weep but do" effect a rhythm antithetid to 

mourning. Jarman's repetitions recall the end of A Faraud1 To A m ,  where Henry prays: "Don't 

let her die. Oh, God, please don't let her die. I'U do anything for you if you won't let her die. 

Please, please, please, dear God, don't let her die" (330). HemLigway's excessive reptition (and 

this excerpt only samples what goes on for an enth  paragraph) conveys Henry's desperation at 

the impending loss of Catherine. But Jarman doem't utiiïse excess as Hemingway does. 

Whereas Hemingway conveys desperation through a prose so hysterical that it replicates 

Henry's pain for the reader, Jarman's prose offers a grief so styiised that its reading brings 

pleasure (a pleasure, however, highly conscious of i ~ l f  as such). Contradictions within the 

writing play out stylisticaliy to highlight a highly polished entertainment disguised as the 

writing of grief. Where Hemingway reaeates the keenness of Henry's desperation in an ugly 

turn of style, Jarman's writing cornodifies grief, mapping it in a shiny, rhythmical prose that 

states what it does not imply. Though the r h y b s  sound elegiac, they direct our attention, as 

ail elegies do, towards the fonns, conventions and tropes of expression rather than its cause. 

Whüe Jarman renders the elegiac with a technique different hom ihat of Bukowski, he 

does so by s imhly  hming us  into the stylistic surfaces of the writing. Jannan plays upon 

Bakhtin's luiguistic tensions, between the centripetal elegiac expression and the actuai, 

centrifuga1 desire to speak grief outside of hguistic conventions. He foiiows thîs excerpt with a 

rhythmically contrasting near-comicai set of rhetoricai questions: "Why don% 1 care as much 

about what I'm doing to intended? To people? Perhaps because they're not dead yet. Who 

makes more demands?" (36). The elegiac effect, which d t s  fiom the writing's expliat, 

styiistic charader, precedes a comic one, where short sentences show the absurdity of his 

reactions and the way they contrast, incomistentiy, with his tieatment of fdow huntan beings. 

The suaden shift in Jarman's emotion and miting style again alert us to styüstic surfiaces and, 

therefore, to the necesity for or verM forms to convey tk actuaiity of grief. 

As in Bukowski's text Jannan's meaning resides within a particular Miter/text or 



reader/text relationship. * These authors continuous~y confront the reader wüh the imtant 

pleasures of text, with their moment of consumption, and take an anti-academic stance on 

further explication. Bukowski and Jarman both propose a viscerai textual encounter. ïh is 

refisal to elaborate or corroborate meanhg fak  in with the wider dialectic in dirty reaiism 

between art and politics, between the text as an aesthetic object and culhiral artefact. As usual, 

J m a n  plays it both ways, rehising to endorse any particular reading in favour of an immediate 

relationship with text, whiie the writing comtantiy reminds us of the ways writing cornmodifies 

experience. As Alexander Vaity put it, "Jarman's dependence on cm& at the expense of 

character development and plot may leave some readers cold, but not those who thriil to a weU- 

turned phrase" (31). Jarman's witing abandons the devices of "plot8' and "charader," and the 

way in which they manipulate expectation, for a writing focused almodt exdusively on the 

"weii-tumed phrase," an encounter with style and surface not grounded in communication or 

transmission of ideas; the reader appropriates pleasure from the text as he or she chooses. 

Writing becomes a commodity insofar as it attempts to engage as wide a market as possible (by 

authorising everythg). ûemocracy becomes a fonn of egalitarian commodity access. 

Richard Ford, in the noveiia, "ûccidentals," included in the collection Women With Men 

(1997), depicts a reaction to the death of a loved one in an equally explidt mannec 

But he had leamed something. He had commenceci a new era 
in his Me. There m e  eras. That much was unquestionable. 
They, he and Helen, had faüed to make up a Song. And yet, 
oddly, this would all be over by Christmas. He hadn't even 
written a letter to his parents. But in the time that remained 
here, he would. A long letter. And in his letter he would try as 
best he couid, and with the many complicatiom that w d d  
need detailing, to explain to them aii that had happned to him 
here and what new ideas he had for the future. (255) 

The ending of the story (üke the ending to Post Ojfie, as weii as those in some of Carver's short 

stones, such as "Put Yourself in My Shoes") loop back to its beginnuig as we realise that 

Charley Matthews's "letter" takes the shape of the story we have just âuiished reading. This 

endosure within the grrularity of text does not bother Ford. In fact this story testibés to h& 

belief in the power of language to "expkin" the "era" that came and went with hi9 vacation m 



Paris. At the same time, th& circuknty emits anister overtones when we r e a k  the repetitive 

pattern means Charley will never reveal what new "ideas" he has "for the future," that, despüe 

the lessons gained, he returns to the same old modes of behaviour. Ford's language rem& 

ambivalent, serving as a site for understanding as weU as paralysis, a position both exalted and 

lirnited. again recalling Balchth's site of stniggle between a static but reassuring monologkm 

and the protean shifting of heteroglossia (forces that exert a pull from without the story). in this 

case, foiiowing the loop backwards aUows for an unbakncing ps well os a reaffinnation of textual 

stahüiiy by remindine us of the story's selfcontainment and what it leaves out. Also, if a Me 

breaks d o m  into "eras" then why deploy a cirrular, looping narrative that so effavely 

counten the idea? The story plays out both ironically and straight, giving Charley's words the 

weight of conviction but embedding them within a structure that contests his assertions. Such 

manoeuvring effectively draws our attention to the simultaneous hnction of mutuaily exclusive 

impulses. 

The answer to the dilemma of the conflict between the h e a r  and cimilas in Ford's text 

involves the presence of the reader. Just More the ending, Matthews visits his French editor, 

Madame de Grenelle, who makes the following observations about his novel: "'Your book has 

the ring of actuality about it,' she went on. 'It's fascinating. . . . It is your story, 1 thinkr nie 

predicament. . . , Often, of course, you learn what your book is about after you write it. 

Sornehes after someone translates it and t ek  you"' (253). Ford invites the reader to 

"translate" the text into completion. * The way out of the "loop," to reconde the divergent 

impulses of the text, the way m whkh it becomes an "era" rather than a repetition involves the 

readerfs individual perception. Eedi reading or reader of the text translates the narrative a 

context viable to a parti& position or tirne; it becornes an "era" for the reader, and 

subsequent readings, if they OCCUT, subsequent eras (whose demarca tion, Ford reminds us, OCCIU 

not becaw of the text but in otu relation to it, in our abüity to transpose it into our own 

context). The "ring of aciuality" (ia. the acho of actuaiity, or simulation) produces a 

"fasdmtionf' in the reader. who then appües the a u W s  story to various "ptedicaments" that 



may or may not reflect the author's intention. Ford deliberately relinquishes authority. 

Yet, at the sarne time, by übenting himself from the position of textual authority, as 

textual centre, by placing more of the interpretative burden on the shoulders of the reader, Ford 

compücates the readefs position. Crouse comments d d y  on Ford's unwiüingnss to 

im pinge on readerly interpretation. Pointing to Ford's "contradictory epiphanies8' (53). Gouse 

rernarks upon the degree of opensndedness in Ford's text, ib carefd equipoise behveen. and 

awareness of, reification into "message" and commodity, and leaving gaps in the consistency of 

its stnicture in order to enable readerly intervention. Crouse could easily say the same of aii 

dirty reaiism, since the varying ideologies presented. the conhadictory sets of interpretation, 

and the hypoaitical actions and geshires of the charaders combine to chaiienge any attempt at 

constructuig root auses or consistent visions of the work. Ford's texts emerge with demoaatic 

force: their contradictions and tensions ridine the surface for readers to engage. In permitting 

intervention, Ford alerts the reader to the probIematic of laquage. While the text promotes 

readerly agency, it sixnultaneously hinders it by using the static structure of the text itself to 

reflect the static epistemological and ünguistic "loops" of the postmodem condition. if 

demoacy is a state wherein everyone has a voice. then it is also a state wherein the multitude 

of confiictîng voices often render strategic activity inoperable. 

Dirty realism's dernomtic voice, 1 would argue, resuits from. and reacts to, a 

breakdown of any sort of programmatic aesthetic, politicai, or epistemological vision in the 

society around it. Its  salient charadençtio-contradiction, hypoçrisy, the plural-convey the 

reaiity of a world dominated by surfices and incoherent detaiîs. Market foras detennine 

reality, and diriy realimi's writing repliates the action of market forces in an aesthetic context 

Like Hemingway. and the ~ h u a l i s t  authors before and after him, dirty realism intmogates 

determinism: the action of the surrounding Society u p n  the subject. 

C. Nah<ralist Authority 

As shown by the cornparison to Hemingway. dirty realism's authors write out of a tradition of 

American realism. particularIy natudism. Dirty reaüsm, 1 wodd argue, cornes out of the 



"ideationai" literature that Roger Seamon" examines in his article, "Naturalist Narratives and 

Ideational Context: A Theory of American Naturalist Fiction." Seamon desuibes ~turaiist 

Literature as "openly . . . [dependent] on theory" (47). He isolates this "theory" as  an amalgam 

of "phdosophical ideas such as materialimi and determinism. Danvinian biological theory, and 

the rejection of vanous moral and artistic conventions that were deeply embedded in the idea of 

fiction" (48). Nahiralism, according to Seamon, deçined experience through particulat models of 

thought prominent at the dose of the nineteenth, and beguuiing of the twentieth, cm-. in 

the words of Frank Norris's Thc Rapasibilities of the Novciist (1903), nahvalism "draws 

condusions" (203); the notion of the "conclusive" and the possibility of ia aitainment through 

conceptual/epistemological models aiso occupies dirty reaiism. 

Dirty realism Likewise relies upon theory, though this reliance manifests in garbled 

t h e o p  nther than the supposedly consistent platform elaborated by No&. The fmous 

"epiphanies" of dirty reaümi. as noted by Crouse, more often than not involve a los  of 

knowledge rather than gaining of ixtsight-Carwr's "Cathedral," in the coiiection of the same 

name, for example, ends with epiphanic "negatiod' "My eyes were still dosed. 1 was in my 

house. 1 knew that. But 1 didn't teel üke 1 was imide anythingf8 (228). M y  realism's catharsis 

involves not summary insight but an entry into a seris of unanswerable questions (Ford's 

"Rock Çprings") or a region irnpenehable to thought, the "nowhere" area of "Cathedrai'sl' 

narrator; &O, the narrator's release does not so much infonn the reader (we am aware h m  the 

start tha t he does not personify an exemplary attitude) as the character itseü. Plesmre in Carver 

cornes from watdiing the narratot' mike the reslisation the reader bruught to the rtay fium the 

sfmt and for the reader to mbsequently question, as a reJult of the stoy's open-endeâ, 

interpretative invitation, the suppositions through whKh he or she film the h e t o r ' s  

cpiphany. Like nahiralism, then, the tex& of dirty realism recaii theory, though in a negative, 

rather than affirmative, context. 

Seamon offers a usehl mode1 for fùrther comparing nahuaiism to dirty realimi by 

elaboraikg the disanction between the temis "story" and " d i x o ~ ~ ~ e : "  



The best way to grasp the distinction is to say that what the 
charactefi are or could be aware of is part of the story, while the 
awareness s h a d  by authots and audiences which is sealed off 
from the fictive world is the dlscoutse. In the dream (though not 
the actuality) of realism there is no discourse, only the fictive 
world in its immediacy; but naturalist stories are both openly 
and deeply embedded in d i s co~r se .~  (49) 

The difference betoveen "realism" (though Seamon medns the tumaf-the-century realism 

attribut4 to Henry James) and naturalisai manifests in the leaning of the latter towards 

"implicit" "conclusions" evident to the reader. According to Seamon, traditional realism-and to 

some degree dirty realism -trieci to avoid the development of discemiide "discourse" in the text; 

it attiemptgd to convey the world with "immediacy," without intrusion of a narrative 

conxiousness.~8 Intention pmves essential in discussing the movement in American writing 

from realism to naturalism to dirty realism. Most importantly, Seamon finds in naturalisrn a 

concem with style sirnilar to that of dirty realism, but to a quite different end: "The repction of 

fine writing was a cornmonplace in the naturalist credos, whose common rationale was that the 

writer was interested in buth. . . . Not writing well was another way of denying the audience 

pleasure" (55-56).19 samon  and other scholars (such as Christopher Wilson) see naturaiists 

purposeful ty stripping their writing style of pleasure to reflect the "pervasive joy lessness" (53) of 

a world of wage labour. By "marking" their "product," i.e. the writing, with "the si* of the 

labor it cost" (54),3 naturalism instilled within the audience an "outrage" against the conventions 

and expecta tions tha t underlay the mass consum ption of fiction: "The pleasureless narrative 

rouses guilt in the comptacent bourgeois reader, which is not assuaged by the auihofs offering a 

refortnist or sentimental solidarity with the audience. This leads to outrage against the author, 

who has violated the contract that fiction edify and/or please" (56). Naturalism tried to change 

the e f k t  of fiction from a sedative into a stimulant- into an educational tool that did more than 

reinforce an ineffectual bourgeois ethic; the self-reflexive stylistics of their fiction aggressively 

confronted the conscription of the arts, in the form of pleasing commodities, into the system of 

capital.5' The " joyless" reading they offered meant to shock the audience out of ik stupor. To 

this end naturalism attempteâ "b write in an empirical manner and to demonstrate or illustrate 

the operation of certain Iaws" (53). By using style to raise audience 



awareness, naturaliçm could therefore more handily alect its readetship to vanous agendas. 

Dirty rcalism picki up where natumüsm left off in recognbing that the ''ernpuLal 

rnanner" and "certain laws" the naturalists cwpted themselves represent verbal and syntactical 

construck that offer a self-righteausly "heroic" (56) pose: "They [the naturalists] flog themselres 

with the barremess of both the moral and the sensual Me, but in r e m  they understand 

themselves as heroicdy able ;a face a world that others avoid (58). The authority of 

naturaihm provided an analgesic aii  its own. As ~turalism felt "dis-iilusioned" (52) k u g h  

the revelations of science, DarwinDm. Freudianimi, and Mantirni, dirty realism feeb 

"unillusioned" even by the authority of these "theories." As Hall points out  the "tram- 

historical" aspect of these theories. particuiarly wlgar Manrimi." clashes w i h  the k t o r i d  

specihcity ihat dirty reaiisrn also indulges: 

Thiç (structuraliçt] appcoach [to the cultural subject] dearly 
identifies a gap, not only in structurakm but in Marxism itself. 
The problem is that the manner in which this "subjed" of 
culture is conceptualized is of a traiis-hstorical and "universai" 
diaracter: it addresses the subject-in-general, not historicaiiy- 
determinate social subjects, or sociaily determinate particular 
languages. (623) 

Hall points to a weakness in Mandsm acknowledged by Marx himself in the 1867 "Preface" to 

Capital: "But here individuals are dealt with only insofar as they are the personifications of 

economic categories, embodiments of particular &a relations and cias interestsO' (7). Man 

provides a buiit-in critique of himseîf as a historicaliy speahc subject, a critique that kter 

Marxists such as Hall take up as a problematic of Mmism; this problematic states that the 

subject of Mao<ism remairis a "mature" of 'the economic formation of SOQety" as a "naturaï 

history" (7). In other words, Marx never loses sight of the "particularity" of the "reiationsa a d  

"interests" his study envisions Marx recognises his own reiiance on the historical moment and 

highiights the necessary vigiknce of historicai context. Hall notes that any conceptuahation of 

the cuiturai "subject" that does not k t  and foremost recognise the historically costrixded, 

socially contingent, charader of all concepts, risks dication into a "tram-histotical" abstradion 

ignorant of its definhg prinapak histoty. By elevating the concept above history, by removing 



it from historical causation. i a .  making it true not just for the context one is writing about, but 

for ali historical contexts, one obscures the "historically-determinate," or tmporally particuiar, 

aspect of ali "subjects," induding Manism itself. Historical geneaürationr, therefore, obscure 

the specifiaty of the conditions that give rise to historical events. The heroic stance against 

coiventional moraiity and accepted epistemology granted naturaüsts an "authonty" no longer 

viable to dirty realists, who exist in a worid where any form of "authorityf* is immediately 

suspect as a reified constnidion of forces unwüling to envision history as nuid, changeable and 

contingent. forces that depend upon the determination of history Irom theory rather than the 

recognition that history itself elaborates any given theory. Any systematic. coherent "discourse" 

elaborates a system of control, a semiotic structure that supplants the ungraspable movements 

of history (which cannot be grasped in their toiallty. i.e. we can never contain, thereby putting 

us at a dis tance from, or outside, the historical mal) with a vocabulary whase central aim is 

ma in taining i ts dominance.9 

For dwty realism. hstory-as Richard Ford points out in Independmm Dq-means, fint 

and foremos t, wha t Fredric Jarneson, in Mat.rism and F m .  calls "the emergence of the conae te" 

(322) - such as a basebaii hitting a young boy (361), rather than a trans-hirtoncal abstraction 

(although the subsequent proces of "teiiing history involves the elaboration, misconstruing 

and eventual burial of the actuai under competing and contradidory generalisations, in hirn 

undone by further unaccounted-for happenings). Determinîsm remaim highly suspect for dirty 

realism. since the act of determining determinism involves the uncertain and shifting "reaiities" 

of Linguistic constmcüon. But dirty reaiism, like nahualism. recognises that historical discourse 

not only happens, but happens inmitobly. However, in continuing to invesügate determiniSm. 

dirty reaiism decides that it m o t  heroicaîiy 'face the world" k a u s e  it cannot, in totality, 

view the world, except through mertiation or the unrecoverable instance of "acadent. Aware 

that no dear demarcation exists between the fictional and mal- what Nadel calls "a cognizance 

of the îïssure between 'history' and 'eventt"(3)-dirty realism tramforms the Nneteenth-century 

"reaiism'f of "unmediateci repmsentation" (Seamon 4û) into a ptmodem "mediation of the 



unmediatable." Dirty realism compticates causality; its Clyde Grif f ih  may murder, but their 

reasons for doing so-whether the result of the machinery of capitalism and/or their 

unconxious sexual impulses-always remain possible interpretations among the competing 

interpretations of history; a scepticism towards explaining retards tram-historical mris ing.  

Dirty realism always returns to its suppositions, suspicious of the way dixourse tends to reify 

(as we shall see, later on, in Bobbie Ann Mason), rather than ieveal, history.3 

O. The Disappearance of History 

Ln Noies of a DRty Old Mm (1%9),% Bukowski offers a window on the way dirty realism 

shimmies belween the creation of discourse and the subsequent questioning that undoes the 

generalisations of that discourse to reinboduce history as an ungovemable, unaccountable (in its 

totali ty) force: 

men are beaten simply for the sake of brciting; courb are places 
where the ending is mitten first and al1 that precedes is simply 
vaudeville. men are taken into rooms for questioning and corne 
out half-men or no-men at all. some men hope for revolub'on 
but when you revolt and set up your new government you End 
your new govenunent is still the same old Papa, he has oniy put 
on a cardboard mask (76) 

This excerpt illustrates Bukowski's cynical attitude towards social im provernent He suspects 

legislateci solutions to crime, such as law courts, and fears radical alternatives to endemic 

injustice, such as revolution. The "paper masK' might as welt stand for the interference between 

theory and history created by text. in Bukowski's uni~ersal,5~ across-theboard condemnation, 

revolutions (unles they remain, in the words of Marxistn and Fbnn, "permanent revolution[sj" 

362) ul timately reinscribe a political wili and order that maintains itself at the expense of the 

social, human element (and, therefore, history). True or not, for Bukowski, revolutionary 

movements manifest the very conditions out of which they grew. Bukowski considers Iegislated 

religion, Chris tianity, and poli tical idedogies, Marxism, as one and the same: "God got out of the 

tree, took the snake and Eden's tight pussy away and now you've got Karl Mam throwing 

golden apples down fmm the same tree, mostly in blackface" (83). Bukowski finds that the 

"golden apples" promised by "Edenic" (utopian), kieological tkories-Christian or Marxist- 



al1 "tas te" and amount to the same; since hislmy is -1, society can never mach an end of history, 

cati never transcend i t  Bukowski regards the "Edenic" as a ruse perpetrabed by syskms whose 

trans-historical vantages ultimately l ape  back into the historical conditions that gave rise to 

them. With a Cold War pessimism, Bukowski predicts the d d i n e  of al1 revolutions h m  

"hopeful" u p risings in to the "same o l d  governrnents, tracing their inevita ble movement 

towards legislation, hierarchy and oppression: "Mant is only tanks moving through Prague" (86). 

The practice of Marx (by Soviet forces) opposes the theory of M a n  in a concrete instance whose 

reality undermines the trans-historical vulgar Mamism which would preserve an established 

order and discourse (Soviet supremacy, the maintenance of the Soviet Bloc rhetoric) at the 

expense of immediate historical imperatives.9 Çoviet-style Marxism actually obscured history 

under an established trans-historical political, military and economic structure. 

However, Bükowski's denigrating of al1 revolutions itself constitubes a universal theriry 

of the type employed by revolutionaries. Mixed with üus universal, however, Bukowski delivers 

a message of particularity: instead of detennining the originary cause of violence, he views the 

phenomena as circular, outside the logical "cause and effect" of social reformers, who would 

attem pt to end violence by isola ting and eliminating the " reasons" for ils occurrence; in the work 

of Bukowski, where "men are beaten simply for the sake of beating," and where revolution only 

necessitates and engenders further cevolution, ause is efict? Rather than advance a general 

theory about the human predicament-unlike political and religious systems that posit a 

narrative of progress with an identifiable causal agent (and with a prescription for revening the 

"fallen" condition)- Bukowski presents hirnself in a series of conflicting poses or attitudes in an 

attempt to ehde any definitive or traceable pattern. Just as the Cold War informs Bukowski's 

attitude towards Russian Marxism, it also informs his view of the possibilitis offered by 

American democracy: "what do they offer us? Humpiuey or Nixon. like 1 said, cold shit, warm 

shit, ifs ail shif' (85). Bukowskics final verdict on al1 politicai systerns, left- or right-wing, arrives 

with the last clause: "ifs al1 shit" This does not stop him, however, h m  pushing his own brand 

of universal hedonism and from promoting a Bukowskian "theocy" of Cold War 



cynicism. As Nadel points out. postmodem wtiting, uniilce modern-, no longer regards 

history as an "enemy" but as an "accomplice"; dirty realists see "writing not as recording or 

recollecting history but as creating it" (39). Bukowski's "mation" of history orightes in the 

obvious instabiüty of hstorical discourse, and so his text constnicts history at the same t h e  as it 

disparages such constructions. in dirty r e a h ' s  view of history we see the operation of the 

hypocrisy aesthetic. 

E. Heroism (Revisited) and Biography 

Dirty reaiism's heroism differs hem naturalism's in that it considers itself heroic for not king 

able to face the z w l d ,  and for its continued activity in the face of this defeat. The heroism of dirty 

reaiism reni1t.s not from bravely accepüng "a world that others avoid" but from Living with 

defeat, as elaborated by Raymond Carver in Fires: "The anonymous husband, barefooted, / 

humrlia ted, trymg to savc his life, he / is the hero of this poem" (44). Admiration springs from 

confessions of inabdity, from weakness, from protecting one's own Me at the expense of d e h .  

Heroism dernands accommodating the unheroic-cowardice. humiliation and 105s; Carver, no 

stranger to adultery, either on his or hi9 wile's part, conflates his own heroism in 105s with the 

story of Pancho Viiia, to wrest history fiom the han& of the victors and put it into the han& of 

the losers. The particulars of his Me transform into the particulars of the story. No longer 

wiiiing to countenance a traditional heroism of presccibed values and behav iod  modes, dirty 

reaiism confiates biography with writing to suggest that a rmüngness to scrutin& the anheroic 

postures of the self is, in eB#t the most beroic enterprise of ail. Their ability to hce their 

inabiîity to face the wodd infotms the dirty ml&& notion of the b i c .  

Both Carver and Bukowski repeatdy emphasise personal defeat or retrert as the 

source of their artistry, and therefore th& heroimi (since wrihg in the face of aimost 

insurmountable adversity proves the most heroic feat of dkty reaiism). ui the essay " F W  

Raymond Carver credits his ''kids" as exerPring the major influence on the deveiopment of his 

wriüng (30); the essay aiso suggests that the dire circumstances of hir Me -poverty, alrohoiism, 

an unhappy marriage-didy contributed to the idea of conttadictory states m sirndtaneity'. 



"But I leamed some things along the way. One of the thing 1 leamed is ihat 1 had to bend or 

else break. And I ais0 leamed that it is possible to bend and break at the same the"  (27). The 

"same tirne'' divulges how the contradictions of Carver's lire informed his aesthetic of 

sirnultaneity; and how his victory as an author ultimately owed more to his losses and 

iimitations than to in-born greatness. Likewise, Bukowksi, as depicted in Swing of Bukmki, 

consianlly urged his disciples to write fiom an "inner gui vision" (13)F Bukowski recommends 

writing from reactionf which necessarily impües a writing of the conditions that formed the self 

(in this regard, Bukowski stines his reactions by ruminating hypercotlsciously over the 

conditions that d o r m  his charader). 

Dirty realism's texts play at authenticity through their conjunction with the author's 

experiences, hirther entrenching the f o w  on directly "lived" particulais (e.g. history) rather 

than the irnagined conditions of another prson's or groups of persom' existence. Textual 

authenticity develops out of the author's îïrsthand exprience with bis or her material. 

Bukowski's stature as cult figure-an image originating from his purportedly autobiographical 

writing-looms so large that it obliges editor Daniel Waldron to begin his "Foreword to 

Spinning Of Bl<kmm&i with the dixlaimer: "We like Our heroes to be perfect. We don't want 

fleç h and blood; we want monuments. We demand idols - flawless, pure and super-human. 

Bukowski was none of t h e t f  (7)Y Yet the image of Bukowski as "monumentf' proceeds from 

the wriüng itself, hom its daim to heroism. 

In Septuagenhn Stnv (1990), a poem caiied "flying through space" d m i  coming 

just half an inch short of the xhwl record during long jump practice and taking a seif- 

comciously uncaring attitude towards the accomplishment; when the coach expresses 

amazement, "Qiinaski" replies: "'yeah? mind if 1 / shower now'" (a)? Walking away, feeling 

the coach and class watdiing him, Chinaski pretends to have "more important / thin& on [bis] 

mind," and, to demonstrate this: 

SO 

1 stopped 
reached around 
and dug my 



hand into my 
a s  and 
scra tched . 

finishing that, 
1 waiked off toward 
the shower 
room, feehg the 
wonder 
and conhision 
behind 
me. (41) 

Bukowski's heroism arises in avoiding or denigrating accomplishment whiie at the same time 

recognising it, in failing to iive up to expected standards and noms of behaviour, and 

solidifying his position as outsider by antisocial âssplays. The autobiographicai tone of the 

poems suggests that Bukowski very much enjoyed and promoted his underground status; Neeii 

Cherkovs kifs Whitman 's Wild CMdren corroborates the au thor's self-promotion in desaibing 

Bukowski's first visit: "Then he [Bukowski] looked at the photos of some of my liteary heroes 

on the waii and said, 'Jesus, how corne there are none of me'" (9)? The doveiaüing of art with 

experience aiiows the tex& of dirty realism to take on a dual context of fiction and life wriüng 

and to aeate a mystique around the Miter's persona. This mystique lends the mithg a m e r  

authentiaty, which in hun strengthens the trust of the reader towards the written narrative (a 

trust then undermined by the styk of the wriüng itseif) and enhances the quatity of the 

entertainment. The conjuntion behveen biography and fiction proves one of dirty realism's 

main selling points, and actuaiiy proves evident of a capitulation to the marketpiace (while the 

h t i n g  itseif attempts to disavow partiapation in mainstream society). The heroic "outsidei' 

posture of a dmty realist like Charles Bukowsk bYully serves to enhance his market value. ûnce 

again, a hypocrisy between intent (theory) and effect (pctjce) serves to ailow dirty realists to 

operate through conflict. Their heroic posture of self-revektion arises from an onheroic impulse 

to personal gain. 

M. Dirty Fmtinism 

The e m p h w  on lih? eXpenence -tes probiems for dirty reelist authors, partisrrluiy feminists. 



The valorisation of the personal complicates- in some cases negates- the possibility of endoning 

a group program. The emphasis on personal exprience defies gendet sbereotypes, as well as 

specifies the histoncal and socid construction of the subject (hence the possibility of affirmative 

change in the condition of the subject through a change in society). Diana Atkiwon's experiences 

as a stripper stamps her novel on the same sulqect, HigImays md Dmcehalk (1995), with an 

authenticity that undercuts expectations of female concupiscence and eroticism. Simifarly, Lorna 

Jackson, in Dressing jOr Hop (1995), follows women engaged in activities such as stripping and 

singing while her jacket "bio" reads: "For nine years, Lorna Jackson played country music in 

beer parlours and lounges in Vancouver and small-town British Columbia; then she quit touring 

to write." Jackson's legiümacy a* in the congruence between her lived life and the lives she 

records. As Schaub points out, Cold War narratives often seweâ as a site where "private 

expression" and "public expression" came together-although rarely in a mutuaUy reinforcing 

context; such narratives promotai the isolatied or alienated self as the last peephole through 

which to observe the social and political machinery of the west (81). 

This emphasis on direct experience or the particular material conditions of the author's 

life cornes with ib own conceptual limitations. Stuart Hall hints at why dirty rwlism m u t  resort 

to, and accept, theorising where he critiques the pitfalls inherent to an engagement with "the 

concrete historical instance0* (624)- which he views as the flip side to "trans-historical" Mamism: 

"From such a position [the concrete fisturical instance] neither a social formation, not the State, 

can be adequately thought" (624). Limiting oneself to direct experience, and neglating to retain 

some semblance of theory, destroys the b i s  from which one can mount a "ûans-personai" 

(rather than "tram-historicai") enterprise. Although Cotd War fiction manageâ to speak for the 

self, it refused to speak for the other. The feminist authors deploying hypocrisy to unfix 

themselves €rom the social matrix risk cutting themselves off from a contractual relatiowhip with 

other poiitically engaged women. Dirty realism's demand for the personal and the particular, 

valorising direct experience over theotptical perspectives, and the "fndom" guaranteed them 

by hypocrïsy, can stymie the prevalence of rnonologic models 



Bakhtin sees as 

feminjst action. 
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necessary for "social" interaction, including a monologic mode1 for taniteci 

Recog~ing th&, the authors mobüise contradiction as the shared condition 

whereupon the particular expriences of women converge. 

The particular, pnonal nature of the text paradoxically segues into the group program. 

Nadel discloses one of the primary cultural discourses whose constmction dowed for an 

approach to the monologic through heteroglossia: "Those [societal] narratives. Wed with 

repressed duaiity, attempted to reconde the cult of dornestiaty with the demand for domestic 

security . . . [and] made personal behaviour part of a global strategy" (xi). The emphasis on the 

personal in the writing of dirty feminists, such as Bobbie AM Mason and Loma Jackson, 

therefore copes with the narrative of domesticity Oargely centred on the pmpnety of the nuclear 

farmly) and the way this narrative subotdinates " personal behaviour" to a "security" in a way 

that stabilises the power of the nation-state by destabiüsing the social security of women outside 

the dominant discourse. As Nadel pouits out, Cold War discourse designated the nuclear 

tamily as the strongest, most efficacious social unit, while at the same üme consistently qualified 

it as embattled, threatened by forces from without (these "forees" king any counterdiscourses 

which did not jibe with the dominant conservative social model: homosexual, socialist, 

communist, feminist, liberal, etc.). Caught in the paradox of needing to maintain the superiority 

of the nudear family, yet also to identify agents possibly more powerful than, hence posuig a 

seriorts threat to, this modei, Cold War dixourse "repressed" its paradoxicai conceptual duaiity 

under an us/them paradigm. The highiy personal narratives of diay feminists elaborab the 

repressed elements and c w p b  the two-faced duaüsm of Cold War discoumi? to aitique the 

statu quo and, through that to onable their own keedoms. The Priity of 'duty 

feminist" narratives arises in the attempt to mate tactical procedures that w d i  help saleguard 

and main tain diverse and heterogeneous female West y les through the appropriation of 

conceptual paradigms feahired in the dominant social discourse. 

A. "Shiloh" 

Bobby Ann Mason's "Woh" (1982) considers the place of Ieminimr on the Yembattle&" shif'ting 



ground of the hypwisy aesthetic. The story traces the dianging relations between a married 

couple, Leroy and Norma Jean Moffitt. Having lost his job as a truckdriver. Leroy dedines in 

social and familial importance whüe Norma Jean begins her perso~l  ascent. The narrative 

relates their backgrounds, mamage, the effect of Leray's unemployment and, hnally, a trip the 

couple takes to the avil war battlefield, çhiloh. The story witnesses Mason manipulating dirty 

realism's hypocrisy aes thetic in the interests of ferninim. 

The final paragraph of the story relates the confusion Leroy feeIs as Norma Jean 

symbolicaliy "tests her wings": "Now she hum toward Leroy and waves her a m .  is she 

beckoning to him? She seems to be doing an exercise for her chest muscles8' (16). Importantly, 

physical incapacity prevents Leroy from chasing alter Nonna Jean, suggesting their differences 

begin in the physicai and end in the metaphoric. Dirty reaiism launches its personal vision from 

the physical. Leroy's failure to understand Narma Jean's and his own relation to the mal stops 

him from approaching her. Conversely. Norma Jean c o q &  the ambiguity inherent to s i p ,  i.e. 

language (is she "beckoning* or "exerdsing?"), to give herself an exdusive "vantage" over the 

landsape, which, as Shdoh is the site of a Union victory in the ad war, means a vantage over 

history (insofar as history is written by the victors). 

Norma Jean deploys ambiguity to elude "the king," or Leroy's s&y authorised 

control, and to re- history to preùude or eliminate him. The realisation that signs connitute 

not only metaphorical (bdoning) but physical (exercising) phenornena givg Norma Jean her 

power over history; Leroy's failure to understand history as an achial as weil as metaphoncal 

occurrence separates him nom "union" with h i .  d e :  "Leroy hows he is leaving out a lot. He 

is leaving out the insides of history. History was aiways just Mmes and dates to him. It occurs 

to hun that buüding a house out of logs is çimilarly empty - too simple. And the real inner 

workings of a marriage, üke most of history, have escaped him" (16). By knowing, as ail dirty 

realists do, that history involves "names and dates" (ie. language) and " r d  inmd' workings 

(actuaüty). or a non-mediated a9pea. an aspect wads cannot saive (as ieprpsented by the 

finaiity of the gravesites), empowezs N o m  Jean to talre fiill stock of history and thereby 

contain and subwrt it to her own ends. She undexstands that ktory,  as a sign aui event is 



both determined a d  determuiing. Leroy's mistake in thinking hir consciousnesç the sole arbiter 

of &tory cos& him his rnamage. 

Through the exprience of Leroy we understand the emptiness of s t e r e o t p  that 

feminism struggles against. Just as the archetypa1 log cabin that Leroy builds contains no "Mer 

workings" but merely offers a facade, the marriage of Leroy ("the king," or Elvis) and Norma 

Jean (or, Marilyn Monroe), and its traditional semblance of working husband/housebound wife 

likewûe offers no actual interior.6' As avis and Marilyn Monroe represent idealised versions of 

men and women as cultural standards, kroy  dings to an ideabd form devoid of content. nie 

ad war battlefield for him represents a culhrral ideal, a stereotype he submits to, attempting to 

uncover its aduaiity too late. Conversely, Nonna jean does not oubight reject cultural 

stereotypes but recognises in their pure fonnality a lad< of historical attachment which she can 

manipulate to her advantage. M e n  Noma lean's mother, Mabel, says "1 don't know what's 

gotien into that girl" (Il), she puts her finger on the metamorphosis of a stereotype losir~g its 

ideal form from within, as its "Mer workings" begin to warp the fa@de. The word "into" 

suggests that Mabel views her daughter as a hoiiow vesseL predicaüng Norma jean's character 

on an extenor internally invaded by an unknown ("what's") force that defamiliarises her 

behaviour. Moreover, the sentence itseif offers a commonplace response to mystification, a 

conditioned verbal construct which reinforces the bondage of tk subject to representation (to 

definition by exterior, or genitalia) at the same thne as it rehtates itself (through repetition) as 

the ody viable m a x h  for such bondage; in any case, the commonplace saying regrounds itself 

as a practice that overwrites historical speafiaty with trairrhistorid stereotyping. 

Stereotypical modes of conduct and stereotypicai soclal positions testify to the reification of 

character, to the notion of the human as tram-historical, unchanging, unaffected by variable 

social conditions. Personaüty h o m e s  a static "exterior," iike Leroy's history, devoid of any 

interior "workings" (this word implying a constant rnovement, a pn>cess, r a t k  than an 

invariable "chamctef'). Trapped in static stereotypes, h theed portraits of men and women 

reuitorced by the icom of pop dhûa Mabel and M y  ând themselves unable to cope with 

historical change, whereas Nonna Jean utilises historical change to effect her L'beration. Yet th& 



Liberaüon, as the end of the story testifies, remains ambiguous, conceived within the context of 

"monuments" and "dust ruffles," which would indicate that Norma Jean's iiberation from Leroy 

and Mabel does not mean a iiberation from the social. Norma Jean recognises that she can 

manipulate her place in history but not remove herself from it. Identifying herself a sociaiiy 

determincd aiiows Noma Jean access to social enterprise (ferninimi) while also retaining the 

power to speak on her own behalf in history. 

To effect history, dirty realism requires both a conceptual and physicai agency on the 

protagonist's part. Norma Jean's "signing" at the end of the story simultaneously renders a 

motion with and without implication, definite and interpretative. By playmg off the self- 

cvidently physical against the metaphorical, Norma Jean hees herseif from the constrainis, 

failures and disappointments of Leroy's monologic history; trapped in his one "reading" of 

history, Leroy cannot keep up with Norma Jean. The conflict in simultaneity between "saying" 

and "cioing," between the apparent invitation and the self-centred activity of "excercise for lier 

chest musclcs" displays Nonna Jean's awareness of Itberating contradiction62 of saying one 

thing and doing another at the same tirne. By not clarilying the connedion or the âifference 

between saying and doing, Masan aiiows Nonna Jean to exerOse both options. She can submit 

both signalLing and not sig~iiing to Leroy as an alibi for whatever action he takes in response. 

Norma Jean realises that the "embattled" tendency of language towards monologism and the 

subversion of heteroglossia empowers her to choose her syntactid response to the commonality 

of the reaI. In other words, she cari use language to resist contract or to underwrite it. Norma 

Jean can, hypoaitidy, deny union on the grounds of miscornmunication or employ the 

actuality of communication to aaft new alliances. This serves the M t  project of Mason's 

story. Sluloh proves both a victory and defeat of the "union." in e f f a ,  Norrna Jean, by 

manipulating signs and recognising the historical empiuigs of stereotypes, can now manipulate 

those who make no such recognition and remain subordinated to tram-historiai effigies. By 

instating hypoaisy as her monologism, Norma Jean can also access the subversive 

countersigning of heteroglosçia. 



Cmdirsion 

Dirty realism CO-op& the confüct between the textual and the reaL The texhial artefact, the 

"embattled" language, prmits the simultaneity necessary for hypocrisy. Text allows the wnter 

to dweU upon, revise and encode physical events in divergent ways (while retuming to 

physicaiity as distinct from language when a ce& concept requires overtuniing or 

redirecting). Hypocrisy verbaiiy or textuaiiy justifies the unalterable effects of physical action, 

such as sex, bodüy h m  or death; the authors' plain syntax itself presents a type of hypocrisy: 

an evasion of the complexity underlying theV justifications. The simple, Iaconic sentences and 

coiloquial diction exhibit a supposedly fortlrright attitude towards experience; but this 

expression, instead, more often sigtuhes an evasion or exaspration with the complexities it 

encounters. As Carver says in Fires: "What are insights? They don? help any. They just make 

things harder" (24). Dirty reaüsm avoids insights; after ail, it seems safer to accept aU positions 

as tnithlul than to scniünise each for errors and inconsistency and then try and buiid to a mode1 

from the remnants. The notion of "rigour," the golden d e  of current theory, cames Little 

currency in dirty realism. An aesthetic of hypocfisy. an essence in contradiction, protects the 

authors from logical refutation, since any dixovered inconsistency oniy strengthens their 

position. This authorising of everything (which simdtaneously canceIs authority) ülustrates an 

acute awareness of, and reacüon to. the consumer logic of postmodeniism. 

Loma Jackson's short story "Science Diet," from her collection, Dressingjür Hope (1995), 

offers one final example to fiii out this prelimuiary chapter on duty reaiism. In this story, a 

character dying of cancer (or, rather. and signi6cantiy. of the treahnent for it) intones the 

following affirmations to enable herseIf to Ne off the couch: "1 chant dent, Ùrational 

affirmations: My body is balanceci, in perféd h m y  TUMI the u n i m .  My mind and body nom 

manifot divine perfécfion. It works" (94). These four brief sentences tes* to the way ordinary 

language evades the complexities and convolutions i i ~ c e ~ s a r y  for explaining situations. First of 

a& the "cure" for the cancer. rather than the cancer iW. incapadtates îhe narrator, already 

indicating a convergence of binaries: sickness and cure exchange meanhg so that the cure 



recreates the incapauty of the sickness that demands i t  The word "irrationai" expresses 

Jackson's attitude towards the events of her story. "Chant" and "dent" cwperate, 

antagonistically, to reveal the contlict between the narratofs actual and stated position, her need 

to escape the isolation of the "siience" that she, a i  her present rate of decay, speeds towards. 

The ihlia of the affinnations underscore theù presence as rote. And yet, these empty, irrational 

phrases do in fact empwer  her to rise; words "work" By highlighting language, Jackson 

telegraphs the assertive power of narrative, its abiüty to cover or warp the actual. Articulation 

permits Jackson to m a t e  a system-spare, colloquial, irrational- in contiadiction with her 

physical predicament. But her hnguage at tk same tirne reminds us of its position as merely 

text: these affirmations aiiow the narrator to rise not in actuaiity but because the story demands 

it. Similar affirmations foliow, with identical resuits: "It works. i'm awake. 1 am alive" (98). 

The second tirne around, the affirmation sounds even more artifidal, the narrative momentum 

even more forced. Jackson provides no answer to the question as to "how" the affirmations 

work. The story's mechanics remain irrational outside expianation, recalling a reaüty of 

simulation-as-cultural-nom; the naxratiw mechanici operate because Jackson says they do. As 

an author, lanpage aiiows her access to the freedom of a constructed history, but by 

constructing an exdusively syntactical history, Jackson puts herself outside as weli as inside a 

common venfiable reality, which in tum r e m  us to a historical moment characterised by 

atomisa tion simulation and undifferentiated cornmodification. The success of dirty reaüsrn 

depends on how iotally the author "plays" the many options, how effectively they aestheticke 

their hypoaisy. 



ENDNOTES, CHAPTEIl ONE 

My notion of h y p d y  pertains to a manifest contradiction between tkory and practke, to the 
authorizing of p ~ a p i e s  not foiiowed in pradice. 'Iliir hypcrisy a n  appear in many t o m ,  
between an author's intent and an author's accompiishment, between the words and actions 
of a particular character in a literary work, or within the sodological, cultutal, and historical 
background of the literature. My defuiition diffem h m  standard usage only msofar as the 
hypocrisy manifested by dirty realism represents an intentional response to postmodernity. 
The pactice is at once moral and a m o d  "good" and "bad." filled with the tension of 
contraries. The logic of contradiction that cuiimates much of dirty realist mithg fïnds a 
suitable title in the "hypocrisy aesthetic," since contradiction as an arüstic attallunent or goal 
(or as a diagnostic refledion of the histotical moment) fin& its subversive character in a static 
and circular condition where disparities (i.e. between theory and practice) prevent the author 
from being pinned dom, prevent his or her reification as a fixed subpa. 

Bloemink's artide presages my own in saying, "Life is conüadictory and our role ambiguous. 
For art to be meaningful today, it has to reflect thû d t y "  (par. 21). Art, in order to attain 
verisimilitude, must now feature contradiction and ambiguity. 

3 Use of the term "tactical" originates in my reading of de Cerieau's 7 k  Prodice of Evqday  Life 
(1984). In this work, de Certeau refers to those momentary, provisionai, fluid means of 
de fying sys tems of discursive, economic and cultural dominance as " tactics" (xix). Tactics, 
according to de Certeau. operate in and on the "space" provided by dominant systems: "The 
weak must continually tum to Lhw own ends f o ~ e s  dien to them" (xix). Tactics therefore 
serve "ends" achieved through an appropriation of "forces" "alien to," and imposed upon, 
the "weak," or those unable to constitute theu own, spedic discursive space. The confluence 
between de Certeau's "tacticst' and my deveioping definition of dirty r e a h  occurs most 
extensively in chapter four, "Dirty Realism: k r y , ' '  although references to de Certeau run 
throughou t the thesis. 

4 For reasons of space. Lhis section will limit its representatives of dirty realism to Richard Ford, 
Mark Anthony Jarman, Al Purdy, Raymond Carver, Charles Bukowski. Bobbie AM Mason, 
and Lorna Jackson. 
By "ideology" 1 mean Raymond Williams's "riutral" seme of the term dehed in Keywurds 
(1976) as a "system of ideas" (129). ïhe ideas presented by dirty reaüsts do not coalexe into a 
"system"; instead, dirty realism, to borrow a description from Jarneson's Marxism and F m  
(197ï). exemplifies a *'anüsystematic systematiation" (5û). where it's "ideology," or system. 
seems an evasion of rigotous. consistent ideational or concephial modeis. In reproducing the 
"reality" of its tirne-a reaîity of simulation, fmtwed narrative and sodal incoherence- the 
authors of dirty reaiism evade idedograi Wty in the systematic sense under~tood by 
Williams. 

Chapter hvo, "hrty Realh:  Genealogy." deais with the implication of th& "non-systematic 
system" (or Mmxisrn and F d s  "antisystematic systonatimtion," 58) in the genealogical 
development of Mancist didectics in American realism. 

7 In this regard see Madison Bers abbreviated history of the popularity of the 19ûûs short story. 
in lus essay "Less is Les: The Dwindling American Short Story" (1986). Bell regards 
marketing as having had a major impact on the deveiopment of the 1988 short story: "The 
preMiling pmblem with the marketing of the short stoiy collection is its diversity. A t d y  
various book of short fiction. one in whidi e h  s t a y  op- the door to a new world, does not 
package weii" (68). The short story writers of duty realimi, in Beii's view, popularued an 
unpopular üterary form. Noted Mhoiar of the shoe s t a y  Charies E May begim his "Prefacen 
to The New Short Story ThPorie (1994) by recalling tk uitical neglect siufwd by the genre 
prior to 1980 (xi). 



Bukowski, in Ham or2 Rye (1%2), openly admits the dirty realist lack of aspiration: "1 didn't 
know what 1 wanted. Yes, I did. 1 wanted someplace to hide out, someplace where one didn't 
have to do anything" (1%). This "not doing anything" features prominently in Carver, 
Bukowski, Jarman, though not so prominently in Ford, whose own fiction, particularly the 
later novels, recognizes the importance of societal participation, particufarly in the form of 
work 
This view of dirty realism as an antithesis to metafiction finds support in essays such as 
Carver's "Fires," as well as in critical works such as that of Bell, and the rholarship of critic 
K r i s t i a ~  Versiuys. There is a tendency to view the texb of dirty realism in opposition to 
metafiction rather than as a different aesthetic nesponse to common historical and societal 
conditions. This polemic meives further analysis in my chapkr four, "Dirty Realism: 
Theory ." 
Wilson's description opew up questions of "classff in Canadian/US. fiction. Although dirty 
realism does deal with the "underclass," it remains at issue whettier the "underclass" in the 
work of a Canadian dirty realist such as Diane Schoemperlen is the same "underclass" in the 
work of U.S. writer Charles Bukowski. 
The novel follows Hamy Quim, a veteran of the Viehiam War, on a quest to free Sonny, the 
brother of his lover, Rae, from incarceration in a Mexican prison. In Oaxaca, Quim enlisb; the 
aid of a Mexican lawyer, Bernhardt, to negotiate Çonnfs release. Çonny, fomerly a 
professional basketball player, has run afoul of Deak, a Lms Angeles drug dealer, who accuses 
him of stealing the drug Ç o ~ y  was meant to convey. In jail, fellow inmates in the employ of 
the numerous local dnig interests target Sonny for retribution. In the course of Bernhardt's 
and Quinn's rescue attempt, the novel flashes back to Quim's meeting and relationship with 
Rae. The flashbacks recount the various locales Quinn and Rae lived in, Quinn's roodess 
movements from one job to another, Rae's immersion in the populat culture of television and 
slick magazines; they also recall Quinn's boyhood, his family life, and his fathefs loss of a 
hand in a faming accident, a loss that incongniously leads to a more suitable, and happier, 
employment for the man. The flashbacks and the p m n t  narrative jointly depict the violence 
that has run like a theme Uuoughout QU~M'S existence, h m  the beating he endures as a re-po 
man, to his trigger-happy reaction b Rads departure, to the bnrtatity of Mexico. Rae's arriva1 
in Oaxaca coincides with the vandalism of a Pepsi truck, and the poli tical violence culminates 
in the bombing of a Baskin and Robbins, an event that kills several bystanders, including an 
American family. Just as a deal seems imminent for Sonny-following a meeting with the 
German, Zago, a major drug connection who promises to "prote& Quinn and deal with 
Deab-Bernhardt is gunned down in his office, depriving Quinn of his only "in" with the 
Mexican underworid. However, he is soon contacteci by Susan Zago, Zago's wife and 
Bernhardt's former lover. Although Quinn believes she killed Bernhardt, he agrees to meet 
with her because she represents his last hope for k i n g  Sonny. Their rendemous, however, 
ends in a blood bath. Encountering Susan's associate, Muaoz, the boy who shot Bernhardt and, 
it turns out, Deab, Quinn retaliat& to their thmat by shooting hb way to freedom, killing, in 
the process, Susan and a guard. The novel ends with him and Rae abandoning S o ~ f s  cause. 

l2 Regarding ideology, I use Bakhtin's language paradigm not only IiteraHy but also 
metaphorically, as a trope for the pmmce of simultaneously conflicting conceptual syslms. 

l Such üui€t, Wilson contends, represents a reaction against the "descriptive passages, thetoncal 
figures, baroque elaboration" (90) of the 1%0s experimental fiction produced by Barthes, 
Pynchon, Coover, Barthelme and Gaddis- though, in my estimation, dirty realism figures as 
an miother reaction to postmode~ty. 

14 JeCçrey J. Folks addresses the "deterretorializeâ conditionf' (216) of Ford's charactem. 
According to Folks, dominant discursive systems-in this case those of th fderal US. 
govemment- have enacted geographically specific foms of Iegislation that have alienatied the 
inhabitants of specific regions fmm identifying with those mgions monceived in officia1 



discourse. The displacement of traditional modes of Life by new laws of conduct and 
geographical relation has erased regional identities. Region, therefore, no longer assumes a 
defining characteristic in the categorhtion of the s u m .  These characters are, in FoU<sts 
term, "roolless" (215) denied geographical spcificity by a government that constitutes them 
as undifferentiated subjects beholden to gene raW legal prinoiples. 

1s These distinctions, and the way they impact character, have become increasingly difficult to 
sus tain in the overdetermined world of dirty realism, though they do provide epistemological 
and social categories that characters can variously derence when the need aNes. These 
categones. in fact, pertain now more to target markets rathcr than to social realities; a 
character's ability to evade the market depends upon his or her recognition of these 
pigeonholes as provisional and imaginative rather than aduaL 

l6 In the Pmis Reviezu interview, Richard Ford praires the ûlogicality of knguage: "One of the 
ways sentences can surprise theh maker, *ase their reader and uncover something new is 
that they get to the sense they make by other than ordinary logical meam" (45). Jannan's text 
evades logical exposition, conveying "seme; instead, through textual music. 

17 For more on Bukowski as a stytist see pgs. 41-42 
la My use of these divergent strands of Manrimi-from dassical formulations by Man, to the 

Frankfurt school dialectic of Horkheimer and Adorno, to the cultural studies of WiUiams, to 
the post-structuralist take of Jarneson. to Stuart Hall's mixture of Marxism, deconstruction 
and postiolonial theory-touches upon ways of reading dirty realism, ways of 
contextualising and presenting parücular instances of its tactin. The nature of the Manist 
texts (and, later, the theones of de Certeau) used to facilitate this study attempt to 
accommodate the variations prfomed by diriy reaüsts. WMe a scattershot technique of 
theoretical application proves useful in iliuminating particular variations performed by dirty 
reaüsts on the level of theory, and while it helps to faditate my own theory on &y reaiism 
through an assemblage of theoretical details, it unfortunately &O has the effect of 
comproxnising the integrity of Man<ist schoiars who have developed classical M a M t  
formulations in not necessariiy incornmensvate but certainiy di&rent directions. In this 
instance, my deployment of Williams's reading of the word "aesthetic," distlliguishes between 
a concern over craft from a concern owt  the "a or cultural" content of the art work. 
Williams's distinction between the "aesthetic," the "social" or the "cultural" marks off 
categones that engage dirty r e a l h .  Carver's and Bukowsiüs interest in "questions of visual 
apparance and effect," to the detriment of attempüng to articuhte a stable "sucial or 
cultural" context for our interpretation, te& us something about th& aversion to endorsing 
or fully committing to any over-riding paradigm (whidi 1 diKuss in chapter three, "Dirty 
Realism: History" under the term metanarrative), their preference for creating an interpretive 
impasse through contradiction. Their f o w  on aesthetic-as elaborated by Williams-at the 
expense of a stable interpretative content, furthennote i n t r o d u ~  us to postmodernity's 
interest in style. surfâce. image and simulacm an Merest Jarneson engages in P a s t m ~ i s m ,  
or the Cultural Logic of Latt Gspittalism. 

19 In chapter two, "Duty Realism: Cenealogy/ 1 wiii indiate how tk conjunction between 
"trutif and aesthetic amves to dirty r e a h  via a mturalistic strain in American realism. 
Whle early naturalist, such as Theodore Dreiser and Frank Norris. saw tmth as the inevitable 
result of a fiction written with honesty and mrenmce, dirty realism mverts this idea, 
contending that truth is an effect of a style bereft of honesty and teferenm. This distinction 
merely relates the changing "huth'' of two different moments m the history of the twentieth 
century. Tmth, üke everything else in the world of postmodem realism. bPs become reified, 
an aesthetic commodity of sheer surfaces. 

20 Chapters three and four of this shtdy-thase p b h i n g  to âirty reaihn's Iàsiorical moment, 
and to the ramifications of dirty realist "practice" in a postindustrial society - Jhidy the texb 
of minimalism-a term applied by aitics such as Madban Smart Mi, in bis essay "Les is 
Less" (Hmpcr's. 272.1631. April1986) to writers such as Raymond Carver-and the way they 



exemplify the "feanome homogeneity" of a world BeU sees as dominateci by "the idenocal 
apartment and department store . . . from Seattle to Miami8' (68). BeU, in c o r n p a ~ g  the 
stories of minimaihm CO identical, interchangeable, homogenous consumer mtefads (he view 
the niinimaiist aesthetic as a template for reproducing identical stoties ) grounds dirty realirm 
in a consaous, aesthetiosed respnse to an America cluttered with identical consumer 
options. 

21 1 deal in greater length with b i s  work, which elaborates the aesthetics of the Cold War, in 
chapter three, "Dirty Realism: History." 

21 This notion of "reinforcing antagonisms" hints at the histoncal situation of dirty realism, a d  
comects Canadian miters with their American pers. Developed during the middle and 
later stages of the Cold War, where the "balancet' of west versus east very much fed into and 
buttressed the bhry-reliant "us vems ihem" ideologies of commwiimi and capitaüsm, dirty 
realism seems a Literary stewhild of the "mutuaily reinforcing antagonid at play globally 
during the lm, 19705 and 198aF. Since Canada and the United States both belonged to the 
"west" of the global equation, they absorbed the Cold War paradigm into their üterahues. 
Thomas HiU Schaub, in his study Amaicm Fiction in the Cold Wm (Ml), refers to the cuihiral 
and conceptual fields that Cdd War authors attempted to negothte as characterised by 
"oppositions," "cold war dualism" and "binarism" (79). Chapter three, "Dirty Realism: 
History," deals more concretely with the effect of the Cold War on the literahire of the period. 

3 Charles Bukowski stretches the limits of line break and "poetic rhythm" even hirther. 
Bukowski's poetics undergo lengthy discussion in chapter four, "Dirty Realism: Theory." 

24 The idea of "sameness," of the "identical" though 'different," characterizes the writing of a 
society duttered, as we saw in Jannan, with undifferentiated options. Just as Drinkwater 
loses himseîf in a world pervaded by "junk," one which offers no appredable hierarchy 
between parts, which cornmodifies all, including the human, into qua1 but d i f h t  
components, Purdy witnesses the cornmodification of concept through the metaphor of 
landsca pe. 
My notion of the dialecticaal relies primarily on Flednc Jarneson's M&m and T o n  Jarneson 
identifies the work of dialectia in autoaitique, or in enacting "thought about thought" (53), 
in order to constantiy resict the reification of idea into trans-historicai forrn. in Jarnesrni's 
argument, more fuiiy eiaborated in chapter two, " M y  Realism: Genealogy," the dialecticai 
materiaüst constantly questions the source and fonn of his or her ideas as a way of 
regroundhg the conceptual in Mdal and historia1 forces. Epistemology mnahs contingent 
upon the matenal real. The mind must "conceive" of itself and the "function of itseif" in 
order to remain in touch with the comtantiy transforming culturai and historical speaiics that 
give rise to idea. 

26 in Wildlile, Joe Brinson, the sixteen-yearsld wrator, recounts the temporary dissolution of 
his famüy during the faU of 1%0. His father, Jerry, accused of stealing by his employer- 
probably untairly -quits his job at a golf cacuse, and lesves bis i g y  to fight the forest biies 
raging in the mountairrs outside the t o m  of Great Frfln Montana. Abandoned, Joe a d  his 
mother, Jeanette, must corne to gr@ with the possiity that Jeny may not retum. Jemette 
seeks employment, and eventuaiîy begim seeing a nwried man, Warren Miller. Thrcmghout 
the narrative, Joe copes with hir sudden and unwanted independence, and with the 
realisation that he can no longer rely on his parents for steadhst CO& since bey, tm, seem 
as equaiiy prey to the acadents and pitlalis of Me. At the end, Jerry rehms and conhmits 
Warren Müler, a confrontation that ends in Jerryfs humiliation befoore Joe8s eyes. Although 
jeanette leaves the family home, and eventualiy Great Falls itself, a final chapter recopnQ her 
reunion and reconciliation with Jeny a year later. Ï n  1961. 
Set mainiy in the s m d - t o m  of Montana. these stories again present Uie windswept, bieak, 
semi-mral, and often extiemely limited ecommic horiu,ns of the American mid-west 
For a more extensive chcussion on Roman Jakobson, metonymy and cmiriguity, see chapter 
four, "Dirty Realism: Theory." 



ri Moreover, this dishust of unions r e l a b  ta a larger concem on the part of dirty reaüsts other 
than Ford. who view the traditional union as no longer a voice in defence of the opprersed 
worker but as an organisation "colonized" (49, according to Jameson's Poslniahnisni, by 
capital. Helen Potrebenko, in Tari (1975), speakr of the disappesrance of the individual 
worker amidst union politics and money matbers 0, and David Adams Richards. in Niglrts 
B e l m  Statim Street (1989), critiques union priorities (195). hterestingly, Canadian writers 
believe the union should speak, in Po&benko8s words, for the "mere worker," while 
American writers such as Richard Ford maintain more of a polemical position between the 
individual and the organisation, fearing the substitution of any organisational voice for the 
individual. See also p. 36-38 for Bukowski's distnist of left-wing organisations. 

30 Richard Ford, in a ment  CBC interview (lm, likewise coemes the universal out of the 
particular. He remarks on the scope of dirty realism: "Fiction, at l e s t  as 1 imagine it, is always 
devoied to particulars . . . they [the readersJ will hke these particulars that I mite, and say. 
'Yeah 1 recognize th& that makes sense to me.' And that they will see the world in more 
cohesive terma" Again, we have complementary opposites: the "particuiaf' and the 
"cohesive." Ford implies thai a fms  on pirticulaa permitr greater comprehension of 
wholenes. Later in the same interview, he contradicb this particularism with a universal: "1 
think ifs the human condition to be slightly adrüt." The phrase "human condition" ranks 
among the greatest rhetorical generalisations. Dirty realism provides unresbicted access to as 
many viewpoints, attitudes and positions as possible. As Earl, fmm "Rock Springs." states: 
"between the tdea and the a d  a whole kingdom lies" (17); these texts occupy a "kingdom" of 
plural binaries, such as "idea" and "act" Theu hypocrisy aesthetic celebrates conflict Not 
surprisingly, Richard Ford's m a t  successful novel, lndepenha Day, refers often, and borrows 
heavi l y, from Emerson's "Self Reliame." The confluence of independence, the ind ividual and 
celebration of contradiction, I would argue, cornes to dirty realism through the legacy of 
American "ha nscendentalism." Dirty Realism presenb the end logic of Emerson's dichun: 
"Speak what you think now in hard words and tomorrow speak what tomorrow thinks in 
hard words again, though it contradict everything you say May" .y"). Walt Whitman 
likewise provides a literary precedent: "Do I contradict myself? / Very well then 1 contradict 
myself / (I am large, I contain multitudes)" (123). Not surprisingly, Whitman's pyous 
contradiction cornes from a poem titled, "Song of Myself." Neeli Cherkovski examines 
Bukowski in light of Whitman; e p. 36-37. 

3' Raymond Carver les explicitiy addtffses the place of authority in fiction, although he doe 
make daims that endorse a similar simultaneity. In an interview included in €ira. Carver 
conflates "good" (209) writing with "moral" writing, but undercuts this by stating that fiction 
"doesn't have to do anything" (209). By claiming and disavowing necessity in writing, he 
frees himself from the restraints of definitive positions while sti11 letbing himself state them. 
By not king  accountable even to his own rules, Camr enjoys the M o r n  of hypmisy. 

32 These dilemmas result largely h m  downturns in the ail industry k m ,  union layoffs at the 
railway Company, divorce ptoceedings, criminal pas& catching up with characûers, and ways 
of life (particularly in regards to hunting and fishing) d i ~ ~ p b e d  by federal regulatiow. 
AS with Purdy, the sbries in Ford's writing serve a diaktical function of making solipsism 
aware of itself (though this awareness does not necessarily broaden i b  perspective). 
Mmxistn and fmt calls this idea "praxis," or action aware of itself and its historical and social 
underpinnings (188). 

35 in this case, Cherkovski's " i d e o l w  îs more than "false consciousness," but rather, 1 think, a 
word he uses to imply "political program" or "agenda" (meaning rigorous, codifieci, 
exemplary noms of activity). 
Chapter two, "Dirty Realism: Genealogy," deals exknsively with Bukowski's Factohm in the 
context of late capital and wage labour. 



Ford mentions Hemingway in the Guagiiardo interview; Carver refers to Hemingway in Fira, 
and Bukowski's miting, particularly Sfpfuagenmian S t m  runs replete with odes to 
Hemingway's greatness. 
Ford, in the Pans Reuï*erut says of character: "I think of them as changeable, provisionaL 
decidedly unwhole" (46); elsewhere he c a k  character "incalculable . . . obscure . . . 
unpredictable" (46). Varty views Jarman's Drinkwater as a force of hnguage rather than a 
genuine character (31). Bell ais0 remarks u p n  the interchangeability of protagonists in 
minim alist fiction (65). 
Paul Civeilo, in Amerkan Literay Noturalisrn md i fs  Tmtieth-Centiuy Transfiinnatims (1994), 
speak; of Hemingway's naturaüst kgacy as the instaüng of individual consciousness, with all 
its strengths and limitations, as the sole arbiter of reality; see chapter two, "Dirty Reaiism: 
Genealogy ." 
Chapter three, "Dirty Reaiism: History" examines dirty maList writing in the content of the 
Cold War, drawing attention to the historical "narrative" and its various forms that emerged 
from the U.S./Soviet conflict. 
Schaub agrees with this histrionic position, noting the dominant characteristic of Cold War 
fiction as  "a form whidi is Uiherently suspicious of form-of any projected meaning" (79). 
Dirty reaiism mistrusts the forma1 conventions of reaüsm, partKularly that convention which 
suggests that language can serve as a disinterested, objective "projedof of events. 
n i e  suspicion of language and of linguistic interpretation and communicaüon mark dhty 
realism's aliegiance to the postmodem. The postmodem realism of dirty realist authors no 
longer observes the modemist primacy of the author as central Literary consciousness in the 
wa y implied by Hemingway's prose. Purd y's literary preference tends away from exhibition 
and literal instruction; speaking of Earle Birney's T u m y  in Startingfrom Ameliasburgh, he caiis 
it "an object lesson in good prose-interesthg easily understood. and presenting ideas whose 
depths require further mental sounding on the part of the readef (281). As with Carver's 
minimalisai, Rtrdy prizes a fiction the reader must sound out, whose "ideas" necessitate 
persona1 interpretation. The presentation of the work itseif encodes a message of individual 
endeavour. In Hollymd (1989), Bukowski repües to a question on integrity by saying the 
public will have to judge hhn not by his improved Mestyle but by the quaüty of his prose (58); 
he cedes qualitative verdict-making to the readership. Bukowski's and Purdy's direct, 
descriptive sentences, th& refusai to assert meaning, and their invitation to interpretation 
preserve the primacy of particulai and individual respmes. Simikrly, Ridiard Ford, in the 
Guagiiardo i n t e ~ e w ,  says "1 think the telling of stories is in and of itseif a way of persuading 
the reader away from whatever is plaguhg her or him, and of asking the reader to believe 
that another and more felicitous order can be put on experience, and that th& order has a 
structure that is, in an almost abstrack way, pleasurable and beautihil to behold" (614). Ford, 
then. sees " s t o y  as an enlightening of tk mader to poJJiaility, ntkr thn conveying a 
specific instroctim TlnOugh the process of storyteiipig, the reader becornes awue of 
"another and more Wttous order," m otkr words, diff&ent ways of stmctoring a<perience 
in order to distance the self h m  'whatever is piagiiing her or him." in each case, then, art 
becornes a resource, a suggestive methoâ, rather than a prescriptive or condusive statement. 
The author serves more as a collaborator with the reader, or even as a signpt, rather than a 
definitive, instructive entity. Dirty reaiists therefore view the reader's relation to th& text as 
elective and dernouatic. Throughout, they reject positions of narrative authority vis-à-vis the 
readership. 
In an i n t e ~ e w  printed in Crmtmrpa~ry A s t h ,  Jarman announced: "1 have üüle to say about 
my wriüng. 1 would rather write ihan talk about writinf (239). TMs rehisal to elabonte 
suggests that Jarman sa highiy values the immediacy of the a& or moment, of writing, the 
direct experience of text unfolding, lhat he refuses to endom mbquent commentary, or 
interpretative authority over his own tex&. Jarman's unwillùigness to comment on his 
wriüng leaves the determination of meaning in the hsrnds of the reader. 



As Grenelle tells Charley, his English text is "not quite finished. . . . Becauce you c a ~ o t  rely on 
the speaker" (253). The text is only "finished" once it has been interpreted and translated into 
the readef s own language. 

45 1 use Seamon's article he.2 only to briefly outiine and introduce the main ideas infocming the 
links drawn W e e n  niihiralism and di* realism in chapter two, "Dirty Realism: 
Genealogy," which refers to a wider body of naturalist scholars. 
As the genealogical section intends to show, noted naturalist critics such as Donald Pizer 
question the degree to which early naturalists, such as Theodore Dreiser, could daim a 
consistent, logical philosophy. Although Seamon's article introduces key debates in 
nahrralism, it by no rneans constituks the final word on the literary movement, whose 
theoretical, aesthetic, philosophical convolutions in fact more ofkn than not suggest an 
aesthe tic variance and philosophical permissiveness at oâds with the codified definition 
suggested here. 

" This distinction appears in greater detail in Seymour Chatman's Story md Discourse: NmratiDe 
Stntctrtre in Fictim and Film (Ithaca: ComeU UP, lm): 19-27. 
Compare samon's version of inwnt with what Grebstein views as Hemingwafs totalitarian 
control of the readefs conxiousness and already we perceive a glimmer of critical controversy 
over what, exactiy, tealism intendeâ. Likewise, Wilson views dirty realism as a highiy 
"controlled" form of writing, whose semiotic field remains confined by an intentionatly 
narroweû aesthetic. What remains missing from these accounb is the historical setting, and 
the way it affected the claims made by realists, naturalists and dirty realists, whose objecûvity, 
conci usive impulse and conceptual indeterminacy reflect, respecüvely, Rinekenth and 
twentieth century historical moments in "objective," empirical science, Darwinian social 
theories which viewed social behaviour ttvough "conclusive" biological terms, and a 
posûnodern wortd ruled by simutacra, scientific indeterminacy and a cultural 
cornmodification which "markets" a wide variety of conflicting consumer options. The 
connedion between realism and history therefore offers one solution to the conflicting 
definitions of reaiism. 

J9 This, in tum, proves a controversial point, since many of the naturalist scholars discussed in 
the genealogy section insist that nahmlism wrote the way it did as a urpituiufion to market 
tastes, particularly the taste for easy "sentiment" conveyed through purple prose. 

50 This statement proves questionable, since general understanding holds that "bad" prose is 
easier to compose than " g d "  ptose; hence "good" prose-through the very qualities that 
make it good, i.e. its lack of bdabored artifice-cornes "marked" with the p a t e r  amount of 
"labour it cosr than "bad prose. 
Again, critics such as Walter Benn Michaels, Laurie Merish and Eric Sundquist regard 
naturalist writing as a re-inscription of the capitatist e h .  

" Later sections will elaborate the differences between classical and vulgar Manrism. It is my 
belief that dirty realisrn is intrinsically Mamist, though with a decidedly postmodern vantage. 
This notion of discourse as a stable, "monologid' order of signs dedicateâ to containing and 
overwriting the particular, provisional and sociallyconstnicted force that is history (for which 
Bakhtin's "heteroglossia" furnishes a suitable metaphor) finds its most wholesome elaboraüon 
in Michel de  Certeau8s nie Fractice of ûrdinmy Li)k (1988). De Certeau details the means by 
which the subjugated can, through the recognition of history as contingent, destabilise those 
discursive systems w hich attempt to define history according to generalised tenns (rather than 
noting how history defines tkm). Chapter four, "Dirty Realism: Theory," eirtewively 
references de Certeau, and hou his theory of discourse and history illuminabes the practice of 
dirty realism. 
Jamson's Postrricrdettiisrn refers to the "loss of historicity" (x) as a distinctly postmodem 
condition wherein "historical cieafness" results h m  the impossibility of any theory to mist 
conscription into the posûnodern long enough to offer a hisbricd diagnosis. 



55 This work presents a heteroglot text Corn posed of qua1 parts fiction, autobiography, political 
editorial, fantasy and pomography, Notes of a DirQ Old Mun colle& m r a l  of the 
underground newspaper pieces Bukowski publisheâ in Los Angeles duhg the t96ûs. It 
constitutes his most unorthodox text. 
This instance provides an example of Bukowski, despite his avowed rejection of 

totalitarianism, hypocritically making a blanket statement that iîself reifïes history, making no 
consideration of the manifold particdam that differentiate vanour political revolutions 
throughout history. Thus, while Bukowski critiques revolution for ignoring the historical 
subject, he himself obscures histury by creating a metanarrative of failure that presupposes the 
effects and conditions of particular revolutions past and future. Hem, the hypocrisy aesthetic 
is in full swing. 
The Prague uprising has ail the characteristics of a Marxist mvolution, with its shident- and 
workingtlass agitation, antagonisrn towards an established, repressive, totalitarian regime, 
opposition to foreign imperialism, demand for betber political conditions and cdtural 
W o m s .  The practice of Soviet Manrism, in this case, rhetorically overdtes and miiitarüy 
erases an historical crisis of a sort which Marx himself attempbed b alieviate. For more on the 
comection behveen dkty realism and the Cold War, see chapter th=, "Dirty Realism: 
His to ry." 
I will further elahrate on the disappearance of cakgorical causes and effects in chapkr two, 
"Dirty Realism: Genealogy," séction III. B. 

59 Similarly, Cawer recommends, in the foreword to On Becuming o Nmiist (1983), writing out of 
"ex perience" (xvii). 

60 This notion of the "perfectc' hero as "monument" secms one area of difference behveen 
American and Canadian cultural values. Richards's Nighh &lm Stalioic Shaet presents, in the 
character of Joe Walsh, a character heroic in spite and because of his physical condition. 

61 Once again, dirty realism confronts the characteristic "surface" of postmodernity, which 
contains no "deeper logid' (Poshnodeniism xii). 

62 This liberation, of course, has limib; see chapter four, "Dirty Realism: Theory." 



Two 

Dirty Rellism: Geneaiogyl 

In trodii dion 

Debate over twentieth-century r e a h  (including its sub-variant, nahrraiism) has comistently 

focussed on the degree of its engagement with societal mores, conventions and products. From 

William Dean Howelis to Charles Bukowski, American realism tesponds to the conditions of the 

historical moment. immersed in the cultural pment, reaiists deployed various stfategies for 

inscribing their societal critique, sometimes omitting the extent of, or stnigglùig against, their 

immersion in the surrounding milieu and, at other times, exploiting that immersion for purposes 

of activiçt, personal, or aesthetic prerogatives. The genealogical development of dirty realiçm 

indicates the awakening of American realists to Lhe advent of an industrial commodity culture, 

and its increasing prevalence in daily Me. The movernent from realism to naturalism to dirty 

realism (insofar as these terms, and the writers they d e r  to, permit pigeonhoiing) traces a 

varying willingness to admit an inextricable cultural and historical affiliation between the 

author's product (their texts) and his or her respective saiety (in accord with the increasing 

predominance of culture in every aspect of American Me). Fmm attempts by early naturalists, 

induding Theodore Dreiser and Frank Noms, to daim a space outside society (one from which to 

level their mticisms), to mid-century naturaüsts, Frank No* and John Steinbeck (more willing 

to admit of the complex inter-dependence between author and society), to îate-century dirty 

realists, Richard Ford and Charles Bukomki (who have abandoneci any podbihty of autonomy 

for a writing that testifies to iîs compke submersion in hiaory), the record of North American 

realism shows a gradua1 engagement with a dialectical notion of the historical moment 

The movement of realism towards the diaiectical vaion embodied m dirty reaiism's 

h y p w j r  aesthetic witnessed various pennatations diiiing ihe twentieth cenhxry, permutations 

informed by changing histoncal conditions. The deveiopmmt of a tnily dialecticai realism 

foilowed from appraisals and reappraisals of the author's relation to surtounding culhval and 



social forces. Realists-Theodore Dreiser? Frank Nomis, J.T. Farrell, John Steinbeck, Richard Ford 

and Charles Bukowski-raponded to the histoncal moment in an individual mariner. and to 

stress a continuity of themes-a canyingsver of speahc content-would work against the 

dialectical proces embodied in their writing. While techniques did carry over fiom genefation to 

generation, they did so only insofar as they remained Sefviceable in assistùig the authois' 

engagement with the political, cultwal and soda1 Me of the mornene and if any "tradition" exists 

in the writing, then it is this engagement with the present, a set of concena about soaat 

organisation and its eff-, rather than a conformity to a fixed set of affthetic or phdosophical 

conventions handed d o m  from Literary forebears to heirs (since, as we shall see, different times 

caiied for different tactics). Likewise, the record of the aitical reception of realism indicates the 

degree to which various realists remained wonxious, or hyper~on.ous8 of th& plaœ in 

history, as well as the degree to which various critics owmrote their own topical fixations upon 

the texts of realkm. 

1. Initiai Practitioners 

n ie  debate over realimi, elaborated by Donald Pizer in the coliection of essays, articles and 

cri ticism en titled Dmmmts ofAmcllmcllcm RnJian and Nuhiraiism (1998)?2 roughly begirts in the mid 

1870s. The contmversy consisted of a polemic that pitted a democratically-minded, SOQally- 

active aesthetic favouring the "commonplace" (William Dean Howells's term, according to Pizer8 

for the new mode of wnting)# versus the e n b e d d ,  reactionary and aristaxatic pweyon of 

Romantickm (44). This poiemic has katured iargely in the history of schohhip c o d  

with realism, with sdiolars and aitics ~amniing the extent to which the ma l ied  authoxs of the 

realûtic mode succeeded in aitiqaing or capitulating to s d ,  politid and econornic 

convention. nie critical debate surroding reaiîsm foc-ussed more often than nat on mtention 

with critics and the writers themselves either reacting to, or fwtherhg, the propasalf made by 

predecessors. 

intention covas an exceeciingiy wide grotlllC1. There is the intention of the author, o h  



elaborated by the authors themselves-in work sudi as Frank Norris's "The Respomibilities of 

the Novekt" (1902) or James T. Farrell's "Some Observatiom on Nahiralisrn, So Cakd. in 

Fiction" (1950). This expression of conscious intent fïnds adjacent support in uitidsm 

(particularly enrfy aiticism, notes Pizer, 5). sudi as ihat of Hamlin Garland, H. H. Boyesen and 

Clarence Darrow, or Charles Dudley Wamer or Hamilton Wright Mabie, who. in defence and 

attack, respectively, engaged directly with the stated intent of realistic writers such as HoweUs: 

"the uitical discussion of American realism and rtaturalism was conducted as a public debate 

centring on the implications of these fonns of expression for contemporary American life" (Pker 

181). This "discussion," Pizer notes, developed from the fall-out of the American C i d  War (3) 

and its attendant re-appraisal of demw~cy (4). h m  the "not uncornmon nineteenth century 

confict behveen religious faith and doubt" (7). from a reaction againrt, and challenge to, "the 

issue of sexuaiity in fiction" (7). and Irom the questions raised by Darwin's evolutio~ry mode1 

(12) and the Ne of empincal scientifk methodç in generd (7). Early American reaüçm, as 

embodied in the work of William Dean Howells. invoked "a century of Jeffersonian and 

Jacksonian d e m m  tic faith in the good seme!. vigor, and moral insight of the common person" 

(4). The novels of Howells and his descendants tumed from the fanCasies of the then prevalent 

mas-marketed romand to engage directly with the central social issues of theù day - postcid- 

war Ameria, the rise of industry and consumer culture, inueased American partiapation in 

world affairs, changing sociai vaiues, the rise of science as the primary filter behveen human 

beings and the world - laying, in the procas, the fmdations for the autouitique evident in 

postmodern fiction (which continuaiiy considers its own reiationship with the cuiîure it 

interrogates and serves). Though neither Howeils nor Dreiser openly expressed how deeply their 

respective cultures infiltrateci their work (on the contrary, Dreiser believed his works constituted 

"objective" programs for sochl  refom, diagnasîic pr- through which he could sdentificaüy 

examine his culture. as it were, lrom the outsideb U>ey tumed the aüention of the Amerkm novei 

towards the society that consumed it. 



Realism of the late nineteenth century had, at its root, a deep suspidon of, if not oueight 

hostility towards, what Theodore heiser caiied, in "Tme Art Speaks Plainlyn (19û3), 

"immutable forms" (155). By this phrase, Dreiser meant the theones-primarily Qirisoan- 

which, regarded as eterd,  universaliy appücable and undianging, obstructed the view of 

his tory and soàety as sociaily~oiistnicted (155). Seventy years b ter, Fredric Jarne- in Mmxism 

and F m ,  would echo hiserfs "immutable fonw"4 with the word "hypostases" (56) - by which 

he means an "optical illusion of the substantiality of thought" (57), or the belief in the trans 

historical content of a particular concept- when referring to the work of M e t  dialectics upon 

epistemology. in th& context, Jarneson's theory of the Manisi dialectic provides a means of 

bridging the different forms taken by the critique of essentialkt epistemology in naturalDm and 

dirty reaiism; &y realism's indetenninacy prtakes in a greater tradition of Amencan realism. 

But, whilc Dreiser attacked the reüance on outdated epistemological models that could not 

account for, or sufficiently engage with, the transformations visible in history, he did not (or, 

more precisely, given the concerm of his tirne, corild not) suddenly adopt the postmodem 

inde teminacy tha t fea turcs in dMy malism. In fact -as the current a'itics Walter B ~ M  Midiaels, 

Paul Civelio, James R Giles and June Howard all note-proponents of nahialism more often 

than not substihited their own mimutable forms in place of Uvistian doctrine or nineteenth- 

century econornics. They tackled the problew of their age by subordinating history to asthetic 

precep ts. 

A. Aesthetiasm 

Dreiser's Sister Omie (1900) offers a behavioual paraclip that rejeas Christian categories of 

ternptation or chamder for an absolute mode1 compounded from evolution and biology: "A 

man's fornine of material progress is very much the same as his bodily growth E i k  he is 

growing stronger, healthier, wiser, as the youth approaching manhood, or he is growing weaker, 

older l e s  incisive mentally, as the man approadiing old age. Thete are no o h  states" (239). 

The absolute "either/d of ihiser's statement indiates a reluctance to ngorous1yS question the 



absolutism of a view that sees physiological dedine as immutable and universal, a view that 

Waller Benn Michaels, in The Gold Standnrd and the Logic of Natiiralism (1987), cak "the myth of 

equilibrium" (43). Dreiser displaces the "myth" of will with a "myth" of biology; men no longer 

detemine theu fates through force of w i l  but through recognising and dealing with the effecb of 

physiological decline: "Manhood appears here only as the impossible balance, the vanishing 

point y ou th apprwches and old age falls away hm" (Michaels 43). Here, ûreiser regards the 

body as the irreducible factor detennining choice and behaviour. Sister Gnnr not only, as 

Michaek notes, promotes the ideology of the deslledriven aonomy of early twentiethîentury 

America (M), but also the absolutism of a late nineteenth-century ernpirical discourse. Yet the 

absolutism of Dreiser's physiological model nins aground on contrary sbtements made 

elsewhere in his writing. nie statement, "There are no other sbtes," seems to contradict, or at 

least complicate, Dreiser's opposite contention, in T n i e  Art Speaks Plainly," that "Life is not 

made up of any one phase or condition of being." (156). Dreiser tumed to a metaboiic model- 

Hurs twood's "ka tasta tes" and " anasta tes" (240)-derived h m  the s i en  tist, Elmer Gates, as bas& 

for explaining physicai deterioration, and, around the! same tirne as he published Sister Cmne, 

also declared the impossibüity of any theory to affim the "condition of being." This 

contradiction seems almost intentionai, although an apparent lack of self-consciousness dishirbs 

our apprehension of it. Did Dreiser mean to contradict the essentialism apparent in Sister Came 

with the indeterminacy presented in "Tme Art Spealri Plainly?" 

Donald Piafs essay, "American Ueny Natiurllrm: Tk Example of Dreiser," darifia 

the evident disaepancy behveen "TN~ h i  Speak plainly" and Sister Gorie: "h.eiser's infamous 

philosoplucal incomistency is thus fiequenîiy a produck of his beiief that life is a ' p d e '  to 

which one can respnd in diffefent ways, d e p d i n g  on one's makeup and experience" (63). 

Dreiser's deployment of a mechanid, dehmhWic view of human Me, Pîzer conter&, varieci 

from novel to novel not because Dreiser had a muddled or "incomistent" pexception of 

phiiwophy but because he needed a p t  variety of phûmphical attitudes to convey the variety 



of existence. Already, then, in one of the earliest example of ~tura l i sm,  we witness the 

interchange, and relativising, of phiiosophical p~shueJ, a free phy of absolu& and o L n  

contentious concephial positions. But ûreiser, as his e w y  tells US, did find one final rehige. one 

catch-al1 to reconcile the disparities in his writing: art. Art he felt conveyed the "tmth": "The 

extent of aIl reality is the realm of the authoi)s pen, and a bue picture of life, honestly and 

twerentially set down, is both moral and arüstic whether it offends the conventions or nof' (180). 

Dreiser conflated morality with aesthetics, and regarded the "author" as the final arbiter of 

"truth." The wtiter, in Dreisef s practice, conscripts science to the service of an ultimate rendition 

of reality. Pizer's essay echoes this beliek "At his most successful, ûreiser embodies in his novels 

the permanent in life not despite the ideas of his own time but because, like most major artisb, he 

uses the ideas of his own time as living vehicles to express the permanent in man's character and 

in man's vision of his condition and fate" (351). Art could teconcile particular contradictions by 

encompassing them within "a tnie picture of life," into what b r  calls an expression of "the 

permanent in man's character and in man's vision of his condition and fate." The novels as a 

w hole express a belief in aestkücism as pmviding the "permanent," or "unchanging" or, finally, 

"immutable" truth of the human condition. Dreiser, then, found in art his "immutable form." 

An art "honestly and reverentially" set down would convey, despik public opinion, despite 

convention, a permanent, universal, lasting truth, annealing within ib greater mas (and Pizer 

speaks not of one novel by Dreiser, but of his canon) ail the disparities evident in juxtapositions 

of ik particular moments. Art does not display contradictions; it ultimately monciles them. 

This notion of the art work as a synthesis of contradiction informs-albeit in a radically different 

manner- much of dirty realism (which also monciles oppsites by "authoriting everything," 

but wi thou t the concomitant reverence for art). 

Dreisefs aestheticism diffixed h m  that of Thmphile Gautier, expresseci in the preface to 

his Mademoiselle de Maupin (1835), or the later, English variant of the movement, as pnctised by 

Walter Pater and Oscar Wilde, who, respectively, questioned the utility of ar t  and insisted on a 



division between art and "otthodoxy," by which Pater, in nie Rmaiswnce (1893), meant "The 

theory or idea or system which requires of us the saaifice of any part of this experience [of living 

perceplively], in considaation of some interest into which we c a ~ o t  enter, or some abstrad 

theory we have not identified with ourselves, or of what is only conventional, has no real daim 

upon us" (189). Patefs dichun of loving art "for its own sake" (190) prtains to an aestheticimi 

that views presaiptive theory (and he does mention Hegel as a prescriptive philosopher, 189) as 

an impediment to the reaüsation of a fulfiiied Me. Therefm, Pater's aesthetibsm witnesses a 

divergence between "conventionai" systems of theory or pMosophy and vital artistic perception. 

nie artist becornes a locus of virtues which transcend his or her age and which remain 

perceptible to later critiçr, no matter how removed they might be, historically, from the arüst (u- 

xxi) .  The aitic can "disengage" the virtue of a work of art, like some "natuml element," irom its 

"adjuncts" (xx-xxi). The mitic ascertains the "source" from which artistic virtue arises, and the 

"conditions" under which it is best "experied," isookthg the efficacy and worth of a work of 

art from its merely "cornmon'* (xxi) elements or conventions. M e  the common elements do not 

transcend the "conventional" " d ~ s "  of the art wmk's day and age, the virtues do. The aiost 

therefore becornes the purveyor of a "natural element," which Pater terms "beauty," and which 

remains perceptible despite historical changes in the phiîosophical, ethical or social 

surroundings. The "virtues" of art elude historiai or systematic enclosure. 

Dreisefs aestheticism, unüke Pater's, -tes the artist as sole arbiter of morahty, as the 

caretaker of trans-historlal truth. Hem nther than uaysbUMng (ni) a "naturaï dement*'- 

separable h m  the debris by the critids apacity for identifymg the m a t  relevant component in 

engendering sensual pleasure-the author becornes an authonty figure extemai to the historical 

moment. The ditference between Pater and hei9er's aesthetiami hinges on authority. in Pater, 

the artist mates a work which in whole or m part barmen& ik historical moment while 

Dreisefs arost manages to stand outside history and mate a diagnostic art  In Pater, the critic 

disseas goocl hm bad, while in ûreiser îhe aiact has a fuii ondemanding of the elements 



involved in his or her art. Both forms of aesthetiicism imply trarwendence, but in one case the 

critic becornes the arbiter of vvtue and, in the other, the artist, In Dreiser, the artist succeeds in 

creating a work that, by Whie of its diagnostic character, tramcends Lhe "conventions," 

"systems" and "theories" of its day, amving at the bans-histoncal "natual element*' of inûinsic 

virtue. Dreiser's artist succeeds to the place inhabited, according to MmxUm and Forni. by Hegei's 

philosopher: "Hegel . . . reserved a single pontion outside of history for the phiiosopher of 

&tory himself, and was to that extent unable to grasp the notion of being-in-sikation in its most 

paradoxical dimensions" (365). Whde Dreiser struggled agaimt sMal dis, while he diagnoseci 

many of the problems evident in hû historical and sodal context, his methods remain inbicately 

iinked to that context; in prticular his p r o p i v i s t  notion of sociai betterrnent was occasioned 

by the very form of teleological narratives, Christian and capitaüst, that he critique& Whüe 

Dreiser exhibits an awesome grasp of social ills, and offers remedies for many of them, his 

methods, like that of any writer, remain ernbedded w'thin the historical moment. He made the 

best of the tools that came to hand, whidi makes the elucidation of his methodology (as it does 

for dirty realimi) at the same time an elucidation of his time and place. Like Hegel, Dreiser, in 

works such as Sistn G i m e  and An A m h m  Tragaly, did not observe the "paradox" wherein any 

commentary on history is occasioned by that hisiory itself, an observation that would have put 

him at odds with the naturalist notion Dreiser inherited from Zola of the naturalist author 

standing outside of sodety in the guise of a disùiterested observer or dentist and making a full 

diagnosis of sobal conditions; it slso wodd have put him a i  oddp with attempts at soâai dora 

At the time of Drew, the mode1 of tk detacheâ, objective scientist was indeed normative (just 

as the normative perspective of postmodernity regards such a detachment as ôcove); hence, 

Dreiser's methods irnplicate him in his historicai moment. Dreiseis a e d e ü a m  - therefore 

privdeges the author as the peison "out of history" whose gmsp of u n i d  truth e ~ b l e s  Mm or 

her to Ievy a verdict agaimt the social conventions of the moment withotat nothig how that 

verdict itseif arise from the Jooal conventiom it judges. Dreiser's aesthgic historicism b 



thedore complicated by an ahistoricai tendency towards objectivity within the work in 

question, Sister Cimie' we do not h d  Dreiser critiquing the epistemoiogical confines of the 

author. This paradigrnatic objectivity allowed ûreiser to view everything, except himself, as 

historicaily conditioned, and permitted a condexending view of the surrounding culhue- 

particulariy commodity culture-frm w M  he couid cxempt his own commodity production 

(that of Iiiç novels). In Dreiser's aestheticim we see the k t  glimmer of the dialecticai, seif- 

aitical, self-negating iitemry practice, one that intemgates its contingent relatioiiship with its 

society. Dreisefs writing ebborates the fundamental paradox of a literary comrnentary on 

soaety, but his naturaüsrn recoils h m  this pradox into an attitude of exemption from historia1 

conditionhg largely because investigating such a paradox would dehact h m  the important 

critique and exposure of social convention, whch he regardeci as the duty of his fiaion.6 

B. Consumer Culture and the First Glimrner of Dialectical Materiahm 

A hirther genealogical inheritance tramnitted from early practitioners of realism through to 

&y realism regards the idusion of elements kom popular culture. Critics as diverse as 

Michaels, Pizer, Civeiio, S e l m  and Howard have contended with the obvious thematic and 

philosophical import of the inclusion of artefacts from pop culture in early naturalistic works. 

Lori Merish in "Engendering Nahualism: Narrative Forrn and Commodity Spectade in US. 

Naturaüst Fiction," applies the current critical view of the relevance of pop comrnodities to an 

examination of Sister M e  and Edith Wharton's île House of Mirfh. In this essay, Merish 

interrogates the "teduiology of gendef' (321) operathg within the consumer sphere deprted by 

Dreiser. "in Sister Cmrie, Dreiser consûucts taste as an expressly 'ferninine' culhual &mctkt?# and 

underscores the new, public orientation of women's consumer idenüties in mass culturef' (320). 

According to Merish, Camds observation of the way other women dress and behave, and her 

various "performances"-in which she adopts parociilat ways of waîkin~ speaking and 

appea~g-"reads lü<e an degory of feminh? constuner education in the tarwf-the-antmy 

capitalist pubiic sphere" (319). Although Merish develops an argument critical of Dreiseis 



representation of the ünk behveen the ferninine and commodity fetishism, the point, here, 

rernains Dreiser's engagement, for good or dl, on "the moment when Am- culhm was 

begirming to see iiseif as more depndent on coraimption than on a f m  of production that 

could be understood as masculine in charactef (324). in other words, Dreiser presents one of the 

first appraisals of cultural consumption in American fiction. 

Re garding their de pendence "on consumption" as a )bit accompli, NahuaLiSb iealised that 

any novel attempting a reaüstic portraya1 of modem iife had to, at some point, contend with 

what Frank Nomis, in McTmgue (i899), inscribes as the defining element of Arnerican Me: 

possessions. Like Merish, Norris's text underscores the new reality of an America viewing itseif 

through consumer items: 

In the mund bay window were his operating chair, his dental 
engine, and the movable rack on which he laid out tus 
instruments. Three chairs, a bargain at the second-hand store, 
ranged themselves against Lhe wall with military pression 
undemeath a steel engraving of the court of Lorenzo de' Medici, 
which he had bought because there were a great many figures in 
it for money. Over the bed-iounge hung a ntle manufacturer's 
advertisement calendar which he never used. . . . But for one 
thing, McTeague would have been perfealy contented . . . It 
was his ambition, his dreacn, to have projecting fiom that comer 
window a huge gdded tooth, a molar with enormous prongs, 
something gorgeous and attractive. (265) 

This description of McTeague's office (not given in its entirety) shows the extent to which 

"contentment" had becorne a meanve of "things," not only for the simple sake of social status 

through accumulation, but also for the quaiities consumer O- project opon the person of 

McTeague himself. The w d  "pmjecûng," in the description of the gildeci mth, servg to 

highlight the reversal of representation McTeague's ownership of the items says less about the 

quality of the items themselves as the items say something about the qualities of McTeague. 

When his surroundings change, as they do when he 1- hi5 job as a dent& then McTeague 

himseü changes, not once but many times, tuming h m  the gentle, befuddled dentist of his 

bachelor days, to the contented mamieci man of the openîng years with Trina, to the dnuiken 

unemployed brute previous to hi9 separation, and f h d y  a murdemr on the mn h m  the hw; in 



ali cases, the l o s  of possessions arrives before the change of personality, raising the question of 

the degree to which personality is predicated on possessions. The projected tooth has mom than 

a one-way function hem, since it serves as the projection of McTeague's "ambition," yet its 

possession in tum projet% ont0 McTeague behaviod standards his ambition alone c a ~ o t  

instiga te. The initial description of the chah further hpües a reversal of representation. The 

chairs' most important characteristic hinges not on utility4.e. on theù use-value- but on the fad 

that they serve as reminden of a "bargain." Their description confirms their diaraaer as 

commodities, as items that eliated payment hom McTeague, rather than useful objects 

McTeague employs for his own ease and condort. Likewise, the engraving hirthet aggravates the 

picture of want, since owning it sUnilarly serves not to aestheticaiiy please or placate McTeague 

but to incite in him thoughts of "money"; like the chairs, the engraving m e r  entre- the 

notion of McTeague as purchaser, as a coliector of commodities, whose purdiases only remind 

him of the acts and emblems of purchase itseif and inculcate within hun the ulümate standard of 

purchase: money. 

The items in McTeaguefs office hun back on themselves, everywhere positing purchase 

as a return to purchse, as the endless circulation of commodities depided in Olpitrrl(1867): 

The reptition or renewal of the act of s e h g  in order to buy, is 
kept w i t h  bounds by the very object ü aims at, namely, 
consumption or the satisfaction of definite wants, an aiai that 
lies altogether outside the sphere of circulation. But when we 
buy in order to se& w e  on the contrary, begin and end with the 
same h g ,  I~IOWJ~, exchange due; ud thereby the movement 
become interminable. (n) 

The items in McTeague's offia thdore, stress the 'interminab1e" in the "sphere of ciradation" 

by reproducing, in their desaiptions, the reve~k of projstion (the items need and detwiine 

Mdèague, insofar as they "use" him as puzchaSer8 rather than McTeague determining the .  

through their use-value "oubide the sphere of ciroilation") and the tautology of commodities 

whose presence saves only to witness and reinforce the system of exchange. To slightiy alter 

Man's formuiation, the items in McTeague's office indicate that McTmgue "buys in olda to 



buy]," a process that the rest of the novel bears out in the depiction of McTeague's attitude to 

Trina's money (and Trina's miserliness itself, where she spends money to have money)? Finaiiy, 

the advertisement/calendar on the wall, "which WcTeague] never used," recalls the inaeasing 

pervasiveness of advertising divorced fiom use-value, a hct Horkheimer and Adorno witness in 

Dialectic of E nlightmmm t, where they describe advertising as  a marketplace stntegy intended no t 

"for pople to get to know the kinds of goods' available, but as a meam to hirther entrench the 

power of the "combines," those industries who control access to advertising and thetefore the 

character of goods available (162). Horkheimer and Adomo's description of advertising 

illuminates McTmgue. The advatiçing in the dentistes office enacts a nise of use-value that 

exposes it as serving not the needs of the owner of the commodity but to effecî, instead, further 

advertising, to assist the continuance of the consumer cycle. By purporting to offer a use - 
keeping track of the d a p  of the year-the calendar aims to distract the owner from its "true" 

utihty as an advertisement for the sake of advertising. That McTeague does no< use the calendar 

not only says something about McTeague as a person (i.e., he lives without concem for the 

temporal), but also testifies to the extent of advertising's infiltration of the quotidian T h e  is not 

marked by a succession of days (they are irrelevant, and have been effaced) but by the 

indeterminate and markedly anti-ünear "cirrularity" of purdiase. The pemianence and solidity 

of the rifie manufachuer (or Horkheimer and Adorno's "combine") has supplanted rnetaphysiçal 

time with material üme (the's passage ody has meaning in the sense of commodity tender), art 

with decorative representation (the pichm s e m  not to tep~sent a higher aesthetic ader but to 

displace it with visual remindm of the marketplace), and WE with a constant d and iPminder 

of want. (The adveitinng advfftses advertising: representing itself. it uncovw a marketplace 

existing for and of itseif,, an autonomous organism unprovoked by human need but everywhere 

provoking the phantom of that need to incite further acquisition). The advertisement trarisforms 

the aesthetic mandate of "art for art's sake" &O "advertising for advertiring's sake." Ag& use- 

value is short-circuited, as the aduerüsememt h d s  iLselt not to use by an owner but as a hirtkr 



goad and lure to the purchase of more effectively useiess items camouflaged with use-value. The 

advertising implants a craving within the owner whose fdfihent it constantiy podtpones by 

further ruses and lures of use. In keeping with the "tautology" (7l) Mani witnessed behiml 

market capitalism8 the calendar defines McTeague not as the p s e s m r  but as the 

possessed, a man under constant surveillance and bmbardment of market forces which 

determine and demand h i .  participation in commodity circulation. In the end, the calendar 

represents him: it appropriates his thne, marking off the days on McTeague himseif. As 

Horkheimer and Adorno note, advertang qualifies the goods accessible to human "use," 

induding the human itself. 

The valuables in McTeague8s office c o h  what Amy Kaplan notes of nahualism, in The 

Socfal Constnrction of Ammicm Rmlin (1988). as "the monotony of change as the quotidian, in an 

unresolved confiict" (10). What Marx âiagnosed as a feature of capitaiism some ihirty years 

before Norris's novel- the continuai (ex) change of commodities and the cornpetitive "conflict" 

between social classes-plays out cometely within the texi itseif on the level of commodity 

represcntation. The "quotidian" does appear here as a monotonous diange-best iiiustrated by 

Mcïeague's diange of envirom-whidi always subjugates the protagonist to commodity 

circulation, or the "unresolved," and umesolvable. confüct between desire and a conomially 

postponed fulfilment The notorious ending to McTeag~ie subordinates life itseü to exdiange 

value (the gold pieces in McTeaguets bag serve no practical purpose in the dsert and, in that 

cirmstance, offer a useless key to a, by then, ohFolete reafity): life work at the beheJt of an 

empty representation of money a i i e d  h m  use. McTeague and MaMs sacrifia themselves 

to the emptied representation of money, to the devil's Qrde of commodity circulation, a sphere 

that alienates the most intrinsic human ne& (namely, su.rvival)P Throughout McTeutgue 

commodities determine the individual,g rnenacing the continuance of a bioiogidy-foundd 

conception of human existence. 

The effect of canmodities in McTmpe, and the fa- of pop& co~1~\1111ption evident m 



Merish's reading of Sister Ciznie, suggest that the early naturaüsts, Dreiser and NorrisO felt 

threatened by the ina-easùig prevalence of consumer culture at the tum of the cenhiry. But, as 

nie Gold Standnrd and the Logic Natriralisrn proves, the lad< of an a u t e t i q u e  on the parts of 

Dreiser and No& ultimately implicated them in the cultutal conditions they tried to diagnose 

and ameiiorate (insofar as they thought of their novek as instructive). In critiquing the popular 

romances of the day, Dreiser attempts to exempt himseif from his surroundhg cultural matrix, to 

cast his own work  in a different role fiom the one played by other commodity items within those 

works themselves. The character of Ames in Sister Canie dimiisses the popular fictions of Albert 

Ross and Bertha Clay (which Pizer descr i i  in a footnote to the text as "melodramatic, 

sentimental romance(s]," 236) by saying that they don't "amount to much" (236). To M e ,  

Anies, as the spokesman for a higher order# delivers his verdicî with the force of totd 

condemnation: "Came felt that it was just kindly thought of a high orderrlre right thing to 

think, and wondered what else was right according to h i m  (237). Ames appears as an 

instructive personage, leading Carrie dong the next leg of her "evoiution," boom the nineteenth 

century's version of whte trash to celebrated culiural icon Ames's disparagement of Clay's D m  

n i m e  (against which, Pizer tells us, Dreiser hirnself wrote several polemics) causes us to reflect 

on the position of Sister M e  in relation to commodities nich as Clay's novel or McTeague's 

calendar. û r e w  intends us to regard his novel as one of a different order than the 

"melodramatic, sentimental romance" of D m  Thonrt; he equippi his text for a different "use." 

The easy separation of his own work h m  the culhval summrtdinp for tk purposes of 

critiquing those surroundings suggests an aestktic autonomy. As bis essay "Tme Art Speakf 

Plainly," suggests, the service of tme art frees the author from implication in the surrounding 

culture: the truth of an art set domi "honestly and reverentidy . . . is both moral and artistic 

whether it offends the conventions or not" (156). The place of the art work vis-à-vis the 

conventions of its historical moment remaim for ilmiser heisero~iseqtrenüaJ,~O provideci the author 

operates on a system of honesty and reverence (an attitude iW dmved from empllwal 



objectivity); the quality of intent (honesty and reverence) determines a tmth that stands 

irrespective of social d e u .  In Dreiser. convention must contend with his noveis (though the 

novels need not contend with convention), which transcend the dtural/politid/economic 

matrix as autonomous obpchve artefm of "truth." in other words, Dreiser cleariy saw a 

difference behveen his own work, which knew the demands of convention and ignored them in 

favour of buth, and works iike Dora Thme.  which pandered to convention. in dassical 

na turaümi, then, a concem with consume. culture and its cornmodities dovetaüs with a program 

that locates the naturaht text on the outside of the conventions of consumer culture (in order to 

faditate a critique of that culture). 

The presence of the text and its relationship to society in naturaikm constitutes an 

important debate for the understanding of dirty reaiism ( w M  rejects any clear divide between 

art as transcendent value and art as consumer objcct by articulating a steadfast loyalty to both 

sides of this polemic). However, as uitics such as Michaek and Giles point out, the lack of self- 

awareness on the part of early nahiraiists-the absence of an investigation into. or commentary 

on, the extent to which their works "approved of consumer capitaüsm" (Michaels 18) and 

portrayed the "exotic in t d  colonies" of urban slums "bom a priviieged position" in order to 

"establish a sense of identification with the middleikss readef' (Giles 185)-mgg- the 

absence of a Marxist dialedic in in novels. though not necessady to the daims to socid 

awareness made by their authois. The dialectKal prwess remains embedded u n c o ~ o u s l y  in 

Dreiser and Nomis irriofar as their wotk, in the wordç of Michaels, "does not resolve [itr;) 

contradictions" (174) (which, hdly-speaking, consist of attaclOng and appealing to a bourgeois 

readership, daiming ob)edivity whiie working subversively, disparagùig pop culture whüe 

attempting m a s  appeal). A tnie dialectical process of acknowledging the contradictions inherent 

in their own work remained outside the program of early nahualism. heiser and Norrk ladcd 

what Fredric Jameson observed of Georg L u k w ' s  critical realism in Mudsm md F m  "The 

peculiarity of the sbracturP of histOncai materiahm fies in its denial of the autonomy of thought 



itself, in its insistence, itseif a thought, on the way in which pare thought functiorn as a disgwsed 

mode of social behaviour" (161). Evading an interrogation of the entent ta whidi standards of 

"social behaviour" occasioned th& thought, prevents the emergence of the dialedical mode. A 

polemical stance cirnimxribes the comcious intent of Dreiser and Norris. But the observations 

these two authois made on the extent to which consumer culture infomed daily Me are an 

enormous contribution to the gmwth of realism in American literahire, and uinuential precursors 

to the dialectical process evident in dirty realism's h-y aesthetic In the end the work of 

early naturalists, like that of dirty reaüsls, reflect their titnes. Dreiser and Norris attempted to 

address social conditions through the tools and perspectives avaiiable to hm-scienîific 

objectivity, aestheticism and deteminism; similarly, dixty reaiists deploy a narrative and 

epis temological indetenninacy, dia leçtical au twiiique and postmodem seü-dexivity denved 

from the social and cultural conditions of postwar Amerka. The fùst step towards aiüquing the 

innuences working on thought is to detennine the extent to which consumer culture provides our 

information, the extent to which it predicates our actions and thinking. Early nahiraliFrn took the 

f i n t  important step by d d b i n g  bath  Valley, even if it had more immediate interests than 

examining how Death Valley conditioned the cognition underlying its description. 

C. Exotic Poverty 

James R. Giles's study, The Nahrralwtic Inner-City N e 1  in Atnentnena: Encountm wîth the Fat Man, 

states that early naturalists, Dreiser and Nor& in particular, repreprewued the poor as an "exotic 

and erotic subcuiture" (185). According to Giies, the exoticised version of poverty apparent in 

such early- or proto-nahiralistic tex& as Stephen Crane's Muggie: A Girl of thc Sfr& (1893), 

Norris's McTeagcre, and Jack London's Peqle of the A@ (1903), eWwes a centml conflict of the 

t h e ,  namely, between gaining "the sympathy of the middle-dass reader" (18) and idenhfying 

"the MLlainî who are responnile for the existence of the tenements" (18). Any attempt at refcmn 

needed to engage the convictions of the middiedass madeship. whiie carefdy treading the h e  

of public moraiity and good taste. This conûict, according to Giles, diaraderibe these eariy 



naturaüst texts. Naturalism, therefore, found itseif troubled by a disaepancy behveen saüsfjmg 

and changing public opiniow lune Howard no t s  that "refonnism and sensationalhm are more 

the rule than the exception in American naturalism" (37), suggesting that the "nile" of 

contradiction evident in dhty realism &ady existed in the naturaiist texts of the early cenhuy. 

The disparity between reform and sensationaiism, particularly in depictions of poverty, proves 

em ble ma tic of the la tent contradictions (among those numera ted above) that critics such as 

Howard and Michaels discem in nahualism. 

Developing partiaiiy as a respnse to the Ne of the urban ghetto in kte nineteenth- 

century America, n a t u r a h  respnded to pverty with a prtrayal that sensationaüsed the 

suffering of the poor, offering middle<lass reades what Howard caüs the ihrill of the fear of 

"proletarianization" (95). Howard describes this fear as one of "dedarsing" (96): "But the 

privileges of autonomy, awareness, control that characters and narrator struggle so desperately 

to establish and maintain are deeply marked as class privileges, and 1 0 s  of these prideges is 

figured as the destruction of intellect, humanity, even avüization itself' (96). in other words, 

early naturalimi allegoriwd poverty as a loss of class privilege, of the middle dass's "narrow 

footholds of economic security" (%)Y As Hurstwood descends the social kdder in Sister m i e ,  

we witness, in his despairing, shabby condition and lack of ideational resources, the "dehuaion 

of intellect, humanity and civilization itseif.*' The urban ghetto in nahualism-embodied in the 

Bowery flophourns H ~ s h v o o d  cornes to inhabit- therefore appeam as the kndscape of middle- 

dass a p d y p s e ,  as p b  antithetical, if not enarely foreign, to the middedss conscioosness. 

ïhe ghetto, as another 'land" filied with exoLics, ernerges as a response to the economic 

uncertainty of the middle dass and an America more ruthiessly capitalistic than ever More. in 

depicting naturalism as heprable îÏom "a historical procgs that saw the movement from a 

hnded to an urban economy, saw the rise of the bourgeoisie and at leart the appearance of 

republican govemment, and that was ultimately founded upon empuical/scientiEic assumptions 

about reality which, coupled with the new techno10gy and money . . . ieâ to the impuise of 
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nationalism and the N e  of empire," (530). Richard Lehan underwrites Giles's argument, inrofar 

as Giles views the urban ghetto as an "enforced residence for these foreign newcomers," a 

residence for which he borrows June Howard's tenn, "inteml colonies" (80). The urban ghetto 

offered a constant reminder to the bourgeois populace of the faihgs inherent to the market 

economy: a site of danger and disgrace that ~tural ism "othered" in order to ease the middle- 

dass's lear of the possibility of their own fiMncial dissolutio~. in its representations of 

"character" naturaliçm oAen disguiseci poverty as an Uibom, biologicaily-conditioned situation 

rather than an accident of the economic system. By exoticising the disenfrandiised (generally 

conceiveci of, at least in Norris, as immigrants), nahiralism extended the distance between the 

middle- and the under-classes, allowing the book-buying bourgeois public an entertainment at 

the expense of the poor, who usually appeared as caricature, which Wkted them at a safe 

dis tance from real, middlctlass "people." 

McTeague offers the most infamous stereotyp, and seiisationalisation, of the poor in the 

character of the rag-picker, Zerkow. From the "deuepit wagon" to the "miserable horse, with its 

lamentable swoilen joints" to the "dark and damp" junk shop displayhg "aii the detritus that a 

p a t  city sloughs off" (292-93), Nomis portrays the u&an ghetto with a mixture of the 

"muckraking . . . journalism . . . devoted to exposing economic and political comption and 

oppression" (Giles 2) and a high gothic style in keeping with his Romantic affiliation The 

realistic banal therefore combines with the gothic exotic to mate a representation vaallating 

between ûuth e fkt  and entertainment value.* When Noiris wrote his "Three Essays on 

Na turaiism," he catainly intendeci that nahiralimi entertain its readership: " T d e  things must 

happen to the chatacters of the naturaiistic tale. They must be twisted hom the ordinary, 

wrenched out from the quiet, uneventfui round of everyday Me, and fltmg into the throes of a 

vast and terrible ârama that works itseif out in deashed passions, in blood and in sudden 

death" (168). Norris has no t h e  for 'everyday Me" or the ''ordinary,'' preferrin& iristead, a 

sensationalistic narrative that has an the markings of other woilrp in the gothk genre, such as nY 



Cas tle of Ofranto (1764), Frankenstein (1818) or, even, Wit th*ng Heights (1847): darkness, extreme 

passions, violent deeds, nninhabited locales and the abrogation of sociai codes. Moreover, his 

essay does not express the poütical, ethical or philosophical reason for this prefmnce, betrayïng 

a latent aestheticism that prizes these literary qualities seemingly for th& own sake, merely as a 

foi1 to realism. McTengrle, as in the desaiption of Zerkow's shop. focuses on the gmtesque, such 

as the horse and its "swoilen joints" and descriptions that equate junk with the matornical 

"sloughing ofr  of dead skin. in dewibing Zerkow himself, Norris -tes an exaggerated 

"character" in every way as out of the "ordinary" and the "everyday" as the surroundings: 
' 

Zerkow was a Polish Jew-curiously enough his hair was fiery 
red. He wm a dry, shnvelled old man of sixty odd. He had the 
thin, eager, cat-Ue üps of the covetous; eyes that had grown 
keen as those of a lynx from long searching amidst mu& and 
debris; and claw-like. prehensüe fingers-the fingers of a man 
who accumulates, but never disburses. It was impossible to look 
at Zerkow and not know that grced-inordinate, insatiable 
greed -was the dominant passion of the man. (î93) 

n i e  words describing Zerkow betray Norris's asthetic program. "Odd" and " i n o ~ t e "  locate 

the representation outside of the ordinary, offering already a panacea to bourgeoisie feus of 

proletarianizatio~ we üve in the ordinary world, but Zerkow does not, and therefore we need 

not feel threatened by his presence and what his presence might prophesy about our fate. With 

his word choices, Norris removes Zerkow from the sphere of bourgeois habitation, mating a 

distance between the reader and fictional subject that placates leais of contact Fvrther word 

choices a m p w  the reality of Zerkow into a hyper-reaiity that evokes not so much \rerisimilitude 

as ailegory: "fïery," "dry, shriveiied," ucattlike," "daw-iike." 'Ikse adjectives serve to ftuther 

distance Zerkow h m  the achial to posit him as a pexsonification of "gmed," rather than an 

actual pcrson the readership should ever fear meeting. The word choice of the description 

indica tes tha t Zerkow's physicai manifesta tiom result more from greed than povefty, overriding 

any social thnist of the novei wüh a aaisoan mesage on the wages of sin. Soaal conditions did 

not mate  Zerkow; însteaâ, Zakow's acting-out of a cardinal sin determines hir suxraiinding 

conditions. Detemhism becornes ambiguous-if not outright compromised-in th& exo* 



sensationalised portrait of the immigrant (at Ieast to the bourgeois mind unacquainted with the 

high degree of irony aiso present in the overblown hnguage, as weli as the tact that McTeague, 

certainly not Jewish, also becornes a monstrous charader, of even greater proportions than 

Zerkow). Zerkow's Jewishness provides the most important aspect of Norris's strategic 

capitulation to the fantastical displacement of bourgeois fears. By playing on anü-Semitism- 

portra ying the most na kedly (and murderously) greedy character in McT'gue as a Jew - Nomis 

further extends the distance behveen the reaüty of the statu quo and the reaüty of the streets, 

ahying the fears of his readership by posiüng a racial superiority that obstnicts the posçibrüty of 

prole tarianiza tion. 

Early naturalism evinces a disparity between the reformist aspirations of the authors and 

the form in which they couched their activimi. As Cüa notes, th& disparity presents a strategy 

for raisine public awareness while simultaneously ensuring the viability of a medium in which to 

transmit that awareness. They knew their audience. The legacy of early nahiraüsrn for dirty 

realism resides in configuring poverty as a site of contestation between reform, activism and 

subversion and poverty as a representation of connuner fears and desires. Early naturaiism 

exhibited a codict between the need to depict shodang conditions in order to urge their 

audience towards d o m  (Giles 19) and the need to depid shaking conditions in order to keep 

the readership interested, to sen books and therefore parantee the dissemination of their work 

and a livelihood that would permit further fictionai treatises. Varying degrees of intent infonn 

the operation of early ~hvalists wiîhin this dispenty. Naris and Dreimer did not approach their 

projects with an e q d  impulse to reform or to aestheticism, and the codation of the two authors 

here serves oniy to indicate the advent of a fiction in America whose performance confus 

reform and entertainment, exploithg poverty as a way of "advertising" their concems and 

furthering their own cames, while, at the same t h e ,  collaboratins out of necessity, with 

dominant sociai systems and categoria. By not expücitly addressing th& contradiction, the w a k  

of early natutalists flirts with selfhegati~n; thefr attempt at dorm bmdereâ on a compromise 



that further entrenched the values and modes of a consumer economy; the long-sbnding 

opposition to naturaiism, convessely, indicates how incompletely nahvalism integrated with the 

market, and that it did engender a certain horrifie awareness in the mincis of the public, 

Couctùig compromise was as close to open contradiction as the early nahiralists could 

corne and stiU lay daim to a sochlly engaged Literature. Their work remains a site of fiction, 

rather than a writing immersed in the possibilities open to an aesthetic of contradiction To 

varying degrees the intent of early naturalists remains conflicted between societal demands and 

pressures and the desire to escape them in order to estabiish an objective vaniage suitable to 

providing an antidote to saietal ills. This unresolved coflct  in early nahiralimi's depiction of 

the poor, enaded at varying degrees of intent (depnding on which schoiar one reads) presaged 

its far more intentional reappearance in dirty rcalism as a negative synthesis of opposites that 

enables a similar subversion of market forces through a m i n g  capitulation to them. Early 

naturaiists used an exoticised poverty to infiltrate the consciousness of the status quo in order to 

induce thoughts of refom, while dirty realism u s  an e x o t i d d  poverty to oppose market 

forces by highlighling the very messages (on poverty, among others) the market sends. Rather 

than exhibiting the pull in two directions, as early natumlism did, dixty realism inhabits both 

sides of the conflict. The two type of üterature differed in the meam thmugh which they 

enabled subveision, but the notion of subvesion through a seeming capitulation to market 

demands fïrst appeared in naturaiism. The difference between the two remains a diaerence in 

intent Whüe early natualict work such as McTcagie and Sista Gmic stniggie agpimt theîr 

conflictedness, seeking to reconile theu conttadictio<a under an eamest adte t ic  temino1ogy- 

whose "tnith" and "reality" posits the author outside the hypwiry of present convention-dirty 

realism dialectically observes the conllict, seeing in it a usable procedure, a valid 'practice"; diity 

realism regards conflidedness i t d f  as a m u r c e  rather than an epistemological pmbkm in need 

of justification (as Norris and Dreiser a-pt to do in their essays). By aiiowing the dippanty 

between reform and enterhiment fkee play, dirty r e a h  syntheshes intemal oppaition into a 



subversive pracîice derived from the contradictions of captalism itseif. Dreiser and Nomis 

wanted to address and dismantle hypocrisy (even if doing so demanded certain contradictions) 

while dirty reabsm desires to ampiify it (even if doing so hurrs contradiction into a system). 

D. Hypmisy and Refom 

Dreiser's Sisfer Cnrrie, according to Michaels, embodies the contradictions of its age. McTargrre 

also displays, as noted above, attitudes incongrnous with one another, particularly between 

refonn and entertainment, aiiegory and verisimiütude powrty as social and poverty as 

biological (race-determined), and character as irwte and charader as conditioned. The 

recogmtion and response, on the part of naturalist authors. to the divergence between authorial 

intent and authorial practice indicates a fcar of, and engagement with, the problem of hypoaisy. 

Lilian Furst and Peter Skriner note, in Natrrralism, that naturalists, "tom between . . . theory and . . 

. practice" attempted "to combine high-minded ideaümi with the sobriety of detached observers. 

Looking at the world of man, they despaireci and hopd at one and the same time" (22). Furst 

and Skrine highlight the simultaneity Çat the same tirne") of conflîcting tendenaes mutudy 

evoked and operational within naturaiism. I d e a h  and oôpcûve depiction cosxisted as 

oppositional urges within, and motives for8 the texts. These oppitions disturbed early 

naturalists, who vieweà contradiction not as a source of potential subversion but as a problem 

obstnicting the intent of their fictions. In '"Chtee Essays on Natiiralism." for example, N o m  

expresses concem over his "fiippant paradox" (170) baween Tmth and lift, and attempts to 

jusüfy or explain away the appearance of this paradox, suggesting more than a Uttle discornfort 

with the contradictions arising from his theoretical rstionafisatioris. 

Everywhere in their essays and fiction, naturalisk evince a reluctance to admit the 

potential of hyponisy as a tactical weapon agaimt inaeasingly pervasive market forces. 

Preference for a progressivist notion of sodal d o r m  OûCâSioned an aveision to the static 

negations, the passivity to agency, ktent in selfantiadiction In the essays of No& and 

Dreiser, we wiiness their flight frorn contradKtion into quaiif'ied respoiises to aiticisms lewiied 



at kheir fiction. Their unwillingnerr to entertain contradiction prevents Nomis and Drekr h m  

investigating how deeply aie works manikt  the tensions and hypocrisies of their age; by 

refusing to implicate their works in Uie sumunding a i a l  fabric, early naturaüsîs instead 

constantiy foregmund their distinctness front the sumunding culture and, in doing M, envision 

their works as providing an altemative aesthetic, political or ethical mode1 b the dominant 

sysbem of capital; this view of naturalism as a distinct concept problematiseç ib daim b aesthetic 

(Noms) or social (Dreiser) reform, since an unwillingness to admit its place in the cultural fabnc 

leaves it open to criticism (especially h m  contemponry critics) of womciously reproducing 

existing conditions, of openting without cognisance of influence (Michaels, in particular, 

subscribes to this view of eady naturalism). An unwillingness to recognise cultural influence, 

particularly as it manifests on the level of practice, problematises any proposition of reform. In 

other words, the way Norris and Dreiser wrote clashes with the reasons why they wrote,a 

implicating them in a desire to have it two ways at once, to find favour with a mass audience yet 

to reform the very machinery which underlies and serves mass appeal.14 The pragmatics of the 

marketplace and reform-rninded ideaiism find themselves at oàds mthin the naturalist text. The 

sensationalism evoked by much of naturalism undermined the representation of social conditions 

as they existed (Zerkow's foregtounded Jewishness makes poverty a racial rather than social 

condition); yet without a certain level of sensationalism they would not have engaged the 

interests of the middleclass in bringing about teform. Their political idealism therefore 

encountered a problematic inherent to the restrictions placed upon realistic repcesentation by the 

demands of a market economy and middle class audience. Their dilemma indicam the degree to 

which the contradictions and absurditis of any given historical moment pervade even the most 

high-minded of enterprises, adding further utgency to their project of diagnosing social 

determinants. 

Walter Benn Michaels elaborabes the difficulty behind a writing that attempb to 

faithfdly portray the real while also, at the same time, elaborating the ideal that pemits the 



cornparison necessary for the process of reform. Reform cannot take place d e s s  it can 

acknowledge a difference between what is and what should be. As Michaeis says, unless the 

author can render a program on which refonn can model its initiatives, his or her portrait 

remains static, cynical and etemal: 

where realism imitates Me, painting it "as it is," the sentimentai 
novel, presenting itself as modei, seduces its readers into Lives 
Lived in imitation of art. Reaümi, defined by its fidelity to things 
as they are, can never in principle Serve as a model good or bad, 
since only when art is no< iike Me can Me aüempt to becorne W<e 
art. The hue scanda1 of sentimentality ir thus its inversion of the 
proper relation of Me to art, an inversion made possible only by 
the introduction of a diçcrepancy behveen the two terms. (45) 

When Norris and Dreiser spoke of their opposition to the prevalent "sentimental fiction'' of their 

day, both men took exception to senümentalism's lack of engagement with social issues. 

According to Michaels, the sentimental novel, rather than offering a social critique, offered a form 

of escapism, an obfuscation of the surrounding social and political real for a fanciful "forgetting" 

of facts and a modelling of Me upon the anti-rcal of the sentimental aesthetic. Norris hîmself, in 

"Three Essays," deplores the la& of social awareness exhtiited by the popular romances: "You 

w i l  not foiiow her to the slums, for you believe that Romance should only amuse and enteltain 

you, singing you sweet songs and touching the harp of siiver strings with rosy-tipped fingers" 

(173). The naturabtic "Romance" of Norris intended more than simply to "amuse and 

entertain," and here Michaels's assertion indicate the difficulties in codpt ing  the realist 

aesthetic to the service of s w a l  reform. The sentimentai mvel-presenting its vision of a 

medieval ideai, a world completely devoid of the "wretdredness, the dirt and despair of the 

tenements of the East Side of New York" (Nomis 173)-by the very "discrepatlcy" between its 

ideal world and the real, offered a "model" for trandorrning unfavourable conditions of 

existence. Reaiism, conversely, by depiaùig "thing as they are" (or daiming to) offered no 

aitemative to the harsh realities of ihe day. But if reaiism merely sought to reprociuce the every 

day, if it did not offer an ideal or aitemative vision, then to what extent couid it instigate d 

reform? If realism presented only the reality w M  tk mader immediately recogniseâ as 



belonging to his or her own world, then where could the reader tum for ixtshricîion on solving 

societal fi? If the sentimental novel offered an unrealistic paradigm, but one whiûa readers 

could, to however limited a degree, ad out, or "imitate," in life then realism, by not offering an 

ideal alternative, curtaiied the exerdse of agency. 

The answer to these questions Lies in the fact that neilher No& nor Dieifer practised an 

absolute " fidelity" to "things as they are" - insohr as their portraits of real conditions in urban 

Amenca remah conditioned by a metacommentary of progressivism which enabled saial 

agency. As iiiustrated by Giles, both authors constructecl their works between representation and 

sensationaiism, and in doing so ueated as much of a "disparity" or fissure between the real and 

the irnaginary as the sentimental novel. in ihis fissure dwells a conflid between the world as ii is, 

and the world a s  it could. or should, be-a necessary polemic for the reform-minded noveüst 

(udess that noveiist simply hopes that readers, confronted by the soda1 mal, wiîl automaticdy 

decide on the proper program for activimi). This vacillation between the imaginary and the real 

occupies the second of Nom's "Three Essays": 

So that Accuracy is not necessarüy Tmth, and the novekt who 
reiies upon the accurate presentation of aisis in Me, hoping by 
this meam to create the impression of Truth, is leaning upon a 
broken reed. 

For further-tife itsetf is not nec@y True-nd 
necessarily True to Me. 1 admit that this is much easier to assert 
than to prow, and the sound of it Ls that of a flippant p d o x . .  . . 

Suppose Newton had acted ana spoken in proportion to 
the poignancy of his grief, what a noble, heroic strain of tragedy 
would have been given to the world. But Y we al1 gave 
expression to our Min* under stress there wouid be no necd 
nor p k e  for fiction. (170) 

Like Dreiser, Norris regards fiction as a vehicle and meam for uxowring "Truth." He objecb to 

the daim that a novel's value lies in its proximity to what it de~cn'bes, to the "accuracy" with 

which it approadies perfect wrisimilitude, since, as he points out  acroracy of desaiption. even 

of event, may only further obscure, by details too parbcular, issues of kger historiai or social 

import An anecdote about Newton-in whidi the scientist, alter his pet dog mmtums a lamp 

and thus destmys fiHy years of work, exdaims "Ah Ho, Flo, thou little knowest the niin thou 



hast wrought" (170)-lumishes Nomis with a parable of the "paradox," where an accurate 

rendering of inadent hivialws and fails to convey the fuil imprt of thai occurrence. Though 

Newton's exclamation may have happned in "Life," it fa% to measure up to Norris's standard 

of "Tmth." Truth, for Nomis, embodies the ideai, a metaphysical order not naessarily ovextiy or 

sensually marufested in the quotidian. Amiracy embodies "realüy," the trivial often banalf 

expressions and activities w hich obstntct and camouflage Tm th, and w hich the responsible 

novelist must decipher, translate and evaluate in order to uncover the "most just" (ln) 

representation of humanity. Recording occurrence in a documentary fashion was not enough for 

naturalists, since such a record only reproduced the banal. Positing a reaiity beyond the 

imminent and sensuaiiy perceiveci ücemed the authors to employ amplification, romance, the 

grotesque and sensat ionah in the interests of exposing the Tnith. To the mincis of heiser and 

No&, the sensationalism of the naturalist did not equate with the sensationaikm of the 

sentimentaiist (though in practice, this th- had the same eff& of appeaiing to the dominant 

tastes of the market). Through carehil conceptual juggiing they coudied the contradictions 

evident in their wriîing in reform-attempting to reconaik an ambiguous practice under the 

auspices of idealism (in their case an ideaiistic enterprise of safeguarding and estabiishing the 

Tmth of history in order to enlighten a readership). By expounding a theory of "Truth" versus 

"Acmracy," the naturaiists attempted to direct attention away kom a practice whose 

methodology for attaining Tmth derived from the market itself, a most non-ideaiistic 

determinant. Their sensationaüsm appeaied to the market but ü aûned at eniightening that 

market to the Truth (rather than assirong the readership to escape T a  as sentimental fiction 

did). The sensationalism of naturalism is therefore a site of friction between d o t n i  and 

capitulation. 

This paradox, between Accurate representation and Tnithful iepresentation, locates the 

dweiling place of hwnoeth-cenhuy realisa Like duty realism, nahualimi hds  aself caught in 

the nexus of various social and aesthetic imperatives, behween the way & "really'' happeris and 



the secret life they must illuminate for the edification of the readership (Norris refeis to 

naturaiism as "in the middle," ln), where the very methods of  illumination^' actually vacillate 

between idealism and agency and capitulation to the marketplace. Although naturalism remains 

finnly convinced of ib agency, positing the individual will of the author as the primary operative 

cultural force (the central idea behind Norris's "The Respomiibilities of the Novelist"), dirty 

realism, paradoxicaily, operates by adopting a tactical passivity to the constructions that infiltrate 

and determine the individual. However, by distracting from ambiguous practice through an 

appeal to reformist idealism, naturalism actually marked the access point for a critical retum to 

its  practice by way of its idealism, since the visible products of that idealism-romance, the 

grotesque allegory - trouble naturalism's visionary claim. 

Early naturalism atîempteâ to theorise its way out from under its "flippant paradoxes," 

atternpted to close the rift between the "doing what 1 saf' and "doing what I dot' that 

characterises hypocrisy. Whatever daim a writer iike Dteiser may have made, in "True Art 

Speaks Plainly," to write in the interests of punching holes in the "house of refuge [the morality 

and "mental virtueff of the siatus quo] to which wery fonn of social injustice humes for 

protection" (W), his authorid practice itself presents contrary evidence, indicating the degree to 

which he occupieci a suite in this "house." Michaels, in "Sister Came's Popular Economy," 

argues that Hurstwood's decline-although offering a scathing critique of the hypocrisy evident 

in a society servicing its self-interest at al1 expense (evident in the strike of stmtcar workers), yet 

whose "highest? cultural productions constanlly preach sympathy and charity (as in the 

notonous ending where Carrie, reading Père G&t, expresses lof@ sentiments but reacts 

"absently" 363-64 to the actuality of a man falling down in the street outside her window)- 

actually reproduces an implicit moral affegory on the inevitable demise of individuals who fail, 

through an addiction to idleness (Dreiser 267), to continue participating in the 'konomy" of 

"desire" (44). (This argument, of course, does not account for the fact diat Huntwood lives in a 

society where idleness does lead to demise; there is no erape, for most, h m  the naessity of 



participaüng in wage labour; to produce an allegory that illustrates the opposite of this would 

make Dreiser an idealist indeed.) Early naturalismt in Midiaels's study, constantly reproduces 

the given social conditiom through an attempt at the subversion of those conditions: 

The subject of naturalism . . . is typùally unable to keep his 
beiiefs lined up with his inters& for more than two or three 
pages at a t h e ,  a mure that stems not h m  inadquate powers 
of concentration but h m  the fact that his identiiy as a subject 
consists only in the beüefs and daûes made available by the 
naturaiist logic- which is not produced by the naturalist s u b ~  
but rather is the condition of his existence. (177) 

Michaels's point, h m ,  is to render the àispanty between the "beliefs" of the naturaiist 

"subject"-which, in the course of his argument, variably refers to protagonists as well as 

na tu ralist authors themselves - and h i .  or her extra-literary implication in "political and 

economic" "interests." McTmgue and Sister Came bear out Michaels's contention by intimating 

the way, especiaily, that Trina and Carrie extend their personal fortunes through hypocrisy: Trina 

by claiming to possess herself and yet behaving as if McTeague posseaed her (the subject of 

Michaels's "The Phenomenology of Con~ract") and Came by continually deploying passivity, 

aiiowing the men to overwrite k with theu desires whiie ciaiming that they thwart and hinder 

her. According to Michaels, the representation of the naturalist subpct depends not upon th& 

wiifuI choice in seleding the mode of Lheir representation but that such representational modes 

pre-exist the moment of choice and as a result configure its options and its Lrmits. Naturalism 

arose as an umamed cultural condition which, rather than being elaborated by the authors, in 

faa  elaborated them. Their reformist aspiratio=-and tk methodology underlying theif 

idealism - prove symptonatk rather than diagnostic Just as Michaels's argument suggests the 

impact of unconscious culturai forces on the naturalist subject-forces responsible for the rift 

between their economic interests and their e t h l  beiiefst as weU as their authorial intent and 

their authorial practice-my argument stresses W s  and Nomis's escape into i d e a b  as a 

shategy for containing the contradictions of the historicd moment within their work w k r e  the 

ideal already r e i n s d i  the dominant ethical and epistemotogid precepts of their saiety. As 



the age could not abide ib  own conflictecinesr (between a pradce of avarice and a preaching of 

charity), prefemng, as Carrie does, to look upon it "absently," so too did Dreiser and Noms 

attempt to "absent" themxlves fiom the historical moment by crafting a tram-historical space for 

the artist as the ultimate diagnostician of history (and therefore the author of the prescriptions by 

which to achieve reform). The means by which they carry out the exemption of the attist, 

however, prove indicative of the age. 
. . 

Both Carrie and Trina, to varying degrees, enable their existence and d e s k  through a 

confiict ktween theory and practice, word and deed, or plain contrary behaviour (although, 

obviously, Trina d a n ?  succeci so well in the long run). In both novels, Dreiser and Noms 

make us understand the degree to which the Society around the two heroines conditions theïr 

behaviour. The behaviour of the slum dweliers around McTeague's office iwists on connecting 

miserliness and violence with the poverty and madness endemic to a society that prias wealth 

and luxury above co-operation and mutual interest The hypocrisy of Came originaks from a 

society that entertains its self-righteousness through a spectacle of poverty on stage and in novels 

while ignoring the demands of a reality of poverty outside the window, In both c a s ,  then, the 

hy pocrisy witnessed in the characters hinges upon the hypocrisy of their sucieties. Norris and 

Dreiser witness the disparity behveen economic interesb and ethical: beliefs bat fractures the 

cultural mode1 of their day; they do exptess an awareness of the "condition" of "existence'* that 

creates such a disparity. To get ahead in a hypocritical world, one must behave in a similariy 

hypocritical manner; hypocrisy on the parts of the female characters merely evinces the 

contradictions necessarily part of the procedure of social advancement However, alongside the 

depictions of their heroins* behaviourO Norris and Dreiser offer admo~tory editorials, in which, 

by disparaging the hypocrisy of their heroines, these men try to distance their kxts, and 

themselves, from a similar implication. As Sister points out, this attempt at exemption 

from social practice on  the parts of these authors seems to concur with their reformist aspirations: 

How dirnly as yet we see. Here was Carrie, in the beginning poor, 
unsophisticated, emotional; responding with desire to everything 



most lovely in life, yet finding hetself turned as by a wall. Laws bo 
Say: "Be allured, if you will, by eveything bveiy, but draw not 
nigh unless by rightmusness." Convention to say: "You shall not 
better your situation Save by honest labour." if honest labour ùe 
unrenumerative and difficult to endure; if it be the long, long road 
which never reaches beauty, but wearies the feet and the kart; if 
the draw to follow beauty be such that one abandons the admired 
way, taking rather the despwed path leading to her dreams 
quickly, who shall cast the fint stone? (368) 

Dreiser investigates the disparity between idealistic t k r y  ("laws" and "convention") and 

practice in the society around him. Al1 uding to John 8:7, he observes the widspread rerouting 

of activity from the precepts of "righteousness" and "honest labour" towards the "despiseci path" 

that Ieads more quickly to the obpcG of desire. But the fiat sentence of the pangraph "how 

dirnly as yet we se," also suggestf that Dreiser himself has transcendeci the conduct around him 

to present a vision clarified of the "dimness" that clouds his Society. While a contradiction exists 

between the ideals ("righteousness" and "honest labour") and practice (taking the "despised 

path") of late nineteenth-/early twentiethcentury society, no contradiction exists between 

Dreiser's reformist ideal and its practice in representing the ills of society, because he has, unlike 

Carrie, managed to remove himself to an objective distance where "dimness" cannot occur, and 

w here theory and practice unite in the ovemding "Tmth" of his aesthetic performance. Dreiser 

condescends to portraying the activities of his heroine as unconscious, dexribing her "erring 

ways" as the result of a "feeling** father than reasoning "mind (368; and then repeated, to 

underscore the point, on 369). But the passage displays franticness as weif as condescension, 

si nce the condescension ikelf, in its overstatedness and biblical overtones, reveals Dreiser 

scrarnbling to put as much distance between himself and his heroine as possible, a distance 

simulateci by rhetorical flourish. 

The purple prose of Dreisefs representation-"Oh, Carrie, Came!" (369)- works to 

distance him from the subject of his representation but also commits the story to entertainment, 

creating a distance behveen author and subjtxt, and reader and subject, that prevents the 

historical identification necessary for self-critique. If we read the novel as Came watches plays, 



then we wiii also find ourselves in front of the window, lost in aesthetic distraction whüe the 

poor man struggles on the street The omate writing reinscribes the contradictions of a smety 

whose form of cultural reception hindered the reformist impulse of the wotks ChemseIves. 

Distancing himseü h m  Carrie through a patronking aesthetic gesture, Dreirefs "art" seduces us 

away from our own historicai status. tike Ames, Dreiser views Came as operating 

unconsàously, a move which invests him with an au-swing conxiousness; Came is a subject of 

history, but Dreiser is not Ames's position as a voice of reason bereft of a fully-realised 

background (i.e. without a peisonal histny), mirron that of the author, Dreiser, himself: an 

edifymg voice whose authonty arrives via its exteriority to the histoncal moment. Just as Came 

iakes to the high art Ames presuibes for the monotony of reaiity, Dreiser's takes to "art" in order 

to enable a diagnostic vision of the historical moment. heiser's strategy in fact reflects the effort 

necessary to negotiate the contradictory position of a reform-minded author who must cmt his 

critiques, in order for them to prove effective in a form palatable to the audience that has the 

greatest power to undertake social change. Subject to a readership that prefexs to observe 

poverty through a text rather than through the window-since text offm an ideai, an escape, and 

a self-aggrandising distance (exoticization), whde the window provides mutuai recognition and 

the fear of implication (pro1etarianization)-Dreiser reveak, in sis te^ Gmir, the contadictions of 

his age. Here. the novel itseif becomes the "despised path" to beauty, becomes a strategy 

whereby Dreiser attempts to quickiy overcome the tensions of his age in order to illuminate 

conditions and cal1 for reform. Viewing his diction as irony, the passage suggests an open 

knowledge, on Dreisefs part, of the effect of hiF floxîd writing style, yet an effect he never 

grapples with except through that irony (certainly a more boldhced strategy aiîiquing readerly 

expectations and tastes would have tunred off that very readetship); his irony therefore arrives at 

the cost of capitulation to mderly taste. The avoidance of openiy addressuig the hypoaisy 

embodied in this writing style is an avoidance of the threat of stasis that wouid hinder the 

effective dismination of W s  message. Sis& M e f  then, attwipts to address and coantter 



the hypocrisies of its age in a form that mus& at least partly, pander to hase hypOQiSies. But 

unlike the authors of dirty reaüsm, b i s e r  refuses to adopt contradiction ifself as an asthetic, 

since hypwisy  was unpalatable (although intrinsic) to the reformist bent of his idealism. Simply 

put, ditty realism's open contradictions arme in an age wherein contradiction appeared the order 

of the day, whereas Dreiser's astkticism arme during a penod where open hypoaisy was 

unacceptablc. 

Theory and pracüce, idealism and ohjectîvÎsm cocexisted in early nahualism. sometimes 

synthesised and sometimes off-setting one another. As seen, the impulse to refonm, to objectively 

portny, to entertain and to instruct clashed in the work of Dreiser and N o m  in response to the 

connict of these various impulses, Norris and Dreiser attempted to overcome or rationalise their 

interna1 contradictions rather than to aduiowledge and accept them. No less immersed in the 

historical moment, dirty realism displays its immersion through a precisely opposite sbategy: 

exposing contradiction as its cultural impulse. However, Sista Cmnc and McTeogue take an 

admonitory position towards the hypoaisy of their protagonists, and warn against not living up 

to one's words; hypocrisy, in early nahuaiism, ultimately teads, in full-out teleological fashion to 

casualties and stasis. in either case, the aesthetic ideals of naturaüsm and dirty reaüsm both 

implicated the authors in the contradictions of the* day. Yet, it must be remembered ihat dirty 

reaiism, as a subsequent üterahue, l e a d  from the success and failures of eariier nahiraost 

authors. From texts such as Sister C h e  and McTeape, &y reaiism grasped the hazards of a 

refomiiçt or subversive entaprise that süuggles agaiiist ils impücation (espeaally ironicaliy) in 

the historical moment. By openly impîicating one's self in the contradicti~fi~ of the &y one 

adrnits the charge of hypocrisy while at the same üme positing the dhval moment in a two-way 

relation with the author, thereby openly admitting social immersion; recognising the s d y  

conüngency of al1 undertakingi (uwluding and gpeàally, the authorhi) throws the sociaî real 

into high relief and shalcr the mader mto an intemifieci confrontation with their own role in 

narratirtg and reading the s d  reaL Changîng politicai conditions, and the dianging face of the 



readership, offered &y realism an opportunity to undertake this confrontation in a way 

Uiconceivable by naturaiists.*5 Michaels's analysû of how the subject's "production" dovetailP 

with "conditions," how naturalism itself condition4 the ~huaLists8 is itself indicative of a critic 

immersed in a cultural moment self-aware and self-referential to the point of pdys is .  What 

Michaels sees as naivete on the part of heiser and Nomis may in fact sirnply be an instance of the 

critic overwriting the past with the ddemmas and inteUectual customs posed by his own 

histoncal moment. In fact, his aiticism illuminates the problems fàcing dirty realism more than 

it does the problems faced by early naturaüsts. Since one can argue that naturalism did provide 

new vantages on social dis, one wonders how much of a problem its "interna1 contradictions" 

redy wcre. 

II. The Second Gencrution 

A. N a t u r a b  and Marxism 

Criticisrn of the next, roughly inter-war, priod of realism moved away frorn dwct intent and 

began to focus les on the daims of nahuakt writing and more upon the @d, generaily social 

and poiiticai, of the work itseif. Pizer rekrs to this period as one marked by its focus on "literary 

n a t u t a h  and above ai i  on Theodore Dreiser" (181).16 Although ûreîseh major work, Sister 

Came, appeared weil More the First World War, biser  himself continued to write throughout 

this period and into the 1 W .  The period aHer the First World War saw the rise of younger 

writers, such as James. T. Farreii and John Steinbeck, inspired by early nahiralism to teflect sodal 

conditions in their work. Edith Wharton, a miter indudeci among the early natudissts by 

Michaels and Lori Merish A m y  Kapian, Mark Seltzer, Wai-Chee Dimock and Pizer m, ako 

published during the early part of this period. 

Giticism during the inter-war years tended now to engage with the he implicatioris of 

nahiralism. Critics sudi as Stuart P. Shennan, Paul Elmer More and the New Humanists, wrües 

Pizer, felt threatened by the disco- of naturaiism, considering it a 'foreign Ywçion ~apabte 

of u n d e r m g  the moral fabric of American Me" (182). The faiiout of the First World War, and 



its threat to Amencan isolationism h m  ttie test of the world, the Great Depression and the social 

dialogue that swirled amund it, and the possibitity of Amerka's involvement in another world 

war, ail contributed to a xenophobia around the emergence of an American fiction deeply 

imbued with foreign infiuence. James T. Farrell, in his essay, "Some Observations on Naturalism, 

so calied, in Fiction," portrayeci naturalists not- as in the earlier essays of Frank Norris and 

Dreiser - as champions of social justice, but as victims of a reactionary and hostile critical and 

legal establishment: 

It is a curious fact Wt it is the writers of the socalleci naturabtic 
tradition who constantly have had to bear the brunt of the 
struggle for freedom of üterary expression. It is the writers of 
th* tradition who constanNy have been iuuled into court, who 
have had to defend their work at  litw, who have had to face the 
application of police power. It is the writers of this tradition 
whose books have ben excluded from across the boundaries of 
democratic countries. (262) 

Farrell pictures naturalists not only as voices calling for social reform. but also as voices whose 

cal1 for reform, or whose fictional indictment of present circurnsb~:es, led to brutal repression 

against them. In the 1920s, 1- and 19405 nahrratistr found themselves facing the "law." 

Clearly, society at large had k o m e  far more sensitive to nahinktic writing; no longer satisfied 

to repress such work  by delaying pubkation (as in the case, eadier, of Sister Chnié), legal 

measures placed prohibitions against the authors themselves. Both critics and authors become 

further embroiled a debate that no longer viewed natunlism as exterior to American society 

(whether through aestheticism or its casual dismissal as an inferior, dated imitation of Zola) but, 

for better or wone, as an intrinsic component of the American cultural xene. 

The major change behwen the earlier work of Howells, Dreiser, Noms and Wharton, 

and works such as the S t d  Lonigm hilogy (1932-1935) and Thc Grqm of W h  (1939), is best 

expressed by Pizer as "a potent mix of dire economic conditions and Matxist idealism" (182). In 

the inter-war p e n d  a Marxist strain begm to appear explicitly in naturalism. This Manism, in 

hindsight has the quality of a historical inevitabiüty. considering the labour agitation of the 

period, the Russian Revoiution and the rise of Stalinism and the Soviet Union to global 



prominence, and the economic domtuni of the Depression (an event predided by M m  Liimseif 

in Capital where he d e s u i i  ihe "mowrnent of alternate expansion and contraction" in opital's 

need for labourers, 313). Beside the Darwinism, empiricism, Freudian psychology and Zola-ism 

imported by naturalistic authors such as Dreiser, critics of the form now had to contend with a 

ManUçm whose prophecies sewed everywhere supported by social, economic and poiitical 

transformations. Farrell, as nded by Jules Chametzky in "James T. Farreii's Literary Giticism" 

(1976), owed much to the theorists of Marxism: "Among the strengths is Farrell's use of Marx, 

Engels, Plekhanov, and Lenm against d g a r  Marxism and vulgar economic determinism" (82). 

The influx of genuine Mar& thinking complicates the detenninism of Farrell. Chametzky 

argues that Farrell, in his use of M m h ,  is "aware of the great variety of Me" and that he 

"espouses the c a w  of great diversity in the methods, procedure, content of iiterahire agaînst 

prescriptive cultural commissars at home and abroad" (82). The key words in Chametzky- 

"great variety" and "great divenity" - begin to describe a more inciusive v i s i o ~  one by necessity 

required for the advent of diaiectical thought, particularly as that thought eschews the 

"prescriptive" for the diagnostic The naturaiist writings of the f930s, as illustrateci by Farrell 

and Steinbeck, evince a huther deployment of M m i s t  dialectia. 

B. James T. Farrell and Dialecticai Materialkm 

Jarneson's Mmrism and F m  describes the v a t  program of Mamst dialectics, and the necesary 

epistemological ayproadi. in wmds that fulfil Chametzky's quaiifications of F m i k  "For if 

M d m  as a mental operation is to be characterised as a kind of inner 'prmanent revolution,' 

then it is dear that every systematic presentation of it falsifies it in the moment in which it h z e s  

over into a system" (362). Here, Jarneson contends that for the work of dialeaical thought to 

remain historical, it mttst continuaiiy stand guard against the urge to ossify mto a "systematic 

body of ideas" (362); the moment dialectical thinking become systematic it positr itseif a space 

outside of history, a space unconditid by the specifiaty of the t h e  and place wherelli it is 

thought; dialectics must temain radicaliy aware of itseif as contingent rather than definite. in 



Jameson's view, the failure of systems resulls kom the notion that they can account for ali of 

his tory and are therefore exempt from its vicissitudes. The "systematic presentation" becornes 

permanent, prophetic, accounüng for ail that will corne, and therefore in constant denial (if not 

outright unconsciousness) of its provisional, historiai status. If, as M m  argues, aU 

epistemological modes arise h m  the pculiarities of their moment in (sociai) history, then d 

ideas (in order to be fully aware of themselves) must invoke and critique their origin in the Maal; 

with t h  invocation necessariiy comes the understanding of the idea's dependent miatiomhip 

vis-&-vis its historicai present; this procedure of delimiting self-awareness is Jameson's dialecticai 

process. Dialectics prevents the removal of an idea from üme and hence its ossification. 

Dialectical thought never settles into a parocular system because it knows that ail systems 

inevi ta bly reprod uce present conditions, conceiving for themselves a permanent position 

removed from Lhe reaiity of history, and therefore in danger of aiienation h m  the marnent and 

i ts responsibili ties. Sys tems are inadequate to containing history, since their very origins depend 

upon historical occurrence. 

Farrell's objection to "vulgar Marxism" is an objection to systematisation, and his essay, 

"Some Observations," contends that mhiralism, as he understands it, invokes no paxticular 

system of thought but raiher involves a response to "events in this world" (258). What Pizer 

recognises as impliat in Dreiser's work-namely, the sftategic co-opting of vanous phdosophies 

(which, in the long nm, may contradict one another), in order to capture a partirukr angle on a 

diarader or s i t u a t i o n - F d  here states rxplicitiy. To a Mted degree, ikh we see in the 

transfer of ideas fiom Dreiser to F a d  a hirther interrogation of the systrnultic. In corisidering 

his naturalism a responsive rather than diagnostic tool, Farrell makes of naturalism a "aitical 

rather than a speculative itistnunent" (lameson 364). By "aitical," Jameson here means a 

thinking that insists on a respome to manifstations in the historical piesent (the speciôcs) ntkr 

than an investïng of those manifestatim with a pre-aristing explanatory and carectiw ideology. 

Naturalism now begins to Micany rejea the importation of systematic precepts into literatm. 



Chametsky glimpses an incipient dialcctical prucess at work in Farrell. But Farrell's 

indusiveness stiU fronts an essentialiy exclusionary position as he admits in an interview with 

Flynn and Salzman: "Well, 1 never completely accepted Marx's theories. 1 never was quite 

absolutely sure that the history of man was just the history of class struggles. And, secondly, 1 

never could understand and explain dialectical materialism" (6). Here, F a r d  m a l s  that his 

suspicion of systems does not imply the presence of a fuli-blown "dialectical materialism" in his 

writing, since he admits to not "understanding" or being able to "explain" the pratice. The 

dialectical proces, therefore, remains hinted at, partially glimpsed, but not fdly authorised. 

Farrell's writing is not fÙUy engaged with dialectical procedure (though his writing exemplifies 

it). Secondly, and most importantly, Famli's words, "1 never completely accepted contrasts 

with dirty realisni's ail-accepting tactics. To not "completely accept" means that an exdusionary 

logic govenir Farrell's thinking and corrobora tes the presence of a negative system, one not 

articulated by what it is, but rather by ~ u h t  it is nat, by what it rejects. The exdwion of certain 

ideas from consideration suspends Farrell in judgement over history as a field he selects from, the 

relevance of whose components he determines, and instils his aesthetic with an ahistorical aspect. 

The point of dialectical thought is not whether any particdar idea is right or wrong but how tha t 

idea reflects the given conditions of a moment in the.  

Farrell's statement, 'I never was quite absolutely sure that the history of man was just the 

his tory of dass struggles," underats Chametsky's contention tha t Farrell ûuly undeistd Marx 

and had an insight beyond the "vuigar Manàsm" of many of hi9 contemporaries, such as Mike 

Gold and Granville HYkr (82). nie statement illustrates the hi& of Farrell's dasiandllig 

and indicates the reasons for his failure to commit to dialectical materialism. Farreli's attack on 

"vulgar economic detertniniSmt8 (Kt) certainly does constitute an attack on vulgar Marxism, but 

the conflation of economic determinimi with Mm's  notion of b t a y  iLpelf suggesk a 

misunderstanding and vulgarisation on F M s  pah in Marx, tk ''history of man" is rot "just 

the history of dass stmggle." When Man speaks of the rise of capitd, he speab of an historical 



phase arising out of precapitalist conditions; furthemore, he psi& a history foiiowing after the 

revolution, or a history beyond dass stniggle. Farrell's Manism fa& to grasp that M m  regards 

k t o r y  not as "just claa struggle" (this pitains only to Marx's description of a particuîar 

moment in history) but history as a soda1 process. in the Emnomic and Philosophic Mmuscripîs of 

1844, M a n  critiques the Hegelian dialecüç and, in doing so, reveais his notion of histo'y: 

The real, a& orientation of man to himself as a species-king, 
or his manifestation as a real spcies-being (ie., as a human 
king), is oniy podsible if he realiy brings out ail his sp0es- 
powers-someihing which in tum is only pssible through the 
cooperative action of ali of mankind, only as the resuit of 
history-and treats these powers as obpas: and this, to begin 
with, ir again oniy possible in the form of estangement. (118) 

Here, M a n  identifies the "result of history" as "the codperative action of all rnadcind." History, 

therefore "results" not in the s@c antagonism of groups but in the larger "orientation of man 

to himself as a species-king." History means not necessarily struggle but a "manifestation" of 

the social as synonymous with the human, as that which predicates the human, deiineates its 

"being." Marx diverges from Hegel's "ahstract" conception of the dialectk in that he lantes 

history in the tangible and the visible, in the objecthcation of man's "species-powers," in other 

words, the manifestation of human interaction in the objectification of "powers," in property, 

goods, currency and, most importantly, the serisuaiiy perceptible effects of labour. "Dialecticai 

materiakm," therefore, considers the opposition, or "estrangement," between the "powers'" 

made "manifest" and the speciiesbeing (humam) in whom originate the manifested powem. 

History therefore corrsira of oppositions8 but oppositiom not of ciass (thoogh daso may 

constitute one of the oppositions that b t o r y  generates) but of "man to himself" or between 

"man" and the Wible sigm aeated by "man," whose aliena tion, or objectification, recaüs "man" 

to himselt The paradox that humanity can oniy know itseif by obpctirying its powas. making 

percephile its dfects, constihltes the very ground of dialectical mat- whkh ê the 

. thoughtfui study of d iec i  (or obpaured) thought This unipsolved temion between insemate- 

being and knowing-being infoims the vg, core of Mantàt tlûnking. Che confiict only 



constitutes a particular moment in this unresolved and unresolvable process which hinges on the 

abenaiion necessary for self-awarenea, serf-miwrmess as alienafion. Famll's equating of ManUst 

history with the finite procedure of class struggle therefore leaves the intent of his W o n  interred 

in polemics rather than the synthesis required by Mm. Uass sbuggle ir only part of the p a t e r  

struggle obviated by history. A misundentandhg of Manist history neassdy results in 

Faneil's "Uicomplete acceptance" of dialectical materialism and therefore a partial, at k t ,  

operation of Man<ist dialectics in his work. 

But Farrell's interrogation of Marxism hrnishes another important opmtion of a semi- 

dialeclical chôracter. After a& a true dialeaical interrogation of the hisiorical pmwnt must also 

take into account the current understandings of Marxism; the dialectical novelist must also think 

(and re-think) M d m  in its cumnt cultural manifestation in order to enabîe a dynamism 

within Mamism and to prevent its ossification. This openness to theory, the willingness to pi& 

and choose and no t to accept any particuiar conceptual system wholesale cornes down to Farrell 

from the carliest naturalists. In "Some Observations," Farrell lis@ the genealogy of nahualism in 

an attempt to dissuade the reader h m  too easily accepting a hard and fast definition of 

naturalism: 

Within the framework of the nahrralistic tradition there is an 
extraordinary variety of theme, subject matter. attitude. ideas 
expressed or implied, types of character. Madmtie Booary by 
Flaubert, Grnimi by Zola, 7hc Red Badge ofCa<rage by Stephen 
Crane, Sister Cmrie by Dreiser, U.S.A. by Dos Piissos, couCd be 
cited as nahvalistic fiovels. But what insight do we gain by 
linking them together in terms of a watereddomi 
gene- tion? (26041) 

In expressing a hostility towards scholarship that would place ~turalism within definite 

theoretical confines FarreU both caries on the earlier conceptual open-endedness apparent in 

Dreiser and Nomis?' but also presages the complete supermarket-styk cnarimption of 

epistemological systems înaugurated by dirty realism. Here, F d  suggests ihit each author, 

from Flaubert to Dos Passos, 1- much in his or her confiation with other writers of the "so- 

calIedW naturalist school. Scholarship eliminates critical differences between such writers in 



order to delimit a sphere of competency in which it can place, and handle, novels that borrow 

from (not necessarily belong in) a certain "tradition." Farrell does wülingly make one concession 

to generalisation in observing that each of these writets attempted to "corne to terms with 

experience" (261), and that their novels "have been wrilten in the spirit of truth" (261). The 

defining characteristic of naturaiism, in Farrell's mind, becornes its adherexe to tk historical 

moment, to "experience" rather than concept, and its attempt at huthful recapitulation and 

presentation of that experience in fiction (a claim aLmost identical to Dreiser's over four decades 

carlier). Since historid conditions, in Paul Civelle's words, are always "ûansforming," the 

writing of the historical present requires a constantly renewed iquiry into its conditions; 

naturaüsm re-investigates and critiques the epistemological, political, sacial and cultural systems 

in opera tion, always from a slightly àifferent vantage, as demanded by present contingenaes. 

Naturalism, thercfore, embdies not so much a transmission of coherent precepts or dogma from 

generation to generation (these, by necessity, must change) but rather, in dialectical fashion, a wy 

of operafing, a procedure. Phr.  in Redkm and Nat~itiirdism in NinefeenthCrntury Amm'can 

Literahrre (1984) notes the apparent lack of conceptual coherence behwen the various nahuaiists: 

" American naturalism . . . has been largely a movement characteriseâ by similantities in material 

and method, not by philosophical cokrence1* (110). Gües agree with Pizer? going on to broaden 

Pizer's contention by iliustrating the various changes that occwed in nahiralists' treatment of 

determinism through the twentieth cenhiry (8). Pizefs word choiœ reflects the simiiarity 

behveen naturaliçts as a formal issue, just as Jarneson notes that the practiœ of Mantist dia]ectics 

presents primarily a formal chaiienge, an involvement with 'materiaï and method" rather than 

through the conscription of generalised categories of thought and trans-historical prescriptions 

for activity. The conceptual operrendedness of nahvalism adarowledges its own piace in history 

by enacting soàetal examuiatim that in themdves manifest theu own historiai charader; 

however, the problem of intent s&iU rrmdiiis, even now, in the relativeiy informeci work of James 

T. Farrell and John Steinbeck-or in what G k  cails the "daonctly politicai phase" (185) of 1938 



naturalistic writing-since in Farrell the deployment of Mmist diakcüa remaim an inapient 

one, leading us to question the degree to which the apparance of dialedical elements omirred 

as they must (since aii works manifest the tensions of their age) or because of authorhl intent. 

C. Stub Lonigan and "The Large Historical Statement" 

Whatever their rrocedurat limitations, the naturaüsts of the 19- did e v h  a more definite 

Manism than their predecessors. Insofar as the dire economic conditions of the 193(6 

characterised a society in need of immediate saial action, the naturaüsts of this period allied the 

novel to the cause of social justice. Their novels not only diagnosed existing conditions but 

attemptcd to offer some program of remedy for them. While Giles notes of McTeape that 

"Norris was not concemed with c a h g  for d o m "  (185),'8 he does refer to much of 193& writing 

as novels of "protest" (183). While Nomis portrayed the deplorable conditions of his age, hs 

noveis do not "protest" them in the sense that they demand change, since it remains probable 

that novels such as McTeague do not admit of the possiaiüty of affinnative change, viewing 

society as thoroughly detennined by external forces: ncvertheless, the exposure of the Tnith 

certainly impiies at lest  a demand for social enüghtenment. The intent of Norris's work remains 

diagnostic, descriptive, perhaps even scientifically "objective" (Uisofar as it does not presume to 

influence events), as its determuiism reaiains rooted in "Daminian theory" rather than the 

"inaeasingly more internai'' (P im 8)# or endemic, problems of capitalisa P h p s  the greatest 

difference between Nomis and Dreiser8 on one side, and Farrell and Steinbeck, on the other, lies 

in the distinction behveen ailegory and realism; certainly Norris ev iKg  a stmng tendency 

towards viewing the human as merely a refledion or representation of set principles govemed by 

biology and society, while Faneil and Steinbeck complicate the posstiility of what forces the 

human rcpresents as weil as the reverse: how the human can alter conditions. 

The sh& h i g m  trilogy, as noted by Robert Butier in "Farrell's E h i c  Ndghbourhood 

and Wright's Urban Ghetîo: Two Visions of Chicago's South Side" (1993)8 draws attention to the 

allegorical sequencing of Stuâs Lonigan's Me: 



Farrell makes it dear at the outset of ihe trilogy that the year is 
1916, a üsne of apparenily great promise for Amena and his 
central character. Just as American society is on the eve of 
electing Woodrow Wüson, a plitician committed to presenRng 
American innocence and prosprity by keeping the country out 
of a European war, Studs is apparently on the verge of a 
successful Me when he graduates boom grammar school nie 
trilogy ends in the early thiriies when America is in the throes of 
a culhuai coUapse brought on by the Depression, and Studs 
literaliy collaps from an assortment of physical and 
psychological torrnents. (1 12) 

The condition of Studs's Me mirrors the political and social conditions of th Amerie around 

him. History conditions his existence; but the quality of Studs's existence a h  conditions our 

view of the historical moment. The determinism evident in FamU becomes complex by not 

hnctioning uni-directionaly: who is the mirror and who the reflection? Historical reaüties 

condition the individual, but history itseff b constntcted by the human mind; therefore, the 

relationship, in Farrell, between the individual and history becomes one of both cause and effect. 

Complicating the view of determinism, the disappearance of a hear  or teleological causaiity that 

powered an earlier n a h i r a b  (Studs, within the sociehistorical aiiegory, is sbnultaneously an 

emblem and the one who mates the emblem), and the death of the protagonist at the end of the 

last novel in the series, \udgemmt Dq, destroys the alegorical implicatiom and retums the novel 

to the particufar. In other words, aliegory appars but does not achieve the last word either on 

Siuds or the America of that t h e .  The Depmsion did not 101l America, though it may have 

Med Studs. The condusion of the novel fiMlly, refuses to resolve the text into a simple, vulgar 

allegory of detwiinmn. Although the hpmsion did evenhate tk derth of Shi& others h m  

an identical soaal background and from similar fhxbi conditions did nct only survive the 

depression but. to various degrees, prcspered. 

The character of Danny (TNeiii, in the second novel of the trilogy, 7k Y m g  Mmrhwd of 

Sb<& Lonigm, charaderises the complex tensions between the individuai and hïs or her saiai 

milieu; he represents the possibility, as w d  as the risks, of a break from one's soQal conditiming. 

Whüe Butler's statement on the ethnic neighbourhood-"It a n  also be the setting for human 



iiberation for those Iü<e Danny 0'Ned.l who use it as a foundation for human development" 

(103)-secms overly optimistic given the conclusions reached by Danny, it does Yidicate the 

bi ts  Farrell places on effective protest, limits, paradoxically, set by the social milieu even while 

the materid experience of that milieu conditions its own protest and undermining, as weU as the 

eventual transcendence of the individual from that milieu. Rejected by a diurch official whom he 

goes to for spiritual guidance, and immersed in reading scholarship whiie working at a service 

station, Danny reflects on the world of hiç youth: "He had been told things, told that the world 

was good and just, and that the good and just were rewarded, lies completely irrelevant to what 

he had reaily experienced; lies covering a world of misery, neurotiQsm, frustration, 

im pecu niousness, hypoaisy, disease, clap, syphilis, poverty, injustice" (429). This passage 

indica tes Danny's oscillation between ideai abstractions, such as goodness and justice, and a 

pseudosociological taxonomy of the vices exhibited by his society. This d a t i o n  between 

theory and practice, and its interrogation, occurs not only cognitively on Danny's part, but fin& 

itseü reproduced in his mode of thinking as wek later on, Famii descxibes Danny's feelings: "He 

swerved again from disillusionment to elation" (431). As  MY attempts to irade the hypocrisy 

evident in his upbringing for a darified social vision and a grandiose one in which he becomes 

"a savior of the worlâ" (430) through the implementation of sociaüst ideology, Farrell's text 

exhibits a subtle dialectical aitique that evinces the Manist understanding Faireil denies 

possessing in the i n t e ~ e w  with çalmian and Flynn. Danny's oxiUations provide a 

juxtaposition of opposites that Farrell synthesises into a portrait of how a perocuhr charader 

reacts to histofical conditions. 

Damy exchanges one vision of a reified world for another. the beliüiing hypocrisy of 

Chicago's South Side for an escapist and nihilistic fantasy of a world emptied of the "Lies, (and] 

frustrations he had krtown in it" (430). Danny beüeves in the power of the pen, in e&g the 

South Side "out of his conwiousness with a book" (431). Education becomes both a means of 

escape as weli as an ovemriting of c o n s c i w ~ n e ~ ~ ~  which can only mean further entrapment 



withiii the past since Danny's entire reason for becoming educated hinges upon factors solely 

originating in the old neighbourhod: being ignored by the priest, king caiied "goof" by the 

boys, poverty, shame, ignorance. This conjunction of oppsite effecîs, an opposition further 

enhanced by the osciilatiom in Danny's mood. characterises the dialeaical, desadoed by Jameson 

a coming to consciousness of the way in whidr our conceptuai 
instruments themselves determine the shape and limits of the 
results arrived at . . . and, thereafter, in that second and more 
conmte movement of refltxtion which is the spmfically Mvxist 
form, in a consciousness of ourselves as at once the proâuct and 
the producer of history, and of the pmfoondly Iiistorical charaaer 
of our soci+economic situation as it informs both solutions and 
the pmblems which gave rise to them equaliy. (373) 

The passage on Danny suggests "the way in which our conceptual instruments themselves 

detennine the s h a p  and b i t s  of the resuits arrived at" kofar  as the conâitions of Danny's 

existence produce the "type" of "fom" of his Manist thinkuig as a "resuit." Danny's egomania, 

lus vainglorious fantasy of global importance, represents not so much a subversive strain in one 

of the charactes as  it serves to reground Danny in his social background His de& for acdaim, 

and his belief in the efficacy of the pen and education, only echoes (although in an ideologically 

inverted context), the speech made by Father Gihwley in Young Lmigm, where the priest 

describes education as the means to prsonal salvation (30-31). Danny merely trarrsfea the 

transcendent message into another ideological context (since Marxim, finaliy, has nothing to do 

poütics m a i n  shot through with a gauihil apitalistic vision. However, th& prewntation of 

Danny, for the reader, falls in h e  with Jarneson's definition, since it shows the "profoundly 

historical character of [Danny's] socio-economic situation as it inforrns both solutions and the 

problems which gave rise to them equaUy." We understand Manimi not necessarily as 

capitalistic, but capitalistic in Danny's case. We understand how Danny's "solution8' to h i ,  

"socio-economic situation" arises fiam the soQ0~conomics of that situation itself, Fadî's work 

remains profoundly grocindeci, then, in history. He does not despair at finding a solution to the 



various problems encountered by his characters, but never allows the "solutions" to transcend 

the historical marnent and thereby becorne trans-historical ideoIogies, and this indudes his 

presentation of Manism ibelb Mancism m a i n s  pmedunl ,  contingent, provisional, always 

dialectically involved with present imperatives, rather than obfwating them under cover of an 

overarching teleology. 

Farrell's determinism, as well, depends not on viewing capitalisrn, and its effects, in a 

uniform, universal light The variations in the fate of each chander suggest that the machinery 

of capitalism does not affect individuais similarly; not everyone ceacts to the same conditions the 

same way. Danny adopts a socialist vision as a way of navigating Society, but other characters 

from the same background and socioeronomic porsibilities choose other strategies. Speaking of 

the city environs as offering a both positive and negative influence on Studs, Butler observes: 

"Studs's downfall can be baced as much to his own faüure to m a h  use of the p s i  tive aspects of 

his environment as it can be traceci to the negative pressures of that envinonment" (106). Farrell's 

Chicago, argues Butler, funcüons less akgorically than Richard Wright%, holding out to Studs 

the promise of betkrment* a Wberment he e t s  by choosing a lifestyle whose pdce amves too 

late: "But still, he did wish he hadn't been such a muttonhead as to pass up the chance to get an 

education when he had had it. Just now, when he needed help mat.  an education would put 

him a long way ahead of many fellows" (740). Studs, sick, weakeneâ, trappeci Uito marriage by 

his own sexual urges and social convention, wanders the streets of the city lmking for 

empioyment, realising, along the way, that his vision of himself and his hitute has proved 

myopic and arrogant Unlike Danny, then, Studs considereâ the possibilitia of an education and 

rejected them in favour of following his fathefs business; when the Depression and his own 

physical aihents render him incapable of assuming a permanent place in his fathef s employ, 

Studs reflect. with regret on his bad decision Yet he continues to make bad decisions, 

particularly with his investment in the stock market, which he sticks to regardless of the timely 

advice of father and fnends. Though surrounding conditions offer Studs the possibility of 



betterment, or, at least, of different choices, he remains, to the end, blindly faühhil to his own 

beliefs. His downfail OCCUIS as a conjunction of bad decirions and envin,nmentP 

By the end of Studs Lonigan we cannot say that conditiom entirely account for the 

choices of the individual, since we cannot exactly pinpoint aU the deteminanis in play; there are 

sirnply too many. Studs's decinon to rejed forma1 education, to continue with his failing 

investment, or to marry Catherine, may correspnd to psychological problems themselves social 

in nature, but the w i e t y  of factors impinging on a pexson simply pnwes ioo vast to indude, in 

total, within any novel. Studs himseif comments on the impossibiüty of accounüng for every 

societal factor and their complex interplay: "It shyck him how queer it was that he should at this 

moment be waiking along this Street, past a block-long prairie, and of how, five or six years ago, 

who'd have predided thai it would" (616). Shids's confession of mystification negalively mimors 

the notion of overdetermination. What appears to Farrell, the author, as a proliferation of 

determinants too numerous to fully record, appars in Shids's mind as mystay. He cannot 

account for his present whereabouts through causai prediction. Time does not, fhliy,  offer itself 

to hun in an open fashion. nie unexpcted, queerness of Me, however, cornes under a different 

nibric for Farrell, as he admits in the Flynn and çalzman i n t e ~ e w :  

I've always thought there's multiple causation. That is, 1 didn't 
think that economic causation was always the dedsive hictor, 
but that there's multiple causation; and that causation changes, 
and habits develop and become instihitions, and imtitutiom 
develop, and people's habits deveiop uound Distihatioris. And 
the genesis d o d t  scplaln the contirmation of the iristitution a 
the habit. (6) 

By calling on overdetermination, or "multiple caiisation," F a d i  atiempb to explain those 

elements in the text whidi rernain a mystery, the minute societd d i f f m  Lhat cause Danny 

O'Neil to choose ducation and Studs bnigan to chouse his f a W s  btisiness.8 Farrell rather 

than seeking refuge in metaphysia8 in irreduable notions of character and !utrire# to expiain 

why Shids foliows the particuiar path he foilows, rather invokes the limits of haman cognition in 



expressing the fullness of the historical moment and the interco~cctednw of ail its 

determinants. in the quoted passage, Farrell suggests causation beyond the economic, posibly 

referring to what Dennis Fiynn, in his essay "Farrell and Dostoevsky" (lm), c a k  "psychologial 

inevitabiiity" (119), or the Freudian iduence that Farrell himseif openiy admits to (although it 

remains unclear, in Fiynn's paper, though not in Farrell, to what degree the economic and 

psychological operate autonomously of one another). The "deQsiw factor'' m a i n s  unavailable 

to the author, who can oniy record the protagonist stiuggüng in multiple webs of influence. 

Moreover, causation itself remains slippry, since it does not remain a constant source of 

influence, but changes and evolves over tirne. The "habits" that people develop in response to 

certain institutions may outlive or divcrge from those institutions in ways not expected or 

predicted by the "genesis" of either the habit or the institution Farrell may not posit 

metaphysical "rnystery" as the irreducible factor in human development, but certainly does posit 

human behaviour as irreducible to any one originary point. 

The immensity of Farrell's work, ultimately, coilapses on ilself, imploding under the 

strain of its own ambition, so that its very hugeness highlights the particularity of the story it 

t ek .  As  Jameson indica tes? in Mmxism and F m f  "Whem al1 the dimensions of history cohere in 

synchronie fashion, the simple linear stories of eariier historians are no longer passible; now it is 

diachrony and continu ity w hich become problematical, mere working hypotheses" (51). The 

wide variety of elements from which Studs draws his picture of hirnself and the world- 

induding advertising, political propaganda, fdm, ppula. son& reiigious dopa-for d üs 

breadth? finaily peitains to only one story: çhids's; and the other charaders in the work with 

their divergent fates, suggest that even this lengthy portrait of Chicago's South Side is not 

comprehensi-;e enough; it dws not account for the immensity of the synduonic-di the Iayea 

simultaneously acting, singularly and together, as determinants in the Iiws of the other 

characters. The attempt at narrating the various levels of detenninants, at providing a synduo~c  

framework, resolves itself in the necessafy hiiure of such an endeavour, since a novd can never 



fully encapsulate, and therefore exceed, its historical parameters; at best, as in the dialectical 

criticism propounded by Jarneson, one can only continually question the ways in w k h  we select 

elements hom the synchronie and hun them to the ends of a diachronie narrative, to internogote 

our hypothetical "continuities" (in US case the linear life-history of Studs) and, by doing so, 

realise the deterministic complexity of a historical moment beyond our xope. Lntimately, the 

Shrds Lmigmi trilogy does precisely what Jameson contends: it calls akntion to the novel 

attempting to render history; by calling attention to itself in this way, the novel regrounds itself 

as historical commodi ty: 

Such antisystematic systemathtion, with aU the deep inner 
contradictions it involves, m i n d s  me of nothing quik so much as 
those equally contradictory monuments of modem art and literature 
which in their attempt to say everyüung end up saying only that one 
thing; which in their convulsive effort to present themselves, in 
alrnost medieval fashion, as the very book of the world itself, end up 
king but one book among others in a universe so disparate that no 
single thought can encompaa i t  (Jameson 58) 

Farrell's systematic attempt to present the world of Studs Lmigan displays the "deep imer 

contradictions" Jameson speaks of, insofar as its form cas& into doubt its inclusiveness, insofar as 

its "large histoncal statement," in Bill Buford's words, c a b  us to question the possibiîity of ever 

futIy accounting for every determinant influence on character. Magnitude and the specific co- 

exist, dialectically, in Farrell's work. FUially, the novel imparts b us a "disparate" universe filled 

with the contradictory, because unassimilable, elements Walt Whitman attempted to catalogue in 

Sorrg of MyseF This indeterminacy figures as Farreü's legacy to dirty realism. 

Authors such as Farrell developed the notion of an overdetennineâ world, one over- 

saturateci with systems and counter-systems of infiuence to the point of an irreducible complexity 

(a notion further elaborau in di* realism). This does not mean that Farrell rejected history; 

quite the conû=ary, it means that Farrell's work implies that the self is so imately historical that it 

can never entirdy transcend history, can never stand outside of history's "stream" by accounting 

for, and thereby containing, al1 its Mnants. The novelist, therefore, needs to approach the text 

not as a permanent pottrait of the world but as a provisional, partial, constantly self- 



questioning and sel f-interrogating account. By radically invalidating the "large historical 

statement" of his narrative. Farrell paveû the way for dirty teab6 (whom, as Buford notes, 

distnist immense historical statements) to bring their authonal operations down to the level of 

particulars, to the level of trivia. if the novel c a ~ o t  encapsulate history. but only inbemgate it 

and our position vis-à-vis its construction, then the novelist can find everything he needs in the 

sm alles t detail; since the speci fics themselva cm dialectically "speaJc" of an overarrhing content, 

in the way that the specifics of Studs's life emphasise histoncal uncertainty, the miniaturisation of 

scope discovered by Buford in dirty realism regards not a reaction against novelisb like Farrell 

but a response to hem. The conjunction of particulais, the deference to salipsisrn, and the 

conceptual contrariness of dirty realism al1 recall the immensity of its historical content, since the 

specifics of a character or an author allude to the casting of the diachronie frorn the synchronie. 

The atomisation-social, personal, conceptual-of dirty reaiisrn now indicabes the historical 

moment, one too disparate for a coherent portrait, except on the level of systematic incoherence, 

or f f  antisysternatic systernatization." As Jarneson notes, the éialectical reversal of Msntist 

tkinking allows these authon to "square the tirde and to hold the absolute wholly within the 

utter rela tivi ty of the ind ividual consciousness or the individual observef (373). Since history, 

ahve  alt, depends on relation, the "relative" aspects of the narration carry within them the 

tension k t w e n  the individual subwt and the society narrabed, and b focus on the retativity 

itrelf of story will continually reground the intimation of larger historical movements agaiwt 

which the narration defines itself, and back into which it, by necessity, collapses. These tensions 

prevent the relative narration from becoming an absolute one. The terrain of trivia, of junk, of 

detritus, of the tiny details dirty realists sort through, appropriabely, keeps dirty realism aware of 

the coherence it canot manufacture, but whose atlempted manufacture keeps dirty realism 

functioning as a process rather than a solution. In trivia, rather than in large historical accounts, 

dirty realism will i d e n w  its society and the level on which it will dialectically operate. 



D. The Activism of 77te Grapes of Wrath 

If the Strids Lonigan trilogy, in its vast attempt to enummte the variety of determinants acting 

upon its protagonist, displayed, even in its particularity (the focus on Studs), the impossible 

challenge, cven the inevitable defeat, of the novelist when faced with mording history, then John 

Steinbeck's Grapes of Math pses (and a m e r s )  the question: how can a revolutionary, or at least 

"protest," work exist in the face of such indetcminacy. An inability to determine the exact 

causes (or perpetrators) of, say, social injustice, leaves the prdest author wiih the impossible task 

of casting a subversive or revolutionary instruction in the f m  of fiction while remaining umlear 

as to what goal or target that instruction should engage. 73e Grcrpa of Math proposes a fiction 

cognisant of its epistemological faihgs, yet wilhg, despite this, to deümit a necessary paradigrn 

for action. 

In L i f n q  nieory: An Inhuditc~un (1996), Terry Eagleton denounces the liberal humanist 

inquiry into the ontological status of the "thing," replacing this essentialist inquiry with the 

contingency of Manist  praxis "It is not a matter of s W g  from certain theoretical or 

methodological problems: it is a matter of starthg from what we want to do, and then seeing 

which methods and theones will kt help u s  to achieve these ends" (183). Eagleton's sbategy, 

iike Jarneson's (although fiom a more pragmatîc point of view), stresses the need to envision 

theory not as an investigative or spculative tool but as a meam of achieving an end; the end, in 

effect, determines the necessaiy means. In the han& of Eagleton the diFinteresied speculation of 

liberal humanism tums into the goal-onénted seldvity of Minasm, which views its pi:+ as 

the consmption of theory and method into an engagement with tk dilemmas of the historical 

present This marks a radical shift in epistemology, where concepts become valuable not for the 

uisight they offer into the nature of being, the relation between the human and the spintual, or 

even into essentialist notions of political organisation, but rather for th& immediate use, to the 

way they might serve a manentary aim. Granted, Eagleton kre speaks of a aiticai engagement 

with cultural abjects, and explains how aitickm should pmress them, yet his attitude towards 



epistemological theory and rnethod-one of conüngency on the "practical sihiation" (183)- 

marks a break with the notion that absolute and universal laws govem our thoughts and actions 

for a view that suggests more short-range. tadical operations according to epistemological 

schema that may shift, foiiowing needs and a h ,  hom moment to moment. In a sense, this 

notion cornmodifies theory and method, rendering intelledual systems important not for thei 

own sake but as items one can deploy and discard as necessary; epistemology entes into 

inteiiectual circuiation as a sort of use-value. 

In Steinbeck's case, the historical dilemma in question centres on necessiiy itself. as Thc 

Grapes of Wratli traces the starving, humiüated and uprooted masses of Okies migraüng from 

their expropriated ancestral homes to the promised knd of California. The immediacy of their 

needs demands a mobile. malieable system of response, one intimately linked with weather. road 

conditions, employment status. and reception hy the local populace. Throughout the novel 

Steinbeck continually reminds us of the contingent nature of moraliiy, politics and action. nie  

character of the Preacher confronts the reader *Mth the subversion of "traditions," for example, in 

the form of household roles; when Ma compiaim that he shouid not do her work, he replies: 

"Theyfs too much of it to split it up to men's or women's work You got stuff to do. Leave me 

salt the meat" (1%). The Preadier charader does not indicate the breakdown of familial roies, 

but that such roles depend upon conduave conditions; should the conditions change. as they do, 

drastically, during the Depression, then the division of bbour within the farnily must also 

change. Steinbd makes dear that w k n  tk Joad hmtly ieaves ils iand in Oklahom& it leaves 

behind not just a shelter but an entire form of life, a soaietal organisation predkateâ upon the 

demands of a patticular mode of living in a partLukr historical period. The key to successfdy 

survivuig this change cornes wah one's ability to drop previw conceptions, such as gendered 

division of labour, and adapt new standards to the i#Iuitwnenk of a riew mode of living. 

Thmughout the noveL Steinbeck, iike F a d i ,  addresses the inability of the hman mind 

to encapsulate every factor determïning behaviom; shortiy aIter arriving at the governent mn 



camp, Ma makes the foiiowing assesment: "They's t h g s  you do, an' you don' know why" 

(416). Ma's statement followç Pa's query on the fate of Noah, the fint Joad to voluntarily 

abandon the protedive &le of the family. Noah's fate remains unclear. The la& of clarity in 

Noah's choice and where that choice leads him, echoed in Ma's speech, suggests that, iike Famll,  

Steinbeck also considered his nowl openinded, the fates of some of the characters (inducihg 

Tom) beyond the scope of the novelist. Ma cannot always account for the reasons why Noah, or 

anyone else, including herseif, behave as they do, and what that behaviour might say about the 

present situation. The failure to respond to the "why" of the situations presented in the novel, 

however, is offset by the frequent underxoring of "how." Foiiowing Eagleton's contention, the 

Joads provisionaiiy adapt theu "method" to changes in social conditioiis (particularly evident in 

the burial of the grandfather). The liberal humanist ontology of "why" vanishes beneath a 

Marxist praxis of "horv." If history remains inescapable, & as the Pmadier suggests, no 

metaphysical explanation adequately covers for events in the real then the novel, rather than 

aspiring to replace previous universal systems of "tnith" or "God" with aestheticistii (as Dreiser 

and Nomis attempted to do), imtead indudes itseif as a dialectical operative in the field of 

history, as a historicaiiy conditioned reconi of a specihc era and occurrence in American history. 

The famous ending to the novel, with Rosasham's iips coming together "mystenously" (581). 

announces the novel's retum rot into the metaphysical "mystery" of spirit or God, but into the 

immensity of the historical moment Having ceded to u s  a partiai glunpse into the machinery of 

the moment (induding the dialecticai interpiay between the individual, as mpmmted by the 

chapters on the Joad family, and the krger society, as mpresented by the chapteft on the 

workings of auto salamen, ban& corpaate centres and local vigdante miiitias, to name a few), 

Steinbeck's novel makes the required consideration of its own propositions and, by doing so, 

cancels its exemption as "aesthetid' tnith h m  the h i s t q  it relates; Rmasharn's charity 

exemplifies a possiaüity of human conduct that arhes fmm. and pertah to, the history 

ernbodied in the narrative, though tk narrative iLPeü fids to adquately explain it (as it 



adequately explahsr for instance, the greed of corporate landowners); again, there is no "why" 

for Rosashamfs behaviour, only a "how," a method necessitated by the moment, although it does 

not square with traditional matemal practice. Rosashamfs mile indicates a degree of self- 

awareness and even a pleasure in realising an act contrary to tradition but not to human need. 

Throughout the novel, then practice (including the practice of writing a novel) pivots upon its 

renovation of "means" according to "needs," by the mutation of method in relation to milieu. 

in Jarneson's discussion of Lukacs lies also the key to unravelling Steinbeck's legacy to 

dirty reaüsm: "The privileged relationship to reaiity, the prideged mode of knowledge of the 

world will no longer be a static, contemplative one, wül no longer be one of pure reason or 

abstrad thought, but wüi be the union of thought and action that the Manùsts cal puis,  will be 

one of adivity conscious of itseif' (188). By refusing to nominate aestheticism as the repository of 

tru th - as Dreiser and Norris did - the aesthetic, in Steinbeck's case, becomes rather a further 

example of the inextncably historical nature of ali underiakings, including writing. The novel 

then, in practice, becomes a means of b ~ g i n g  history to üghk by embodying the historicaily 

contingent in its very form, the novel deflects this recognition ont0 the s u w  of its inquiry in a 

fusion of form and content. The novel's dialectical interplay between the societal and personal 

and the disparities this configuration mates  (dispanties it acbiowledges) mirrors the nhs 

between the Depression and the Joad's experiences within it. The act of writing the novel 

becomes a protest against "the mification into which the outside world had fiozen for the middle 

dassg" (Jarneson 188). The novel illuminates the way in which authors seiectiveiy determine 

diad\rony from the synchronie focussing speohcally on the Joaâs from among the vast 

profusion of peoples playing a part in the history of the Depression; in this wayr the novel never 

becomes reified, since its altemating chaptes alert us to the hrger picture that we m o t  h o p  to 

fully witness. By elaborating the dynamic tensions within the Depression, Steinbeck's novel 

admiis, structuraUyr iîs own dialectical operations withh that hstorical moment, themby 

implicating the novel itselif in the historical process, as an embattled and conflided medium of 



transmitting information. The "mysteriousness" with which the book doses underscores the 

specificity. rather than the ail-encompassing, quaiity of its fictional geshire. Steinbeck can only 

provisionally mark off occurrence and behaviour; in doing so, he exposes the provisionahty of ail 

thought, of ali aesthetic constructs, which in turn counters and aitiques the middleclass 

" reifica tionJ' of epis ternological values into tram-historical content The supposedly uuiate, 

universal and tram-historicaliy appiicable values of capital corne under fire as themselves 

contradictory and changeable means to an end. 

As the Joad family comes to justify their actions by predjcating them on historicai and 

material necessity, Steinbeck makes us understand that their ethical, moral and political 

contradictions themselves only echo the contradictions inherent to capital itself. "There in the 

middle- and Southwest had lived a simple agrarian fok who had not changed with industry, 

who had not f m e d  with machines in private hands. They had not grown up in the paradoxes 

of industry" (363). ï h e  alterations in the Joads's way of living and the necessary moral 

convolutions it f o ~ e s  upon them-such as Tom equating the murder of a man as nahing more 

than the murder of a "skunk" (512) - aU arire, in nie Grapd of Wuth, from the machinery of 

capitalism, and its own inevitable contradictions and absurdities, such as the production of food 

for the sake of profit rather than for the sake of nourishment (449), an institutionalised police 

force whose actions on the part of the few s p a k  in direct conhart to their stated aim of protecting 

the public (492)' and the supply of corprate welfare whiie everywheie denying the effiracy and 

need for welfare itself (U9). Jameson recalls tht "apitalism is ibeü the fint thing-in-itself, and 

the prima1 contradiction upon which ail later, more specialized and abstract dilemmas are 

founded" (186). The wriüng of the Joad famiiy not only recalls the püght of individu& adrift in 

the econornically impossible conditions of the Great Depression but the inner bgic of capitaiism 

itself. 

By ùnmasing iiself fdiy in its historical moment by not ckiming exemption h m  ik 

place in &tory through aesthetacism or allegiance to metaphysral principles, the novei, in 



Steinbeck's hands, works its protest through its immersion, through its recognition of the 

contingent nature of experience, theory and methd. The novel transfonns an apparent 

wcakness-its reliance on the historical moment-into a subversive strength, calling us to 

question the su pposed tram-historical " truths" on which capitaiism builds its founda tion - the 
inna te, na tural indination towards private pro-, the appropriateness and indispensability of 

market economy, criminal conduct (or lack tkreof) and one's place on the social ladder as a 

function of congenital disposition (irr 99) 21-showing the particularity of those tniths, and 

indicating ta what degree those h t h s  Lhemselves diange, contradict and finaliy prove 

hypocri tical given the variance in circurnstances. Capitaiism's claim, that its foundational truths 

are "natural" rather than "historical" (Jarneson 188), founders under Steinbeck's pointed 

assertion of the sociaily contingent nature of human enterprise: 

Men of property were terrified for theù proprty. Men who had 
never becn hungry saw the eyes of the hungry, Men who had 
never wanted anything very much saw the flare of want in the 
eyes of migrants. And the men of the town and of the soft 
suburban country ga t hered to de fend themlves; and they 
reassured themselves that they were good and the invadeis bad, 
as  a man must do before he fighb. They said, These goddamned 
Okies are dirty and ignorant, They're degenerate, sema1 
maniacs. These goddamned Olcies are thieves. They'U steal 
anything. They've got no serise of property rights. (363) 

As Steinbeck notes, the conceiving of morality, the division of people uito groups of "good and 

"bad" cornes after social interaction. The concepts, "good" and "bad," do not precede the mival 

of the Okies, but arise in the wake of their arrivai. The conflict between the californians and 

Okies arises hom the intermingüng of two dif- popuiation groups the morality that arises 

as a result of this intermingling betrays, throughout the novel its contingent character. 

Beforehand, the Caülorrians "had neva been hungry," "had never wanted anything very 

much." With the arrival of the Okies, however-an arrivai not exacerbated by any previous 

greed or hunger on the part of the Wonrians-now, however, takes on the quality of an 

"invasion" and the local inhabitants mact in a suitably martial faShion The movement of peoples 

a p p a n  as a wilhil violation of Calilnnia rather than a necessary quest after mstenance and one 



which arises frorn the very prinaple of ownership that the Californiam seek to defend. Behind 

the confüct lies the notion of "property," as Steinbeck t e k  us  further down (363); property, in 

Marx's view, is synonymous with capital insofar as it "is based on the antagonism of capital and 

wage labour" (426). The antagonism between the Californiam and the Okies ref l~ts  the deeper 

antagonism embedded within the ownership of private property, namely, that which exists 

betwecn the ownen of the means of production (in Lhls case, mainly the orchards of California) 

and the labourer (in this case the itinerant Okies, as we l  as the labouring Califoniians). The 

concomitant view of the Okies as innately "dirty and ignorant," "degenerate, sexual maniacs," 

"thievcs,"and men and women ignorant of "proprty nghts" only reflects the larger historical 

movement of capital itself, whose projected, aforementioned values, Steinbeck makes us 

understand, depend upon changing conditions; the Okin are not, finally, iruiately "dirty and 

ignorant" but must be made to appear so in order for the Califorrtiam to safeguard a way of life 

predicated upon the circulation of capital. A h ,  72e G r a p  of Wratli reminds us  that the view of 

capital as determinant does not poi t  a new kind of essentiaiism, one whch regards economics as 

the basis O f human soàety; as Jarneson suggests, "for Mwrism, the emergence of the economic, 

the coming into view of the infrastructure itself., is simply the sign of the emergence of the 

concrete" (322). The "comte" in this case refeis to the "emergence" of the conditions of the 

Joads's daily existence through the manifest "si@ of capitalist "infrasbuchue." 

The G r u p  of Wrath plots the intersection of the red and the ideological in a format (the 

novel) aware of its own ideological parameters and tmder-girding. The reification of the O k  

into evil invaders happens not h u g h  the couse of nahm but in spite of i t  by the madunery 

that everywhere erases individualsi and the* needs in favour of abstractions such as "private 

property" "sexual moraiityt' and "human hygiene," and which consuipts the disenfrandiised to 

Figh t the disenfranchised (363) in the Service of maintaining a particular sa3ai rektion (between 

owners and wage laboures). The novel's dialecticai odiation between the soderal and personal 

testifi~ to the intimate connections between text and scüety, its relative position within the 



oppositions that charactcrise its historical moment ïhe contradictions that arise in the process of 

the novel's construction (Steinbeck's synthesis of the large- and s i a l i - d e  polemic) testifies to 

the ways in which the novelist-in accord with his choice of middleilass artistic medium- 

himselt reifïes history. which necessitates Steinbeck's relapse into the "mysterious" at the end of 

the novel. The "mystenoumess" evident on Rosasharn's üps as she makes the seif-conscious 

materna1 gesture, the final emblem of the contingent relations between people, suggests, as 

Jarneson notes, the necessity for dialecticai thought to reflect on its own cognitive limitations, its 

own inability to completely dredge up everything contained in the historical moment: a "retum 

and reimmersion in the very shaping and unshaping power of mind to which their (fixeci 

concepts'] rigidity as absolute law blinded us' (374). The Grapa of Wmth reconstitutes the power 

of the novel not by invoking for it a position outside history but by implicating it as historical in 

the particulars of its construction. By strcssing the forma1 Limitations of the novel, Steinbeck 

w a m  against the Freezing of a vision intermingled with history into a document that 

misrepresents its portrait as an "absalute," rather than provisional and contingent, narrative. The 

novel, in order to escape reification, to return our attention to history as a fiuid, dynamic praess, 

must caii attention to i ts  own capacity for "bhding" the reader, which Steinbeck doa by ending 

his novel not summarily or a f h a t i w l y ,  but on a note of mystification The Grqm of Wrath 

draws a pardel between the ways in which the Joads alter concepts- pr8nady meaning, in their 

case, traditions-to accord with their goals, and the way capital itseif achieves its aims of 

accumulation and monopoly by altering its collception of the ''MW a d  "mimutable" to 

accord with changing historical conditions (conditions capital both irtsügates and responds to). 

Maintaining the "natural" and "immutable" appeatance of preent conditions requires regular 

quaüfication and overhaul of ihe termhology of permanence. in a sense, capitalimi plays on 

both sides of the fence, promothg permanence whüe at the Jame time exeiçiring a conceptuai 

mobility by adapting its "absolutes" to present thic two-fa- wüi hform the 

quaiification of word to deed evident in the hypoaisy of &y realisa 



Ey implicaüng the novel within iis historical moment, Steinbeck defines the target of 

discontent as the imposition of "fixed" concepts (echoing Dreiser's "immutable Zorn*') on what 

nie Grapes of M a t h  exposes as the anti-tek, "never-ending ideologicai formation" (Jarneson 374) 

that constitutes history. The subordination of history to a set of fixed philosophical precepts 

ultimately leads to the championing of abstractions at the expnse of human Me. as evinced by 

the contcst for "private pmprty" between the Californians and the Okies. The novel aitiques 

the hypoaisy of a capitalism as reliant on conditions as the Joads are, but hiding this reliance 

behind iiîusory normative and universal codes which at once justify its action (such as the 

strategic lowering of wages) and appar to make that action necessary (because of the influx of 

"invasive" migrant labour). By refusing an abrolute rhetoric Ihe Graps of Math evades the kind 

of reihcation Jameson associates Mth bourgeois phil~sophy~ and reinstates history as praess 

" towards" rather than " amval at." Exposing capital's subterfuge of displacing history with static 

metaphysical abstractions simultaneously attacks capital and approves of the Okies' 

resourcefdness. Steinbeck's novel protests the subordination of human life to abstraction, calling 

for praxis, seif-aware action which reaiises and acknowledges its dynamic dependence on 

conditions. By casting his fictional characters in a histoncal rather than absolute üght, Steinbeck 

Uistates a contingent view of social relationships, which necessarily enables change. Steinbeck's 

advice to succeeding generations of realists arrives in the advice Tom Joad gives the Preachec 

" Wha t the heii you want to lead 'em someplace for? Jus' lead 'em" (27). For dirty realism, this 

advice translates into a fiction that hyper.coIiSCiousiy resists reification, prelerring to lead the 

reader "around and around" (Steinbeck 27) to "noplace" rather than to the definitivenes of the 

"someplace" posited by the Preacher's former Christian prinaiples. The movement, the pocess, 

rather than the putting d o m  of mots or the attainment of definite co-ordinates, wül inform dirty 

realism's tactical manoeuvres within a slippery post-industriaf capitaiism. Activism, then, or 

protest, becornes praxis, a dialectid resistance to the tralls~historicai abstractions that 

subordina te the fluidity of human history. 



111. The ntird Generation (Di! ty Realism) 

A. Postmodern Naturalisrn 

As Donald Pizr's history of natualism entcrs its third phase, which he dates from 1951 to 1995, 

the focus shifts exclusively to critics; PUer excerpts no authors- as he did with Dreiser, Nomis 

and Farrell eariîer- for inclusion Ui this part of the survey. The one-sidedness of the study 

indicates Lhat, for Pizer, the wriüng of primary naturakt texts ended sometime pnor to the 195Q. 

Donlrnents of Ammian Realism and Naturulisni therefore implies an end to nahiralimi. in his 

introduction to this section of the work, Pizer suggests that the critical scholaahip around 

realism and naturalism in the 1950s-particularly as embodied in the works of Charles C 

Walcutt, Everett Carter and Robert Falk-expressed a "belief in priodization as the p ~ c i p a l  

means of writing iiterary history" (261). Perhaps the periodisation of Pizer's work itseif obstruds 

its effectiveness in viewing naturaiism not as s phase or aberration in reaüsm but as part of 

realism itself, and therefore not a form with fixed temporal limits but a contributive strain 

running throughout the history of hventiethentury rwlinn. 

Many of the writers c o ~ e c t e d  with dirty realism were born More or during the 19% 

and spent many of their fomative years immersed in the cultural maeu that Dreiser. Norris, 

Farrell and Steinbeck examined and critiqued. Richard Ford (b I N ) ,  Raymond Carver (b 1939), 

Charles Bukowski (b 192û), Mark Anthony Jarrnan (b 1955), David Adams Richards (b 1950), 

Helen Potrebenko (b 1940) eüher lived through. or exprienced the aftemath of. the impact of the 

Great Depression, two world wars, McCarthyism, the Cold War. the youth movements of the 

1%ûs and 1970s, the rapid proliferation of pop culhite, the nght-wing political conservatism of 

the 19% and the collapse of the Iron Curtain; the priod known as the pastmodern roughiy 

encapsulates their period of wriüng. 

The various sociai forces contributhg to the miang of dirty realism Iind a coroUary in 

the vast Literary infiuences that also infiltrate the dUty realist text The Muences Qted by 

Richard Ford. in his Pmis R&mu intemiew with Bonnie Lyoris, indude, among others, William 



Faulkner. Eudora Wei ty, Peter Taylor, kle y Hal, E.L. Doctorow, John Chevert Richard Yates, 

Saul Bellow, Phiiip Roth, Anton Chekhov. Donald Barthelme, Robert Coover, and Wiiiiam Gass 

(51). Charles Bukowski's bildungnman, H m  on Rye (1982). acluiowledges its indebtedness to 

D.H. Liiwrence, Aldous Huxley, C.B. Shaw (168). and Thomas Wolfe (229), whüe his book of 

poetry, Yoic Get So Afone at Times That it [~ist Mmker Sense (1986), refers to "Pound, Picasso, A. 

Huxley, Lawrence, Joyce, / F. Scott, Hemingway" (24). and as aiready noted, his collection. 

Septuagrnarian Stm (1990), comments upon Dreiser, as weii as John Fante, Robinson Jeffers, 

Hemingway, Dos Passos and others. A wide variety of influence- from naturalist, to modemist, 

to postmodernist- mark the representative dbty realist text, ùidicating a confluence of various 

literary strains that would contest priodisation and lend credence to the notion of a 

transformation and renovation of the naturalist aesthetic in the postmodern. Moreover, many of 

the authors cited have, in various aitical studies, fallen under the nahualist rubric, For example, 

Paul Civeiio, in his study, includes a lengthy discussion of Ernest Hemingway as a proponent of 

naturaiisrn; C. Hugh Holman, in Windoras ni 77te W l d ,  tades Fauikner and Thomas Wolfe as 

writers of "social fiction" (although he distinguishes realism fiom nahualism. his shxdy 

nevertheless recak the central issues of naturalism: epistemologyO p ragma tism, history, and a 

represen ta tion " wihou t reference to either transcendent ideas or underlying laws," 13);a and 

James GiIes tums the naturalist lem ont0 Michael Gold, Richard Wright, Nelson Algren, Hubert 

Selby, John Rechy and Joyce Carol Oates. The criticism of Civello, Holman and Giles suggests 

that the nahuaüst presence in American fiction did not vanish with the second worid war. 

Certainly, similanties abound. in the choice of lower, workins and underciam milieu. the 

representation of poverty, joblesmes and dise~nchisemen~ the oitical appraisal of capitalism 

and its effect upon the individuai, explorations of human sexualiiy, the concern with commodity 

culture (espcially as it appears in the manifkstatiom of "pop" culture in dirty rdim) and, most 

importantly, an engagement with what Pizer# in dicciissiag the critiaSm of Lionel T d h g ,  d s  

the "essentialiy diaiectic . . . nahue" of Arne- literatme, as it addmam "a collstantly 



chanpg  dialogue about the nature of the American experience" (25). in other words, the 

writing of naturaihm (and dirty reaüsm) rdecis a concem over engagement with ideological, 

politicaï and e thical issues of the moment. nie variety of infiuencer remarked upon by Ford and 

Bukowski implicate dirty realism in the debate of modemity (and therefore postmodemity). 

Rather than indicating an anachronistic attempt at wviving a "schooi" whose period, as Pizer's 

study hints, has passed, the convergence of iduence indicates a deployment of naturalistic (and 

other) narrative stmtegies in t a W g  the pticular issues of postwar North America. In dirty 

realism, the aesthetic tendencies of naturalism arise in a pçbnodern context. 

B. Poshnodern Epistemology 

Paul CiveUo, in his study, American Litetary Naturufisrn and ils Ttimticth Century TransfmmPtions, 

argues for, and charts, the continuation and transformation of naturaiist irnpratives in American 

fiction; his study takes into account the varied hirtorical conditions (particuiarly inteliechial) 

acting upon the work of Frank No&, Emest Hemingway3 and Don DeLiilo. Civeiio offers a 

portrait of the postmodem by reviving the conneaion beiween nahialism and science, an aspect 

of the writing generally ignored by critics foilowing the 19MI (critical prefaence has tended 

towards addressing the social implications of naturalism). Civeilo's examination of 

contemporary scientific thought infoms the postmodem world-view, and therefore that of dirty 

reaiism as weU, particuiarly as it pertaîns to indeterminacy, the disappearance of linear, 

action/reaction conceptual mode& and the conternporary mïnd's recogrused inabiiity to 

designate finai, or even prîmary, detemhmb for ocxprrence. 

in a chapter entitled "Fields, Systems, and DeLiüo's Postmodern Transformation of 

Literary Naturaiismfw CiveUo suppiies the background to the postmodern operations of Don 

DeLillo; since dirty reaiism i k i f  operates out of a posbnodem context Civeîlo's paradigm of the 

scienüfic posmiodem iliuminates postmodem naturaikm in g e d  and therefore assis& in 

dtaritcterising dirty reaüsm as well. C i d o  niFes tk relevant issiie of simuitaneity and its 



debunking eifect on the Newtonian paradigm of cause and effcct 

The new physicr of the early and middle twentieth century 
radically altered the dasical, Newtonian conception of physicai 
reality, and as a renilt would alter the fonn of the nahualistic 
novel. . . . The most fundamental transformation involves the 
shift from the Newtonian view of a physid universe composed 
of parts to one consisting of an ali+ncornpas!jing field. 
Everything, in this conception, is connecteci; nothing operates 
indepiidently of anything else. . . . Another feature of the field 
concept that is dosely related to the former is the notion of 
reciprocity . The iinear cause-and~ffect chah of classical ph ysia 
does not hold in the new view; there is no one-way, linear 
movement in which the cause is distinct from the effect. Instead, 
there is a mutual, miprocal interaction between events so that 
each is both a cause and an effect. Physical reactions. then, move 
in at least two directions simultaneously. (116) 

As seen in the discussion of Farrell and Steinbeck-and to some extent in Dreiser and Nonis- 

the naturalistic novel of the 1930s partially anticipateci the development of the "field concept." 

Both 7Re Grapes of Wrath and Shi& Lonigm contend with an overdetermination, wherein an 

immensity of contributive causes bars the completion of the histotorical account. Although their 

novels did not evince a distrust in the t e k  logic of an empiricaily founded science (nor did 

Hemingway, for that matter), they did suspect the limits of human consciousness in rendering 

and accounüng for reality (as did Hemingway, in Civelle's estimation). Now, however, in the 

postrnodern period, the writers of dirty r e a h  must contend not only with a drasticaliy iimîted 

human conxiousness (one no longer separable. in Hemingway's sense of an independent 

determining prinaple of reality, bom the surrounding universe), but also with a tiniveise itself 

devoid of logical succession and occurreflce. The hiinan minci's a t e m p  as in Farreiî, to order 

and account for the temporal progress of an individual now not only rmis up against its 

conceptual Limitations but also its procedural absudity. History is no longer a sequence, but 

rather an interplay, a construction in which the comtmctor and the coristructed equally 

participate. The process of historiral verifkation i h i f  repments a Morical manoeuvre. in 

which the study of the effect can alter or impuige upon the ciîuse. History, now, is truly 

indeterminate, a field of play wh& narrative dominates over recokction, arrangement ovei 



examination, advertising over product The aspintions of epistemology to a teleological, 

originary and causal schema seem not only impossible but dangernus. Without the ability to 

locate an independent space for the mind, a space separate fmm occurrence, al1 daims to 

objectivity (even the idea of obpctivity) vanish. The writer who wishes to record events as they 

are now finds himself or herself immobilised by the impossibility of not influencîng events, or, 

worse, of infiuencing too many, unforeseen factors and thereby revisionin& ather than 

recording, history. As the human consciousness shib from the ordering principle of reality to a 

contributive force within occurrence, the fear a- that narrative r e n d e ~ g  may in fact only 

serve to mate further disorder and interference in the historical "field." Paranoia, wariness, 

iwxurity, vacillation becorne normative operationai a ttitudes in the postrnodern context 

Richard Ford's second novel, Thr Ullimole Good Luck (1981). offers an example of the 

trepidation dirty realism feels in attempting vecisimilitude, in portraying a reality where the 

portrayal itself already distorb and altets that reality. Ford's novel reminds us that a highly 

individualisai, even solipsistic, perspectsve repmnts  not the only possibility, the mly cmditiurt, 

for reading or recording event, but merely one of the many p i b i l i k .  "Outside what you see, 

things are not one way, but other ways at once" (106). Solipsism, "what you se," is not denied- 

individuals do perceive and process according to the peculiarities of their condition-but at the 

same time the acknowledgement of dipsism requires the affirmation of an unknown, 

unquan tifia ble, unperceiva ble "outside," w hich contains an immense profusion of "things" that 

function "other ways at once," or a multitude of confiicting ways of perceiving the novel 

ac kno w ledges the availa bility of contriuy evidence and occurrence - an ontological variety . 
Solipsisrn's partiality demands this recognition. The "outside" beyond solipsisrn offers a scene of 

sim uItaneous CO-habitation of mutually exclusive, contradictory, inwoncilable "other ways" "at 

once." Conxiousness of the tiniest pinhole view necessitak a consciousness of other coexisting 

"pinhole" views, but this does not broaden the perspective of Ford's narrator into pluraiism; 

instead it leaves him uncertain and isolated in the midst of contradictory absolutes. Solipsism 



becornes conscious of itself-falling into the definition of dialectical thinking, in Munisln utid 

For~n, as "thought about thought!' (53). As a result, the solipsistic epistemology recognises that i b  

selective operations take a partial view of the "out there:'24 and misrepresent it, a 

rnisrepresentation that can have unforeseen consequences (which, in the case of Tiie UItinzate C;ood 

Litck, means the deaths of several innocent and not-so-innocent people), 

An extreme suspicion attends any akrnpt  at a consistent, perhaps even "rigorous," 

narrative appmach to evenb. since both author and protagonist mistrust the partiality and 

personal limitations of their own view, of their own inevitable failure to select and associate 

phenornena; dirty realists continually intercut their texb with contradictions, exceptions, 

negations as a way of continually undermining oie impulse towards attempting, or claiming, 

consistency, or reifying tlieR vision of the narrative into the vision. This reluctance to endorse any 

one metananative of causality appears most notably in Ford's WiIdIijé (1990). where the young 

Joe Brinson wonders: "if there was some pattern or an order to things . . . not one you knew but 

that worked on you. . . . Or was everything just happening al1 the tirne, in a whiri without 

anything to stop it or cause it" (%). Even hem, Ford can only conceive of an "ordef' outside 

what "you knew," one exterior to human cognition; but even tfüs distant notion of causality 

ultimately founders on its conceptual opposite: that of a universe of "whitling" noncausality. 

Rather than choosing one scheme and abandoning the o h r ,  rather than reifying history as 

supra-human agency ot chaos, Ford allows the two notions to stand side-by-side, without 

privileging one over the other. The novel deals with the difficutties of adhering to both 

possibilities, order and chaos. 

In the senrice of continually questioning their own suppositions and to prevent the 

reification of their narrative (and thus history), dirty realisrn's hypocrisy aesthetic, as 1 shall 

iltustrate with reference to Charles Bukowski's Factohrrn, folds into Fredric Jarneson's dialectical 

me thodology as an operational response to the postmodern condition. Jarneson's notion of 

history- meaning, by history, the sum of human experience-correlates with Ford's "out there," 

de Certeau's "ordinary" and Civelle's "universe," insafar as these benns refer to the intersection, 



conceptual and physical of human beings and an ineffable reaL in ail cascls. the human muid 

proves incapable of conceiving the mal (reality) in its totality, and the mind's attempt to accounk 

for this reality ultimately obscures or overwrites i t  leading, more often than not, to catastrophe. 

n i e  continuai disdairning of the totalising view (in essence. not daiming to represent aii of 

reaiity but merely one "pinhole" vierv upon it) by reference &O. and enacting of, the "other ways" 

constitutes dirty realimi's relationship to "the real." Whüe Jarneson, Ford, de Certeau and 

Civello account for different means of apprehending reality, their terminology addresses the 

dangers and pitfab of attempting to summarily define the reaL 

Eric Sundquist, in "The Country of the Blue" (1982). conjoins the provisionality and 

indeterminacy evident in even the eariiest examples of Amerîcan reaüsm with the immemity or 

non-containabüity of the teal: "Which is to say again that the Me of American realmi exists, 

perhaps, either everywhere or nowhere; like 'the mal' itself, it resists containment, and for the 

very reason that 'the real' in Ame&i, like the country itseif, has always had a notoriously short 

Me" (6-7). By the "notonously short Me" of the real Sundquist suggests the continualiy 

changing definition of the reai in the workr of various reaüss, a definition altered, by necesity, 

as the conditions that constitute the mal vary with transformatiom in social thought and social 

conditions. Ldce Sundquist. Pizer, Howard. Midiaeh and CiveUo, who-in theu own posture as 

"postmodem criticsl'-debate the complex workings of the historical moment on the 

consciousness and unconscioumess of the writers they ~~SCUSS, dirty realimr a h  becornes hyper- 

consdous of its immersion in, and continual bombardmenî by, the society of pt-industrial 

capitaL This sensitivity to one's position in history is itseif a salient feature of postmodern 

thinking; Michaels, in his introduction to ?hr Gdd Standmd md the Logic of Nnttlrolism. co-ly 

summarises the epistemologicai problematic in recognising one's pbce as historidy infiected 

and constructeci: 

Although transcending your originr in order to evaluate them 
has been the opening move in cPlhrral cnticifm at le& since 
Jeremiah it is surely a mistake to take this move at face value: 
not so much because you can't really ûmscend your culture hi 



kause ,  if you could, you wouldn't have any terms of 
evaluation left-except perhaps, theological ones. It thus seems 
wrong b ttiink of the cuiture you live in as the obpct of your 
affections: you don't Lice or disiike i t  you exist in i t  and the 
things you like and dislike exist in it too. (18) 

Here, Michaels enacts an autaritique absent from the early naturalism of Drieiser and Nomis 

and partially theorid in the works of Faml1 and Steinbeck Simply put, one c a ~ o t  hlly 

emerge from, or "transcend," one's culture: first, because the terrns and ideas by which one 

interrogates culture anse from tlut culture itself and, secondly (as a result), because banscending 

the culture would leave the critic bereft of a vocabulary with which to hypothesise culture (apart 

from "theological ones," as Michaels notes; although classical Marxist thinking suggests that even 

theological debates emerge as a result of societal forces). 

In keeping with the extreme wanness of p~stmode~ty,  Pizer notes, in Doncmetzh of 

Anterian Reafism and Natwalism, that Mkhaels's conclusion on the inextricability of history and 

the sutyect leads him not to intetrogate, dialectically, the tems and suppositions characteristic of 

his historical moment, but rather to look into the past, as if his situation, to the future of Dreiser 

and Nom's, pmib him an all~ncompassing vision unavaüable to those two Miters; according 

to Pizer, this empowerment thiough temporal remove taints Michaels's assessrnent with a trace 

of condescension. Pizer regards 7ne Gdd Stmidmd md Logrc of Nah~talism as thoroughly marked 

by "Michaels's . . . air of superiority and even contmpt in accountl of the ways in which 

such seeming critics of their raiety as Howeils, Dreiser, and Nomis were in fact compiicit in 

maintaining the statu quo by their expression of the underlying middle-ctass assumptions of 

their tirne" (267-268). Critics such as Michaels (and, Pizer says, Michael Davitt Bell) view Dreiser 

and Noms as openting in more or less complete unconsciousness, reproducing-whether oiey 

intend to or not- the effats and stntegies of a market commodity at every tum. Dreisefs and 

Norris's works capitulate to capitalism despite the authoa' best intentions at manufachiring 

subversive and politically radical texts. in deference to Pizer, nowhere in Michaels's work doeç 

he co nsider his O wn position as a left-leaning, mid-1- literary critic. While Michaels addresses 



the unconsdous undergirdirig of the intent of his authors, he d o g  not interrogate the faciors 

irnpinging on his own aiticism, and therefore assumes a Fvilege apart kom the historical 

moment. Iff as Trilling suggested. " Amerkan üterature is esentially dialectic in nature," then the 

dialectic in the texts of early naiuraûsm remains burieci uncoI\SCIously in the work, and requires 

the dialectical probing of the new-historicist aitic in order to fathom the contradictions 

underlying narrative. Whde the debate remaim open on the extent to which Dreiser and Norris 

capihilated to, or co-opted, elements of a market economy in their renditions of the American 

society of their tirne (a controversy over intent), Ph's uitique of Michaels's sensitivity to thnr 

historical moment, and Michaels's lack of sennüvity to his aon, indiates the degree to which the 

postmodem obsesses over its place in &tory, feaiful that its conceptual mobEty wdi lead it to 

ovenvritc the present, or ta assume an erroneous epistemological pridege. Dirty realism ma& 

to this danger by cahng up the dialedical tradition Trilüng associates with reaüsm, a modus 

operandi that results kom dirty r e a h ' s  historical situation and fiom its simultaneous attempt 

to reprwnt it. 

The dialectical, xien tific and saiaUy subversive legacy of naturalism -as witnessed in 

the his torical engagement of Dreiser, Norris, Farrell and Steinbeck- contributes to dirty reaümi's 

aesthetic of hypouisy. Hypr-sensitive to its scientific, social, cultural, historical surround, dirty 

realism enables its aesthetic not through mobiiity and ativity but through passivity, through not 

taking a stand, or, by taking a succession of stands that eff- a dialectid negation of one 

another, a tactic whose purpose is to prevent the ernergence of another reified epirtemology, to 

critique the historical moment whüe at the same time prwenting the permanence of that uitique 

(which would, in tum, ohxure the very thing it meant to ancover). Keeping in tune with the 

histoncal present-one of pst-industrial captai, a present which authorises any thg  and 

everything, as Jameson notes in Parhaimism, or, 7ïu Culfuml Logic of hfe G@tolism (1991), for 

consumption (48)-dirty reaümi &O authorbes e v e r y 0 m ~  m what amounts to a breakdown of 

logical causation similar to that wihseâ by CiveIo. As evident in Charies Bukowski's novei, 



Fuctotrim, dirty realism critiques its historical moment by standing aside and allowing the 

historical moment to infïltrate and manifest within its texts. By psiting the text as a receptor or 

node of cultural signals, dirty realism <rafts a culhm1 artefact that, in revealing the 

indeterminacy, negation and hypocrby of its culture, exemplifies and undermines that culture; 

by marking the text as radicaiiy open, as not prnising a sustained, unified epistemology, and by 

ascribing to contradiction and hypocrisy, dirty realimi responds to the contadictions of its 

culture in a form equally contradictory; just as postmodern aitics such as Maish and Michaels 

evince a hyperionsciousness of Dreiserfs and Norris's relation to their cultual contexts 

(iiiustrating how the texts of these early na turalists rgroduce their given culturai ainimstances), 

a dirty realist text such as Bukowski's Factotrim also proceeds to hyper-consciously critique its 

cultural surround-and its disposition to that surround-in a fom drawn from that culture itseif. 

By marking the tcxt as radicaily open, as not promising a sustained, unified epistemology, and by 

ascribing to contradiction and hy~ocrisy, dirty reaüsm presents and undermines its respective 

society. If Dreiser's project remained an attempt to address and correct the inconsisiencies of his 

society. then Bukowski's remains the reproduction and amplification of those inconsistencies. In 

the world of Fadoftim, to reprduce is to undo. 

C. The Dialectic of Fadotrirn 

Easily the most infamous diriy reaüst, Charles Bukowslci repsents the &th (or nadir) of the 

hypoaisy aesthetic Underneath Bukowski's mystique, his stature as one of the leading 

underground or cult figures in p t w a r  Amerirrn writing, run a series of conflicting diarga- 

misogyny in his treatment of women, oppomtnism in sensatio~lmng poverty and making it 

cornedic, hypwisy in amassing a m a i l  fortune ihrough manipulating a readership's empathy- 

as weil as a great deal of respect for symptheticaIiy chroniding the underdass of Los Angeles, 

standing against establishment values, c-g on a tradition of r e a h  derived from 

Hemingway, and protesthg for better working and social cnditiorn. An heir apparent to the 

naturaiist strain in American writing, Charles Bukowski dumsg a setüng that de& wüh and 



extends the major concerns traced throughout nakralisrn: pop culture, the working class, history, 

Marxism, sexual relations, protest and capituktion His early novel, Factotum, perhaps the most 

accessibly naturaiistic of aii his works, refleds the transformations naturaikm has undergone in 

the postmodern context. This novel presents the major tactical respom of dirty realism to a 

soaety whosc lack of boundaries-betwecn representation and reahty, politics and advertising, 

the genuine and the simulated-makes the earlier, more polemical practice of Dreiser and Norris 

impossible. 

Embedded in a Society which has seen the death of the author, the fragmentation of the 

ego, the levelling of cultural hierarchies, Bukowski's naturaihm engages with its culture by 

absorbing and deploying the indeterminacy of pat-industrial capitalism. Its pracüce, Iîke much 

of naturalisrn, addresses the system of capital by reproducing it. Unrestricted by traditional 

conceptions of self, unanchored by a stable unified ego, no longer even needing to poçit the 

author as textual originator, dirty realism celebrates its licence to daim and disown authority and 

responsiblty; Factotum prohibits the location of an authonal centre-the essential platform or 

source from which Bukowski operates-a move which also prohibits our identification of the 

author along any line, political ethical or epistemologicaL The text functions almost despite the 

author. In Ems and Civilization: A Phifosaphid lnqriiry into Freud (1%2), Herbert Marcuse offers a 

useful paradigm for understanding the ethereality behind the economics of capitalism, reflected 

in the aesthetic of Bukowslu's text: "At its peak, the concentration of economic power seems to 

turn into anonymity: everyone, even at the very top, appem to be p e r l e s  More the 

movements and laws of the apparatus itself' (98). Marcuse's statement nnds a corollary in nLe 

Grnpes of Wrath, where the bank employees defend their actions by claiming to be only pawns of a 

larger bureauaatic system beyond their control (49). While Steinbeck's text mticises this 

avoidance of responsiiility (and its sad reality), dirty r e a h  reproduces the anonymity of the 

"apparatus," adopting the employee's defence as a m e m  of liberating the author, or protagonist 

(as the case may be), h m  acrountabiüty to 'movements of the apparatus," oc the iiterary work 



The author, or Marcuse's man "at the very top," cannot take respomiility for the replication and 

administration of a system which conditions him and yet seems unlocatable, everywhere and 

nowhwe, all-pervasive yet, as Jarneson notes, lacking defUùte coordinates. The indetenninacy of 

dirty reaiisrn represents the conscription of capital's ethereaüty into the authorial arsenal, a 

consaip tion, as Mmxism and F m  notes, necessitated by the character of the present system itself: 

"Perhap the only way to keep faith with the Hegelian spirit of sydemathtion in a fragmented 

universe is to be resolutely unrystematic" (51). The system deployed by dirty realists is the 

antithesis of system (or, a logic of continual and consistent contradiction), ensuring theù evarion 

of confinement to definite conceptual CO-ordinates: dirty reaüsts observe one rule: namely, that 

they mitst "resolutely" subvert or oppose rules (induding, and especialiy, their own). Ulümately, 

this attitude culminates in a pointed hypocrisy that everywhere marks dirty rcaiism with the 

disparity between Lhe "doing what 1 say" and the "doing what 1 do," as  weli as psiting dirty 

realism as a product of its historical moment. 

Factotitm deals with the work history of Henry Chinaski, the protagonist (a character 

often confla ted-mista kenly-with Bukowski himself). The novel's structure attests to Jamesods 

systematic fragmentation; divided into numbered secüons, the book presents not so much a 

conünuous narrative but rather a List of lightly sketched vignettes on the wiâe variety of jobs 

Chinaski undertakes. With the exception of a brief story centred on the purported "millionaire," 

Wilbur Owiard (6886), and occasional references to Chinaski's reiatioriship with Jan (90-1%), the 

novel fin& its narrative thrust in the working &y. A relentkss listing of job-rather than a plut 

centred on human interaction-drives the book, At times it reads like a "how-to" on the process 

of ge tüng fired. Unüke Bukowski's earlier novel Post O m ,  wherein a more traditional situation 

of the Ione man against the corporation animated the narrative, Factotum dishes up the reptitive 

dreariness of a man condemned to jobs enorely lacking in substance or character, and for which 

he feels neither enthusiasm nor hatred. He does not meet with d l a h  such as Stone, nor does he 

endure the Byzantine training pmcess required of mail sortw in Part me. Mainly, the jobs 



require littie intciiigence and less motivation. Ultimately. Facfof~im catalogues the numbing 

sameness behind the particularities of each and every occupation; Bukowski's novel erases 

diffcrences between components: each job is its own job but the quality of the work is as 

"uniform" as the culture it supports. 

The plot of Factotrim d m  not "progress"; rather. it repeats, and the last sentence 

unequivocaiiy indicates the sbtic, uneventful monotony, and k k  of agency evident in Chmaski's 

reality: "And 1 couldn't get it up" (2û5). The senial impotence, and iis matterof-fact acceptance, 

reflects Chinaski's indifference. Even pay seems inconsequential hem, evident in the instance 

where Chinaski quits one job because management rehws to give him a pay raise from 

seventeen to nineteen dollars a week, only to turn around and immediately accept work that pays 

tweive (and not out of necessity) (18). Ciiinaski's attitude towards money-the matetial 

embodiment of labour, as declared by Man in Capital (42)-only reflects the reality of a society 

w here "employment agencies" take "one thirdl' of their astomers' wages (100). where, in other 

words, you pay for the opportunity to work a complete alienation not only from labour but also 

from the ultimate expression of the product of labour: money. The completely dispassionate 

Chinaski resembles an automaton unable to manufacture the qu i s i t e  "taste" for work required 

by capital: "That's when 1 hrst learned that it wasn't enough to just do your job, you had to have 

an interest in it, even a passion for if' (17). Yet, Chinaski's reaction to the work seerns entirely in 

keeping with the monotony of the jobs themselves; and the "passion" required of him indicates 

only the fhst of many hypocrisies evident in a system whîch denies the worker meaning yet 

insists on its necessity. Chinaski continuaîiy cornes up aga* the smmhgîy absurd requiiement 

that he show, in his fathefs worâs, "ambition" (32), even as he sees the alienating economy of the 

workplace reproduced in the family dweîüng ("1 couldn't afford the rates at home," 35), and the 

dispiriteci Me of his father. one subsumeci entirdy by "the job" (13). Ewrywhere, work serves to 

efface human relations and quotiâian pleanires instead of pmviding a matrix wherein they can 

thrive. In Fadohrm, rather than supporthg and invigorating Society, as it daims, capital colonises 



and drains it grey. 

Bukowksi renders the reality of wage labour with dassical Morxist overtones. Just as 

Man estahlishm the surplus value of labour (that part of labour which capital requires to expand 

itself) in terrns of an expnditure of time on the part of the labourer (112), Bukowski also notes: 

"I've given you my time. It's au I've got to give-it's ail any man has. And for a pitifui buck and 

a quarter an hour . . . my tirne so that you can iive in your big house on the hiIl and have all the 

things that go with it. if anybody has lost anythhg on this deal, on th& arrangement . . . i've 

becn the loser" (112). In a moment of accord with Ciipttui, Bukowski imports Marx's argument 

into dirty reaiism. He italicises t h e ,  idenluying it as the primary factor behind the relation (and 

constant discontent) between employer and employee. He notes that time is "a l  any man has," 

equating his caste with Marx's proletanab describeci in Capital as an individual in a position to 

"dispose of his labour power as his own commodity" because "he has no other commodity for 

sale" and no means (raw matenals, means of production) by which he can himseif transform his 

labour into exchange value (80); the pmletariat, in this case Chinaski, does indeed have nothing 

but hrs time to seL Bu kowski notes the inequality between Chinaski's expendihve of time and 

the financial recompense for that expenditure in the "pitifd buck and a quarter an hour," 

echoing Man's own notion that capital stretches the wage of the proletariat over a variable 

worklng day, ueatîng surplus value by gauiuig work in excess of the labourer's pay; if the daily 

rate of pay depends upon the work t h e  neceaary for the subsistence of the labourer, capital 

stretches six hours wurth of pay over twelve (ll2)F what the worker geins in cornparison to the 

time he or she expended is absoluteiy "pitihii." Bukowski's lament at the worth of his time in 

contrast to the visiile benefits-i.e- the "big house on the hill" - acmed by the boss recognises 

the inordinate gains made by employers h m  the labour done over and above the working t h e  

required to provide the labourer with the necessaries of W. Idenüfymg himself as the "laser," 

Chinaski impües the conditions elaborated by Mam "Hence it is d e i d e n t  that the labourer is 

nothing else . . . but labour power, that . . . a!I his dirpcrsable time ïs by nature and law hbour 



time, to be devoted to the self-expansion of capitaL . . . It [capital] usurps the time for growth. 

development, and healthy maintenance of the body" (128). Here, Marx descri% the exploitation 

of workers over and above not oniy the necessary time to reproduce labour but over and above 

the time necessary for physical health itseE they do not gain enough pay even to keep 

themselves in proper nutrition. The " I d  of the "deal" or "arrangementtt-the exdiange of 

labour for wages - are the labourers who dispense of theu free t h e  to supply themselves with 

basic necessities while additionaliy providing masses of surplus value to the owner of the means 

of production. Fadotrtm chronicles the losing side of ManCs "stniggle" (113) with a pitch-perfect 

rendition of the conditions enumerated in Capital. Bukowski attests to the nightmarish 

lcngthening of the working day: "Those in control always p f e n e d  to overwork a few men 

continually, instead of hiring more pople so that everyone might work les .  You gave the boss 

eight hours, and he always asked for more" (57). Both Capitd and fuctohtm witness the stripping 

away of workers' "rights," either to bargain for better hours or to determine their mode of 

employment. in an overly-obvious manner, Factotrtrn addresses the confiict between rich and 

poor and bosses and labourers, amving, in the process, at conclusions congruent with dassical 

Mamism. Yet th& ciassical Marxist presentation-insofar as it rem- rhetoric in Chinaski's 

mouth-often serves, in fact, to obscure the reality of working conditions and the concrete 

realities of the historical moment 

Alongside Bukowski's diagnaris of the working dass conditions of his day+onditions 

predicated on preent experience and realities (rather than on an ideologd or conceptual 

position), a testament to his wiliingness to stand, again as MPninn und F m  pub it "in the very 

river of history itself" (50)-Factotum betrays an ahistorical bent "For each Joan of Arc," 

Bu kowski writes, "there is a Hitler prched at the other end of the teeter-totter. The old story of 

good and evii" (129). Here, he couches his experiences in a metaphysicai balance, in an "old [Le., 

e t e d ,  therefore not s o d y  contingent] çtay" of opposition behveen 'good and evü" amiliar 

to most religious conceptions of history; &tory becornes r mord of forces outride the human 



rather than of human construction. Here, Bulcowski shib the terrain away from r&m, which- 

echoing Jarneson's dialectics - Alfred Habegger identifies as a type of writing involved with 

process, with historical particuiars, a writing which insists "on the primacy of what ordinary 

people, living under recognisable pressures, hy to ds (361). Habegger identifies malism as a 

refusal of "absbact types" (362) of charactes and situations for a close mutiny of what people, 

given a particular set of circumstances, " try to do." Realism views chancter not as embodiments 

of universal or bans-historical abstractions (in the black and white theological bnms of "good 

and evil"), but as individuals or groups of individuals maifeçang behavioum specific b, and 

arising in response to, a par t idar  historical moment Realistic fiction, therefore, if not expliàtiy 

prescriptive, then hinb - in its prekrence for a codependent, or contingent, view of humanit- 

and history over a view that sets individual behaviour as in-bom and consistent no matter what 

the circumstances-at the possibiüty of agency; choices, giwn the limits of circumstance, do exist: 

realisrn proposes "a limiteâ but genuine sense of individual power to a d  in the world (361). 

Because characters have (limitai) choice, so the readers also have a choice to affect some change 

in the world. By contrast, allegory "offers a timelas xene, a universe of static types and symbols 

rather than casual change" (361). Allegory, in Habeggefs definition, expresses "a sense of 

individual powerlessness" (361) because it configures behaviour as ekmal, as independent of 

historkal conditions, as impwious to "causal change." Realism therefore belongs, however 

tenuously, to a reformist bent (insofar as it depicts what is susceptible to human agency), while 

allegory sits most cornfortably with "exiles, prisoners, captives, or others who have no m m  to 

act in  their societf' (361). Bukowski's use of the allegorical mode. both Manist and 

metaphysical, stands in contradistinction to pottrayals of a labourer protesting existing 

conditions and attempting to subvert, and tkreby change, them.2" Elsewhere, he is aware that 

wrnething must be done to alter conditions but, alternately, hasn't the means or motivation to 

enact a change; here, he relinquishes the possibility of change entirely, opting insbead to portray a 

"universe of static types and symbols." Without a view of history as contingent, as a pmcess 



(which, by the very meaning of the word, implies change) of alteration and/or evoiution, any 

(non-vulgar, dialecücal) Marxist agenda quickly fades from the picture. Yet the main point is 

that these two impulses, realistic and allegorical. do not develop from one to the other. Bukowski 

does no t forego agency w hen he malises his pwerlessness but, rather, the allegorical mode exiçts 

pardel to a more realis tic assesSmen t of situation; realûm and allegory appear simultaneously - 
as we watch Bukowski dialectically teeter between momenk of subversion (he does bccasionally 

take action, however minor, againrt the system* 15254, 15759) and fatalistic acceptance. The 

enactment of these contraries itself presents an act of subversion 

Bukowski presents huther oppositions Lhioughout Factohim. hsplacing, at points, the 

classical Manist prtrayal of labour as a united claa-apparent in the scene where the bar 

patrons, without expecting recompme assist Bukowski in a task of deanhg blinds made 

partirulady demeaning (51)-in contention with the bosses, Factotiirn offers a portrayal of 

atomisation that infuses the novel with social Darwinism. " h b e e  was the head shipping derk. 

Klein was the assistant shipping clerk. Larabee was the boss. Klein was trying to move Larabee 

out of hs job. . . . Klein and Larabee argued and fought ali day long and on into the evenings" 

(56-57). This example, which shifts the focus from labour to management along with the 

" S u ~ v a l  of the fittest" training session k l d  by the Taxi cab Company (166), offers a more static 

picture of his tory than Man; and Bukowslci's short, teme, matter-of-fact sentences reinforce th& 

static sensibdity. in fad, this passage conceives of sooietal shuggle ahistorically, not as dass 

against class, but as an e t e d  süuggk evident within ai i  sociai strata-managerial and worker- 

wherein standing r d a  not nom daa but frorn inbom ability; those who rise to the top, and 

those who stay at the bottom* do so because of a biologioiiiydetemined surplus or deficiency of 

talent. True or Lise, this notion postulates an antithesis to Marx's saïallyconstructed history, 

again in a vulgarised foxm of Moal DamimJm. Arguably, Capitrlism rnay pit various workers 

against one another in order to prevent unified agitation, but sodal Darwiimm implies a more 

elastic individualised assessment of dass configuration, one out of keeping with ctassical Manast 



readings. One's social standing is determined by "naturai" rather than societal factors; only 

nature (not class) bars an individual's progress upvards or downwards on the social scale. 

Social Darwinisrn enforces a static, universal-rather than historical or cultural-mode1 of 

human development, and therefore despairs, or exults in (in one of its paradoxes), the 

impossibiiity of engineered sochi pmgress. With the inclusion of universal and allegorical 

conceits, Bukowski's novel now begins to confuse its  rektive position vis-à-vis the Mancist 

paradigm, and its relative position overali. Once again, the Moal Danvinism apparent in 

Factotum does not s u p e d e  or precede MamiSm, but appars alongside it, simultaneously. 

Bukowski's dialectical cohabitation of the realûtic and allegorical-particuiarly on the 

level of character- testifies to the historical reality of the postmodern, of a society inundated with 

reified, sirnulated and commodified means of encomtering, and overwriting, the real; his 

generation of conflicting perspecûves, however, also protests against, and subveit~, the 

postmodern. Noüng the essential dissimüarity between himself and the management types he 

encounters in the office, Bukowski says: "The only difference was money, and the desire to 

accumulate it" (63). In Henry Chinaski, Bukowski d t s  a mythc hero: a man without tnxe 

matenal aspirations, a man who enjoys luxwy but not enough to sell his sou1 for it, a man who 

enjoys "good steaks" but can subsist on "candy bars" (63) if apptite interferes with endeavour, a 

man who ahos t  comtantly desires beauahil women and sex but who, confronteci by the 

accessible fantasy of Ceanide, inexplicably rejects the offer (59). Fadohdm supports MichaeJs's 

contention- that "the econornic functim of ar& [in a apitaiist economy] is the production of 

desire" (46) - b y presenting a hem who does not fit into the system because he fails to adequately 

desire (the novel itseif co-opts adwiapurg by promoting the effacement of desire). WMle 

Michaels's point pertains to Thedore heiser, his view of the economy of Sister Gimc proves 

instructive for our undestanding of Chinaski. As Michaels notes, capital manufactures not only 

the object of desire but the desiring subject (20). and nowhete does Chinaski appear Iess as a d 

human king  and more of a m y k  embodiment of a Rsisbme to construction as a desiring 



subject than in his h n > d y .  His vadation behveen urgent needs and a mythic stoicism that 

can evcn disregard hunger proves symptomatic of his hisioncal moment and the last possible 

nicans of resistance to present contingencies. As Chinaski himself admits, he is not "mal people," 

and, in fact, hates "mal people" (5940). Chinaski slips in and out of the "reai," embadying not so 

much an actual character -subverting reaüstic verisimilitude- but an inexplicable fantasy of 

choice not only with regards to the luxunes promiseci by capitalism but to necessity itself. as weD 

as a spokesperson for codbcting ideologies. Chinaski se- as a contested site between the 

social reaüties and pressures of his day, and an ideaüsed stoicism capable of resisting the ail- 

encompassing pressures io conform io the marketplace. By not being "mal people," Bukowski 

tips his hat to the power of simuiation; as Jarneson's Postmodmrisa suggesîs, capitaüsm has 

"colonized" everything, including "Nature and the Unconscious" (in 0th- words: the seif) (49); 

Bukowski responds to Lhiç colonisation not by protesüng the invasion but by playing the same 

game, and, in playing it, elevating the stakes. If the individual now figures as nothing more than 

a site of reception, a node or intersection of tendencies instated by capitalistic systems that 

e n p e e r  desire and control then Bukowski responds not by reasserting the primacy of fixed 

biological or psychological quotients (he does not need to eac he has üterally phyed out the 

oedipal conflict and overcome the father, 29), and hence intrinsic aspects of the subject, but by 

radicaliy effacing any determînate relatiomhip between the individual and the (sociaîiy-, 

economicaiiy-, scientificaiiycomtxucteû) real to mate  a subversive ait that sabotages the 

manufacture of desire. nie wlU. so thormghly colorrûed. annot resist tk machinations of 

capi ta1 (as Jameson notes, the individual wüi has no place from which to resipt) and so, imiead, 

dirty reaüsm accelerates and repücates the features of pt-industrial capital to its own 

ad van tage. Bukows ki stands at the aommads - f o n n d y  known as the individaal- where the 

signals of capitaümi converge, and purposeflluy ~ m s ,  mixes and ampüfis them unal their 

confüsed distortion repulses the effèctiveness of a comumer program m a mamier that replioies 

the very distoxtions and confusions of the souXe of those signais (the marketplace). It is 



impossible to sell to such a conflicted target, whose desires altemate, vanish and Vary more 

quickly and paradoxically than the mesrages rebyed to it. As Stuart Hall points out, in 

"Encoding, Decoding," "If no 'meaning' is taken, there can k no 'corisumption"' (91). Bukowski 

shakes off advertising by not sticking to a single, particular filter of meaning; he "means" too 

many things, and advertising arrives to him as a dead letter, addressed inconectly. Refusing the 

role of consistent receptor of meaning, Bukowski simulates positions of sincenty just as 

advertising does. But he does not really wani anything. He only momentwly pretends want, 

and, by time the market has suppüed hirn with the objed of his simulated desire, Chinaski has 

turned up the voiume on a different sales pitch In order to escape the relenlless machinery of 

desire enacted by capital one must desire and not desire simultaneously, one must avoid the 

fixity of an "either/or'* position for a dynamimi that refutes and dimianiles one's static position 

on the consumer index. Like the marketplace, Bukowski advertises a variety of positions- 

Marxist, social Darwinist, alcoholic, social reformist, reactionary- whose sum total negates each 

part, exposing the empty core behind simulation. 

Bukowski's lampooning of the capitaüst dream, most notably in the section foUowing the 

observation on his lack of desire to "accumulate," proves exemplary of the auisssignals typical of 

dirty realism. Here, Chinaski dreams that he, too, will begin to extend h i .  capital. 

I'd do it too! rd saw my pennies. i'd get an idea, l'd spring a 
loan. I'd hire and fïre. I*d keep whiskey in my desk drawer. I'd 
have a wife with size 40 breasts and an ass that would make the 
paperboy on the ccmer corne in hir pan& when he saw it 
wobble. I'd cheat on her and she'd hiaw it and keep d e n t  m 
order io live in my home w i h  rny weaith. i'd fire men just to 
see the look of dismay on tkir fixes. i'd fire wornen who didn't 
deserve to be fired 

That was aii a man d e d :  hop .  It was lack of hope 
that discouaged a man. (63) 

Given ali that the reader has seen of QUnaskî, ths paragraph reads l e s  iîke wishfùl thinking 

lhan straight-out satire, espeaaILy with the inciusion, further on, of the dedaration, "hi b d d  an 

empire upon the broken bodies and l iws of helpless rneti, women and chilànm" (63). The satiric 

momentum pich up with "pennies," in th& case not a tniimi. sirue Bukowski's work &tory 



suggests ihat he, Literaily, works for the most meagre pay. What foilows also neatly balance the 

tniisms of capital against Chinaski's reaüty. The sentence that begins "I'd get an idea" unveils 

only the form of capitalism, a form Chinaski cannot fili with content; he knows the procedure for 

aitaining wealth but fa& to provide the ingredienlr: the capitalkt dream remains a mantra of 

ernpty text that consoles only those who a n  beiieve in i t  After this, Bukowski merely kts the 

visible manifestations-as he has prceived Lhem-of wealth. Throughout, we are acutely aware 

that Chinaski has experienced the mielty of c a p i i a h  strictly fiom the receiving end. The 

quotation stresses, through the transparency of Chinaski's fantasy of transposition from worker 

to boss, what the worker must endure. Chinaski's appropriation of privilege, if only in fantasy, 

only more strongly evokes his lack of privüege; fantasy underscores history. The beginning of 

the ncxt paragraph announces yet another truism, also uonic, since Bukowski reaiises the 

hopclessness of ever attaining the capitalist dream. Moreover, this sentence ironises the dream 

by suggesting that capital inculrates a "hope" attainabie only at the expense of others, and ais0 

that the attradiveness of the fantasy rests not in luxury but in quaüfying and enabling one to do 

harm. Yet, at the same time, the context of the paragraph sidelines mudi of the irony. We know 

that Bukowski cheats on his girünends Laura (ï9-81) and Jan (87), and that the latter leaves him 

because of his destitution (1%); t h  confuses the ironic trament, since, to some d e p I  

Bukowski demonstrates that he would, given the chance, reproduce the maritai situation 

described above. What seems an ironic vision of bourgeois morality, in amtext, becornes an 

honest staternent of persona1 aspiration us lall P( a satirid simulation of capitalisi ambition and 

rhetoric, amplified into the gmteque with mention of the p p r b o y  "c'coming in his pants" a i  the 

sight of the d e  with "size 40 breasts" and a wobbiing "ass." Bukowski would Lû<e his women to 

stay with hun, he would lîke to cheat on h m - i f  only he had the money. The image of men 

being fired "just to see the look of dimiay on th& faces" loses aii force when we consider that 

nowhere in Factotum does Bukowski ever get bied out of sadimi (although sacüsm does appear in 

the workplace of Part Om). In hct, many basses, soch as M.. Hansen (93-94) apologise for 



firing Bukowski, Qting his attitude as the mason for lelthg him go. a faa that recurs throughout 

and for which Bukowski makes no excuses. The effect of this reality undermines and Iampoons 

the classical Marxist version of class characteristia, obvious, for example. w here Grpifal portrays 

the bourgeoisie as "Our fiend, Moneybags8' (79), "vampire-W' (112), and merely a vesse1 

whose "consciousness and will" are "endowed" by "capital" (293). Factotum complicates this 

portrayal of the capitalist. The kind of capitakt Bukowski dreams of becoming approaches 

nearer to Marx's aixnost aiiegorical pmtat ion  than the casespdïc reaüties of bosses and 

managers portrayed in Factotum. Bukowski's capitaiist dream âistwbs and distorts both the 

capitalist myth of proactive industry as well as the Man& analysis of the bourgeoisie. By 

presenting and ironising both moàes of repsentation within a single pmgraph, Bukowski 

hirnseif, his desires, seemingly vanish betwcen the lines of text. What does this man stand for? 

What does he want? 

Bu kowski does not subvert dialectical materialism (for even in Factohtm, the kindness of 

capital only further underscores the hypocrisy evident in a lustorical moment typifïed by a 

"concemed" system of wage labour), but the dich& that sunound a stereotypical ManOsmanoSm in its 

classical Marxist overtones, Factohm panders to a reified portrait of working conditions, 

presenüng Marx in a hackneyed (or8 in Jarneson's pariance. "vulgaf') manner. Bukowski's 

importation of Marxism serves notice of the way in which even sooaüsm can becorne a mere 

commodity in the "entertainment industry." The novel shows how Bukowski appropriates 

elements of ciassicai Manrimi and proietarian rsalities to serve aesthetic mther thw political or 

social aspirations. in Fadutum, Marxism a p p m  as aUegory rather than malism, md, as allegory, 

largely works in the interest of shock-value and humour. As Jamgon suggests, pastiche 

characterises the late-industrial Society of PosmiainnLcin, a practice of "mùnicry" "devoid of. . . 
any conviction" (17), and Bukowski's descent into vuigar Marxism o h  a pastiche of hhxist 

representations, one he n e i h  beliews nor disbelives in, but merely offers up for 

entertainment He has absorbeci and cornmodifieci Manrism in a way that synthesises the 



antithetical modes of a parüculariscd r e a h  -tory) and the universal mode of allegory, 

insofar as the ailegorical representation hinges upon a pastiche whch is, in tum. characteristic of 

the postmodcm cultural context; the allegory that arises from pastiche is, therefore, rcalistic, since 

it recak the historical moment. Furthcmiae, Chinaski's bourgeois fantasy forces us to 

conluiually refom~ulate our understanding of the sincerity and object of Bukowski's apparently 

Marxist leanings. It aroiws suspicion as to what extent his entertainment masquerades as  

political aspiration, to what extent his classical Manist efforts mean to amuse rather than incite 

or inform us. And if this wspiaon proves tnie, what plitical practice, Y any, can we detect in 

Factoiiim? This constant interrogation, by the reader, of M m î s t  (and capitalistic) elements in the 

novel reinstates a dialectical operation by keeping the readers' perceptions fluid, by allowing 

them to witness the redication of provisional historically-govemed ideas, including Ma- 

itseif, into ideology. By providing the reader examples of how the ideational and the historical 

intersect, Bukowski autoaitiques the capital& and MaWt suppositions behind his novel. 

Shortly after the capitaüst fantasy, Bukowski offen the most conmte example of the 

cornmodification of Manism and capitalkm in Fadobm. Pages after the bnef dream of 

"empire," Chinaski drops ai l  "subterhige and juegling tricks" (Capital 93) and ernbarks on a brief 

stint in management at the Hotel Sans. The very rise of Bukowski to prominence in the hierarchy 

of the hotel already questions the capitalist assertion that only the desiring m b j a  rises up the 

social scale, tha t one must "want" to rise, and that only through the Rotestant ethic of hard work 

and ambition does sodetal adwmement arrive; here hvour falls on Bukowski out of the blue, for 

no apparent reason (192). Suddeniy, the unambitious dnuik f i d s  himseif on top. Very quiddy, 

however, he drops ail pretence to Marxist d o m  and helps reenact the sodal Daminism he 

earlier disparaged. in need of some dishwashes for ihc day, Chhaski walks out into the back 

d e y  where "forty bums" stand, waiting for woik He announces a list of qualifications that have 

nothing to do with abiüty and everything to do with mactio~ry preference: "No winos. perverts, 

communists, or chiid-molesters! And y d v e  got to have a s d a l  security car# (193)! Again, 



Bu kowski begins b y sa tirising the absurd qualifications reguired simply to find employment 

washing dishes. Finaiiy, needing only four diçhwashers, he tells the "bums:" "1 have four 

pennies here in my hand. I'm going to toss thcm up. The four men who bring me back a penny 

get to wash dishes today" (193)! With relish Bukowski then dgaibes the ensuine melee caused 

by Ihe suamble for pennies: "Bodies jumpd and fell, dothing rippd, there were curses, one 

man screamed, there were several fistfights. Then the lucky four came forward, one at a tirne, 

breathing heavily, each with a p e ~ y "  (193). The supposedly c k i c a l  Manrist now stands 

revealed as nothing more than a hypocrite, wüling to cornplain about the unfairness of capitalism 

but, given the chance, immediately reproducing the divisiveness and harmhl competitiveness in 

the men working under him. In one serise, Bukowski here re-enacts the worst aspeas of capital- 

and, in doing so, exposes the huidamentall%or-be-killed competi tiveness that infonns the spirit 

of wage labour; in quite another sense, however. his behaviour hem-as in his fantasy- 

simultaneously ampüfies the Manist click of the "vampiric" and sadistic capitalist into 

entertainment. The critique of capitalimi t u m  on iiseü when we realise that Bukowski displays a 

face of exploitation not apparent in his own work history, thus problematising the representation 

of capital0 while the deployment of a M m ê t  cliche cab  attention to the reality of Bukowski's 

historical moment, one uniike the workplace extremes he himself initiates. By intersecüng these 

two political views, Bukowski reinstates a dialtxtkal view of the historical moment as one of 

commodification and simulation emptied of either sincerity or feeling. Everything is sirnulateci 

for maximum effect induding worlpilacs âIled with "kind" bosses who nevertheiess prevent 

labouren from making meaningful use of their tirne. 

Someiime later, still at the Hotel Sans, Chiwlà-dnnking on the job- "corners" the 

assistant manager and lectures him on the ethics of ninnuig the hotek Mrs. Farrington reports on 

what happned (Chinaski can't iememberh "Ym suggested that pmtitutes be registered on the 

Eirst floor only and that they should be giwn reguhr physical examinations . . . You also toid 

Mr. Pelvington . . . that it would cut dom on th& if each employee was giwn one live lobster to 



take home each night" (195). Drunk, Chinaski rever6s to social refonmer. He tackles the issues of 

prostitution and theft not through law-enforcement or restriküon of individual rights but with a 

progrcssiveness that belies his former indifference of0 and oubight sadism towards, the 

underclass of labourers that f o m  his peer gmup. Chhaski's hypocrisy fuliy e x p d ,  Facfohim 

deüghts in the twists and t u m  of its philosophicai and pfitical parameta, delights ùi the 

process of eiaborating these extreme positiom r a t k  than in the truthfulness or falsity of the 

positions themselves. By expssing the worst of capitai, and the most banal of MarxismO he 

distributes pastiche equaUy over two conceptual horizons in a way that does not erase the 

political ramifications of either system. but works its entertainment through a myriad of political 

twists and t u m ,  manoeuvring between messages until the mriety of signals undermine one 

another. The focus on proces implicates Bukowski in critique rather than speculatioa in exposé, 

positing his fiction as a node of various foms  of "advertmng" and thereby as a commentary on 

the so0ety he inhabits as one of confictuig variety. Th& is a world of entertainment for 

entertainment's sake. 

FinaUy, we can glean no consistent model of behaviour. no rigorous ethical or political 

model from Factotirm; it remains pure process, an investigation into the current cultural form 

without displacing analysis with another epistemologd schema that would invalidate the 

dialectic with another permanent, trarrr-historical system. The name, Hotel Sam, proves 

instructive in this regard, since it translates, from the Fiendi. as "without" or "lacking," implying 

what BukowskiOs narrative, in Buforâ's worûs, mkes explicit: "These [dirty realist] authors am . . 
. suspidous of heroeç. ausades and easy ideabm. It is possible to see many of these stories as 

quietly political, at least in theh detads, but it is a poütic~ considered h m  an armfs length: they 

are stories not of protest but of the occasion for it" (S)? Bukowski, and the work of dirty realists, 

express a poütic without a target, a potitk ody tw devant in Jarneson's postmodem age wheie 

capital has become too diffuse fur the forus necasay f a  effective 'protest." "acasio~\s" for 

protest arise in the work of these authors, but they avoid the faiiacy of countering the occasion 



with a specified political program, choosing (because they have no other choice), instead, to 

su bvert it [rom withint by using the system's procedures against the system iîseif h o u g h  the 

passivity of self-evident display rather than confrontatioii. In allowing the system to show itself 

up, dirty realism observes the last avenue open to subversion. 

D. Dirty R e a h  and the Hyp&y of Capital 

Dirty realists such as Bukowski distrust "heroes," "crusades" and "easy idealimi," as well as the 

rhetoric assodated Mth each, knowing, as they do, that capitaüsm sek on the basis of conviction. 

Jameson's Postniodmism expresses the suspicion of dirty realism where he speaks of the 

contemporary situation as one 

in which we ail, in one way or another, dimly fee1 that not only 
punctual and local countercultural forms of cultural resistance 
and guerrilla warfare but also even overtly political 
interventions Iike those of The Cfash are ali somehow seuetly 
disarmed and reabsorbed by a system of which thcy themselves 
might well be considered a part. (49) 

Just as the punk band, 71u Uorh ultimately translateci its "poütical interventions" into money for 

the record industry, so, too, Jarneson suggests# d o g  any "counterculinral" movement of the 

present day ultimately channel its energies back into the system it seeks to redress. Fans of ?hc 

Clash, with their poütical wariness, prove an ideal target market for buying a certain kind of CD. 

Dirty realism, therefore, finds itseif in a d i e u  aying out for some form of poüticai aaivity and 

program, but a miiieu that feeds on conviction and consistent, r i g o m  messages and f o m .  

Opposition to such a system will therefm requin? the abandoning of logicai, anchoreci operative 

models. 

Capitalisa in Jameson's contentioa pro= so slippery an animal because it lads the 

integrity of a conceptual base whidi would order, differentiate and systematire its program: it 

aims only at extending i&U. To this end it pmsws into service whatever product assis6 that 

aim, whether that produa rdeck ib values or comters thea As Man< points oub tk ~ W S S  of 

circulation of commodities, rather than the ontologwal status of ihe commodities t h e m s e î ~ e ~ ~  



informs capital; and capital's effectivcness a- kom its indeteminate position within this 

process: "His development into a hii-grown capitalist must take place, both wilhin the sphere of 

circulation and without it" (79). Capitalism cannot rise within the sphere of coaunodity exchange 

alone; it mut, ut the same tirne, indulge in hvo conhiuy pctices: that of the egaütarian exchange 

of Me vahe for iike value and that of the unfair "theft" of surplus value in exchange for a lesser 

value (the daüy pay rate). The process of capitalist accumulation therefore comprises a 

simultaneity of two contary oprations; it sustains itseif by contradiction. This aiiows it a 

manoeuvrability unavailable to more rigorous theoretical or conceptual models. Capitalism can 

pronounce itself as an exercise of the inahenable right to &dom, expressed in mutual 

agreements bchveen employer and employee to exchange labour for pay, whüe in the same 

breath taking from workers surplus value not acrounted for in the contran Capitaümi is a 

hinction of hypoaisy, but one whose lack of singubr conceptual confines makes it difficult to 

indict. Its nght to practice depnds not u p n  philosophical huh inhirisic to itself but upon the 

permission granted its operations by the s u p w  free wiii of the other, the worker. As Michaelr 

points out, this verbal construct, "free wilL" embodies the very contrariness of capital itseü. 

Speakuig of the "freedom of contract," which binds labourers to a particular line of work for a 

~articular priod of üme under penalty of arrest and confinement (125426), Michaeis, in 

discussing the work of Richard T. Ely, condudes: "Loving freedom of contrad for its own sake . . 
. y ou will end by destroying what you love and wül find y o m i f  enslaved (132). The right of 

the worker to dispose of his or her labour under conditions he or she done agrees with (a right, 

incidentally, that at the t h e  of Ely, cl%$ pmvoked a heated defençe by American employas), 

ultima tely ended in "wage slavery" (129). Paradoxically, one's innate, "nahtrai" right to enter 

into contract enabled the legal defence of miracrr that fixed a supposedly willing worker to a 

term of bondage. The notion of freedm of contrah therefore, in defending the primacy of 

con tract, historically serveci to cuxtaii oreednn (the worker's) rather ihan champion it. Mchaels 

illustrates the hypdtical "freedoms" of a market eamomy where a worker may, through the 



exer- of inna te heedom, put hirnsell into a state of servitude; freedom ex&&, and is defended, 

insofar as it permits relinquishing of freedom to the contract. Capitalism, as dirty reaiism 

realiscs, operates on a Iogic of contradiction. 

What Marx identifies in Gipitd as "the contradictions and antagonisms of the capitaiist form 

of production" (248) has also become the goveming logic of diity realism. Capitaüsm attaches 

itself to, rather than openly opposes, the "polar" other;a in this way, record companies can co-opt 

and make money by marketing the subvesive music of ïk U&. Capitalimi requiries the 

conviction of the market in order for it to sel its goods; it simulates conviction in its advertising 

as a way of reproducing and manufacturing conviction in the buying public. (The support found 

for the political aspirations of 7ke Unsh in lucrative music magazines, such as Spin or Rolling 

Stone, supports this view.) This W entertainment for entertainment's sake: the pmtiarlms of the 

thing that entertains yorr, and rr>hy y014 are enfertained by i l  meuns nothing to cnpitalisrn pm'ded yoir 

pttrclrase it. Dirty realism responds to capitah,  therefore, by remaining unconvhed, by not 

buying into one particular category that would aJlow it a place on the marketing index; in other 

words, dvly realism appropriates for itself the very indeterminacy, the very ciiffusion and non- 

positionaiity, that features in capitalism itseIf; in order to succced in mlmickuig these features, it 

"authorizes everythuig" by abandoning disremment, by accepting "other ways at once."s 

Duty reaiists enact rules they do not üve by, inhabithg the extreme Mt of persona1 Licence. 

whm one is not beholden eaen to one's oiun niles. While Manrist aitics, from Mam to Jarneson, and 

non-Manists such as de CerteauP continualiy note the contradictions evident in the histo&d 

moments of capitahm, diity tpaiism absorbs and deploys contradiction iwlf (not necessady the 

conaete particulais of any giwn moment of contradiction}. Dirty realism tuns  receptivity (to 

signals) itself into a form of writing, taking unlimited pleasure in reproducing, in Lyrical and/or 

hard-boiied pastiche, the epistemological stetpo~ypes of the day. Knowuig that the author does 

not exist, that capitalism manukhms seïlhood and beiief, thse authos combat capitai by 

Baunting thei. nonabtenm in the 6ice of the "combines." They produce text for entertainment, 



pleasure-any other motive would subject them to the conviction necessary for belief, and 

participation, in the various pmgrams of their Mciely, programs which all translate, eventually, 

into money-making ventures. No longer in the position of Dreiser and Noms, or even Farrell 

and Steinbeck, who witnessed the increasing primacy of consumer culture with suspicion and 

defiance, dirty realism does not have the luxury of resistance through recourse to polemicaal 

positions. In the postmdern, everything is a "pop" commodity, including the polemical 

positions relieci upon by earlier generations of naturalisîs. Bukowski's dialectical meandering- 

his continual re-thinhg and debunking of his own postdates, his conjunction and synthesis of 

conceptual oppsites, and the hypocrisy wi th which he prevents reification - characterise the 

engagement of a changing realism with the peculiarities of changing social conditions, evincing, 

in fom, the inner logic of the historical moment. 

Condusiotl 

The visible features and concem of naturalism transform under the rtibric of a wilful 

indetenninacy - the epistemologicat standard, as indicated by Civello, Michaels, Pizer, Jameson 

and others, of postmodemity-into a posbndern realism. As Factotum indicates, American 

realism, even in the postwar pend, continues to address the place of the author in relation to 

history, society and culture, carryirig on the work begun threequarters of a cenhiry earlier by 

William Dean Howells, Theodore Dreiser, Frank Norris, Edith Wharton and others. The 

naturalist "tradition" testifia to a field of intetest rather than a continued assertion of dogmatic 

or aes thetic princi ples over time. As American society underwent permutations throughout the 

twentieth century, naturalism, by necessity, also altered the procedures used for transcribing the 

centurfs reality. The record of naturalism indicates the action of history upon writing, rather 

than the work of authors against history. Commodity culture, science, protest, political and 

philosophical affiliation inexblcably link authors to milieu and bestify to their willingness to 

engage with, rather than escape from, the pressures and realities of, as Farrell describes it, 



"events in thiç wodd" (257). In tex& iliustrating the confiid hween  the ideatiod and the 

concrete, naturalism, and by extension dirty realism, actively participate in a Jamesonian 

dialectic, one that varis, in true dialectical fashion, depnding on the ciinimstances that inform 

it. A distinctly Cold War and postmodem writing, dirty reaiism adapts the nahuaiistic attitude 

to the issues of the late twentieth century, nich as the anns race, Vietnam, the incrpiasingly global 

predominance of American culturef the adven t of non-Newtonian science, the counterdhual 

movements of the 196Q and, fuially, the disintegration, in the eady lm, of ihe Soviet Union. 

As the transformations of nahuakm witness an inmascd recognition of the inextricable 

connection between the text and its historia1 moment, the subversive and protest elements in 

natumlism necessarüy becorne a funcüon of working within, rather than agaimt, the cul- 

confuies of late capitalism. The tactics deüneated by Michel de Certeau in Inc Practi*ce of E q d q  

LiJe offer a theoretical and oprational mode1 for studying the effectiveness of &y realism's 

hyporrisy aesthetic in a soOety dominated hy what jameson cab "the logic of iate Capitalism." 

If naturalism offers the background from which dirty r e a h  developed, and the tradition in 

American wriüng that dirty realimi hvther elaborates, then Pushndemism ot the of Late 

Cnpitalism and The Pmctice of Everyday Li$? extend our understanding of dirty realism in the 

histoncal present. 



ENDNOTES, CHAITER TWO 

l I do not intend to offer a comprehensive genealogy of realism. Such a gmject cemains outside 
the stated aim of this dissertation; what 1 am attempting to do is isolate salient features of p r ~  
existing movements within malism that pertain to the development of dirty malism. This 
section therefore focuses on specific chatacteristics within preexisting twentielhcentury 
literary movements which bmaden out understanding of dirty reaiism's hisbry and 
development In confining my view to the white, male, mainstream of naturalistic fiction, this 
section ignores several concurrent movemenb and themes in naturalism, such as the proto- 
feminist concerns of Edith Wharton's The Home of Mirth, the problems of African-Amencan life 
addresseci in Richard WrighYs Natiw Son, issues of homosexuality in novels such as Hubert 
Selby Jr.'s Lnçt Exit tu Brooklyn, as well as ment  controversies over the inclusion of writers such 
as Hemingway, Faulkner and DeLiUo in the naturalist canon. 1 also leave out current debates 
which view naturalism through oie perspective of marginalized cultures, su& as Fint Nations, 
African-American and Latino wriîers. Although this section buches upon wme of the themes 
explored by these novels and novelists, the confineci xope prevents a fuller exegesis of the 
works and attendant criticism. 
This wotk offers a chronology of the debate surrounding the lems ~aturalisrn and realism. 
Sampling front the work of major critics, it divides the history of th- terrns into thm distinct 
periods - "I874-Wl4," "1915-1950" and "195I-l995" - offering, in ib inclusion of many of the 
prominent xholars and authon contesting or defending realism and nahiralism, a 
comprehensive portrait of xholarly debate and ik historical context 

3 Frank Noms, in his "Three Essays on Naturalism," views Romance as antithetical to the reatism 
of Howells, describing its milieu as "the fubsy, musty, wormeakn, cnoth-riddled, mt- 
corroded 'Grandes Salles' of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance" and its narratives as "the 
drama of a bygone age" (172). 
As we shall see, Michel de Certeau in ï7ae Practiœ ofEpnyday L i i ,  dcwm "immutable forms" in 
the words "discursive systems" to account for epîstemological systems that, because they 
operate in a space conceived as separate h m  the historical moment, do not account for changes 
over time, s e ~ n g  oniy as reified models of thought with the primary aim of a d d r d n g  and 
sustaining theit own systematic integrity and consistency awr time. 
The lack of "rigour" -a current bunword in literary theory -often features in dirty realism as 
well, whose indixriminate acceptance of commodities, material and abstract, comtitutes one of 
i ts subversive tactics. 
This is not to imply rny own pmgressivist mode1 of genealogy. I meiely wish to indicate that 
eariy naturalist such as Dreiser, and the dirty realists, h t h  wrok h m  positions deeply 
embedded within their historical moment. Dteisef s stance of "objectivity" may have its blind- 
spots, but it certainly also exhibits several strengths: political engagement, a willingness to risk 
social improvement, an appeal beyond the boundaries of a certain literary coterie. Li-, 
dirty realisrn's dialectical, historically self-aware stance, whiie it appears mon? critical of iklf,  
cornes with several problems: paralysis, seifdoubt, detachment, an inability to propose mass 
solutions to political dilemmas. in either case, then, there is a tradeoff of affirmative as- 
for negative ones. By elabrating the co~ections behveen naturalism and dirty realisrn 1 wish 
to show the ways in which divergent historical crises give rise to divergent esthetic cespnses, 
not necessarily to a purification and improvement of a certain aesthetic over a period of time. 
Michaels describes the process whereby Trina "pays for her gold with her monthly income. . . 
refusing to use her gold to pay for food . . . in essence spending it i n s W  on the gold itrelf" 
(140-141). Michaels's argument reinforces the idea that Nom's saw charitcter as an extension of 
the market 

a Michaels offers an alternate view of this ending: "But it isn't exactly greed that gets McTeague 
into Death Valley, and bides,  Noms is careful to postpone the fight between him and Marcus 



until after they have lost their water-neither of them is fighting b be rich (150). In a sense, 
this reading only appears incongruent with my own, since, like Michaels, I do not regard the 
battle between the two men as arising fmm "gteed," but as an example of the fear of what 
happens when an innate, biological "characbef' is displaceci by a notion of charackr founded 
on commdity circulation. After dl, their presence in the desert arises h m  economic factors; 
their rivaûy over Trina arises not from biologital (sexual) imp* but fmm money. Marcus 
chases McTeague into the desert long after the decisive break in their friendship, and not 
because he necessarily needs the money (Norris announces that M a m s  has achieved his dream 
of becoming a cowboy), but because, in this novel, relationships between characters reflect the 
irrational, circular antagonism that defines commdity production and circulation. The two 
men act out an allegory; they serve as prop in what James R Giles calls "perhaps the most 
thoroughly dekrminwtic of al1 American naturalistic novels" (9). The l a s  of the water, then, 
finalises Norris's landscape as an allegorical site of human beings acting at the behest of a 
valueless, purposeless, tautological commodity exchange, in a milieu devoid of the know ledge 
of bue usevalue (the basic neressities for survival) and the cooperation riecessary for mutual 
security. in this respect Michaels and my own argument a g m  by conchding that the final 
scene in McTeagw reinforces an economic reading of the novel. 
The most spectacular example of the irrationality latent in the possession of commodities 
appears in the form of McTeague's canary, which everyw here identifies him. At the Big Dipper 
mine, McTeague awakes in his mining camp and ôegins to fiel the drive of instinct "'There 
was someîhing,' he muttered, looking in a p d e d  way at his canary in the cage" (535). Even 
here, at his most primal, McTeague defers to his canary, seeking h m  it the truth or filsity of 
his suspicions. Moreover, on his fiight from Big Dipper mine, the pose tracking him uses the 
canary as the chief meaw of dexribing him b w i t n m .  

l0 Merish rnakes a bolder claim than DreWr. Her essay eonstitutes a prmf for the thesis that 
"Naturalist authors themselves o k n  cast h i r  pmpct in gendered terms, as a revolt against a 
feminized and gen teel Victorianism" (323). Merish's choice of words - "cast!' and "revol t 
against" -describe naturalism in terms opposite to the indiffewnce and pure aesthetic interest 
a ~ o u n c e d  by Dreiser. The "gendered fantasies of surveillance" required by Merish's thesis 
constnie naturalistç-Dreiser and Wharton-as at least partiaUy consciaus of h i r  intent 
insofar as they knowingly reacted against, or in favour of, the ferninine. The position of Merish 
offers further proof that naturalism did engage with its society, even if only in a polemical way. 
This potemical position informs the connection behveen naturalism and dirty realism. As later 
discussions will show, the polariseâ positions taken by polemical thinking combine in the 
"negative dialectic," as Jarneson describes it in Mmxism mtd F m  (56), of dirty reaiism. The 
polemics of Dreiser and Norris take an oppositional stance that wili inform Our understanding 
of the radical synthesis of opposites found in dirty malism. 
Howard's contention remaiw roobed in the current view of naturalism as a largely unconscious 
capitulation to the market economy it pretended to critique, a view held to varying degrees by 
contemporary xholars such as Giles and Michaels. 

I2 In his "Three Essays" Noms does claim a space for naturalism between realism and romance, a 
paradigrnatic straddling of binaries not unknown to dirty malism. 

13 Dirty realism likewise conflicts theory and practice. The difference between naturalism and 
d irty realism here is not the presence of h y p r i s y  among one canon of authors and ib absence 
among another, but rather the way the authors responded to the presence of this hypocrisy. 
The progressivist notions of social wforrn in an authot such as Dreiser made him mail h m  
contradiction, whereas the openness to indeterminacy in an authot such as Bukowski made him 
embrace contradiction. in either case, evasion or embrace brought with itself attendant 
problems. The varied responses to hypocWy figure as different ways of approaching, 
appreciating or representing the hisbrical moment Dmisefs desire to ignore or postpone 
examination of contradictions intemalised in his work suggests a desire b avoid the stasis 



brought on by such an eumination; it would have stalleci the immediacy of h* cali ta action. 
Bukowski, on the other hand, does not w Wh b act, and hence his acceptance of contradictions 
provides him a means for remaining passive. The difference between Dreiser and Bukowski is 
largely exprwsed in the loss of trust in the metanarrative that o c c d  during the 1- (Nadel 
18). Dreisef s historical viewpoint remains optimistic-despik the stifiing oppression in Sister 
Gnrie-resulting b m  an overarching aesthetic vision that allows corrective commentary; 
Bukowski, having experienced a los  of faith in any unified overarching viewpoint, can no 
longer evo ke prescri p tive social corrections. 

14 Yet, the project of social reform demands an audience with society. Clearly, naturalist ambition 
had not yet seen the effect of largescale uicial movements such as NaPsm and Communism 
(and, later, McCarthyism) that made later authors so distnisthil of m a s  appeal. See chapter 
three, "Dirty Realism: Hisbry." 

'5 Chapter three, "Dirty Realism: History," deals extensively with alterations in the American 
social landscape during the Cold War and the lm. 

*"Pizefs daim is contentious. For one, the end of the First World War saw an intense 
questioning and reconstructing of waiism, particularly in the hands of Eniat  Hemingway. As 
well, F. Scott Fiztgerald's nit Great Gabby had an enormous impact on American Literahue. 
Pizer's history reads more like a personal preference of a scholar who has devoted much of his 
career to Theodore Dreiser. Paul Civelle's study, Anwiam L i l n q  Nuturdiscic and ifs TianMh- 
Centruy Transfmntims, does not even devote a chapter to Dreiser, prefemng b fms on Frank 
Noms, E r n s t  Hemingway and Don DeLillo, and how these arüstr negotiateâ the 
transformations of naturabm. Here, the issue of realism versus naturalism becomes 
complicated. While 1 a p  with Pizer that a debate over naturalism cannot exclude the 
development of realism, it appears th t ,  for this section of his hisbry, Pinx prefers to confine 
his focus to naturalisrn proper and exclude extensive discussions of realism as a greater 
ca6egory. 

17 See "The Responsibilities of the Novelist" for a the degree to which Nomis anticipated di* 
realism's focus on "procedure." By viewing the novel not as an ultimate fonn of cultural 
expression, but mere1y the primary form of the moment Norris expressed an awamness of his 
historical moment that further complicates the reiation between intent, content and form of his 
fiction. 
Although, as dkussed in the previous section, Noms did promote a program for aesthetic 

reform, and his aestheticism did carry heavy social implications, and include a social critique. 
l9 The naturalist text of the 193ûs, 19405 and 1950s ofkrs UUs disparity between character and 

environment Like the Sh& Lonigm trilogy, Arthur Millets Death ofa Salesnian (1949) offers, in 
Willy Lornan, a similar example of a man beaten down by social conditions, yet one whose 
innate pride refuses to allow him to seek assistance from his friend, Charley, e i t k  kause  he 
CO ns iden Charley inferior or k a u s e  of competitiveness. W illy'r attitude conflids the audience 
between viewing Willy as a man incapable of making appropriate decisions ôecause of his 
background and viewing Willy with conderension, as a character infuriatingly unwilling b 
make appropriate gestures that would moncile him with his family, friends and vocation. The 
audience continually feels exasperakd by Willfs hilure C gnsp the obvious while also 
understanding their own privilege in clearly seeing the choices thqr, in Willy's place, would 
make. Millefs play pivots on this ambivalence it creaks in the audience, incukating a 
mystification vis-&-vis Willfs character in rnuch the same way as Shuis Lunigan does for the 
character of Studs. 

2o Just as Weary Reilly becomes a criminal, Red Kelly a politician, and Phil Rolfe a successful 
(illegai) casino owner. 

21 Caren In; in ï7te Suburb of Disent: Cuftural Politics in the Unihi States md Catrado during the 
2 93ûs (1%) neatiy summarises ihe "essentializing, ahis toricai'' discourse enacteci by right-wing 
groups during the Depression, a discourse that offered reified portraits of powrty and 



capitalism rather than mognising the d a 1  contingencies operating dunng the Depression: 
"Major rhetoricai &ends contemponry with the JOs left indudeci, lîrst, a heightened pmnoia 
focusseâ on the mob. While President W v e r  urged Americaw b respond to ttie Depression 
with local charity, many middleclass citizens found thir a düficult ideal and responded to the 
crisis with Victorian feus about the immoraiity of the poor. Patents wanied their daughten not 
to speak to dangerous h o b ;  newspaper editorials and chambers of commerce represenied the 
unemployed and underemployed working class as unstable, irresponsible, and violent. . . . A 
second trend was noblesse oblige bward the deserving weak Expressed in the pakmalism of 
relief workers toward their clients or the election strategies of Roosevelt and other memben of 
the New Deal elite, this rktoric replayed the fears of mobocracy in a quieter key. . . . Wdl- 
meaning and well-eâucated, their cornmitment was to planning and regulating the economy for 
necessarily disempowered ûthers. Finally, Mme social and political l e a h  employed a third 
type of rhetoric: divisive scapegoating that allowed members of the working dass to k a t e  
enemies among the rankr. Famous peudo-popuüîts such as Father Coughiïn repmented the 
working class as the tiuget of foreign conspintors. These efforts to represent dass as a 
ttadi tional and necessary identity were ofben as e M v e  as representations of the working class 
as victim or mob. None of these approaches could legitimately be called non.essentiaîist, since 
all relied on psychologhation of groups in isolation from the institutions which define them" 
(99-100). Ws argument accords with rny own, since it q a r d s  the right-wing rhetucic of the 
1930s as an ahistorical "representation" of the working class "in isolation h m  the "institutions 
which define them," or, in isolation fmm the social mal and the contingencies of the historical 
moment 7hc Grripes of Wruih similarly observes this tendency to reifjr the working class and to 
invest it with characteristics cowidered innate tather than arising in response to the present 
historical crisis. The poor are dangerous, given to violence, susceptible to foreign infiuence and 
incapable of helping themselves not because conditions have contributai to their 
d isenf?mchisement but rather "necessarily," because the class tends toward impoverishment 
regardless of hittorical conditions (a highly tautological view that posib class as a biological 
rather Uun social category). This static expression of the working clas by the middledass 
intelligentsia and media follows fmm LukdcSs argument (dixussed by Jarneson in MmxiSni md 
h m )  that bourgeois culture tends "to understand our relationship to exkrnai objects . . . in 
s tatic and contemplative fashion" (185). in ttiis case, "static" and "contemplative" su bstitute for 
Iris "essentiaüzing" and "ahistorical," since Steinhk's Californians viewed the Okies not as 
fellow vicitirns of historical circumstance but as a horde of non-humans with an entirely 
different set of inborn proclivitis. 
In fact, Hohan's definition cas& nahvillism not so much as a separate school from malism but 
as one of the many s h a m s  into which ~neteenthcenhiry realism degenerated (6). 

t, Hemingway-often citeâ as an influence by dirty realists such as Charles Bukowki and 
Raymond Carver-transformed naturalisrn, w r i b  Civeiio, h m  a Danvininian model to a 
modernist one; Hemingway's fiction "pointed toward the eficacy of the human consciousness 
in confronting and ordering an othenvise meaningless univetse" (67). The play upon solipsisrn, 
most evident in the work of Richard Ford, owes much to the truth or falsity of Hemingway's 
"response . . . to the natudistic worM of forcef' (67). by ordering, or disorderin& that world 
through the filter of the narrative intellect. One of the major realists in the background of dirty 
realism, Hemingway construed the individual consciousness as the determining factor in 
delimiting the world (dirty realism cornmodifies and questions this perspective, deploying 
solipsism in a distinctly ironic fashion). 

24 Michel de Certeau, as we shall see, tefers to this "out there" under the term "the ordinary." 
zi This view seems to difkc considerably from that elaborateâ by Michaels on p. 96. While 

Michaels views the fidelity of &in to things as they am as offering an inadquate model for 
reform, Habbeger argues that it is pre~isely realism's fideüty which enables reform, since it 
indicates a dynamic, contingent view of histocy rather than a static one, and thus a hisbry open 



to human agency. However, a realism of "things as they are" does not necessuily préclude a 
realism of "things as they are in tk hirtorical moment!' (since showing things as they am may 
necessitate their historical context) and thedore redisan a n  imply the possiality of change, or 
"things as they could be:' even if it only does so suggestively. The two views on müsm ue not 
necessarily incornmensunte, except Uiat Michaels is more cynically disposed towards the 
possi bility of a prescriptive, reformist project arising h m  faithhul depiction (for that to m u r ,  
he feels that something more needs to be added to the text), while Habegger feeb content with 
stating that realism is the necessary starting point for social action. MichaeIs's mader will 
simply passively accept the depiction of things as they are, while Habegger's reader wül 
recognise in that depiction the possibiiity for change. Michaels is more concerned with rieaders 
grasping a definite program for action, with reatism supplying a behavioural modef, while 
Habegger merely s t a b  that reaiism ale& readers b contingençy, to the e f f ~ t  of human wiii on 
history. The two critics, theh difkr on the effective reception of reaüsm. However, neither 
denies that a diagnosis of present troubles (necessacy for prescriptive solutions) requires sonu 
fidelity to a realistic rendering of those troubles, regardless of whether a utopian counterpart 
will then be applied to that rendition. 
Paradoxically, this allegorical impulse may in fact anse h m  an Adomwsque pessimism that 
views capital as invincible, since, as a worker, Chinaski does belong to those with "no m m  to 
act in their society." (Habegger 361) 

" "Sans" also alludes to several other ideas, the French "santé" (meaning " health"), the Latin 
 riens m a  in corpore and' (a sound mind in a sound M y ) ,  as well as the English word, 
"Sanitorium." In each case Hotel Sans alludes to a mental condition. in this case the name of 
the hotel proves emblematic, since the lunacy we wibness within the hotiel bestifies b 
Bukowski's irrational relation with his surmundings. 
Jarneson's Pusttnodenrism defines this dependence on the other as capital's rmd to "include the 
foreign body of alien content" (xiii). 
Whiie the recordings of punk m k  may have become part of an estabüshed sales forecvt, this 

does not mean that the members of a given punk rock band, or theu managers (in this case I 
refer to the Sex Pistols' film, 7he Great Rodc und Ro(I Suhdle) cannat use giwn opportunities and 
expectations in the economic sysbem to transgress and muddle class lines, in other words to 
operate tactically; but this kind of operativity diffkrs from the "uniteci front" offered by the 
slogans of more dogmatic revolu tionary poses. 
The fourth chapter, "Duty Realism: 'Iheory,'' de& extensively with de Certeau, whose mode1 
of consumer tactics offers a response to the panlysis of agertcy encountered in Jarneson. In TI@ 
fracfice of Eflplyday Li# (1984), de Certeau records the pmcess whereby subjugaki 
populations- whether the aboriginal peop!es of South America, or workers in western factories 
and offices-can subvert, however provisionally, the machinery of dominant systems. De 
Certeau paints a particularly Jamesonian pichue of these su- peoples, those denied an 
oppositional position by the all-pewasiveness of "an oder  of things that [mm] immuhbk" 
(16). De Certeau offers, then, a handbook for operativity when one has nothing but the system 
from which to select one's weaponry: "Innumerable ways of playing and foüing the othefs 
game (ioirer/d!jouet le jeu de f'auhe), that is, the spce instituteû by others, characteria the 
subtle, stubbom, resistant activity of groups which, since they lack th& own space, have b get 
along in a nehvork of already establîshed forces and representatiom. People have to make do 
with what they have" (18). De Certeau, then, solves Jarneson's problematic-where can an 
oppositional desire hm for procedures and devices that would aUow it to subwrt and attack a 
dominant cultural matrix so ali-encompassing that it includes and exploits al1 the alternatives to 
itself? De Certeau says Uiat the "network of already established focces" iiself provides the 
oppositional intent with the "tactics" that enable provisional, momentary, heists of t h e  
(especially) in the service of the s u ù j d s  "own ends" (26). Dirty d i s m  - like the secretary 
writing a "love letteP on the job, or a cabinebnaker '"boming' a lathe b make a piece of 



furnihire for his living m m "  (25) -pack  upon the characteristics Marx, Jameson and other 
le* wing critics have attributai to capitalism - absorption, pastiche, simulation, contradiction, 
circularity, hypocrisy-and accepb them as its own in a way that ffees its authors from 
conviction and thedore construction as desiring sublects who reinstate a capitalist economy . 
Their super-passivity to the dedenninants of post-industrial society enaMes a resistance based 
u po n ind iscriminate acceptance and mutually~anceliing amplifications. In hm, this makes 
their own fictional presence indeterminate, uniocatable, both within and without the market 
economy surrounding their works. Rather than necessarily positing themselves as the 
controllers of tex& they relish their position as nodes of (post-industial) cultural signals, 
endorsing, accepting and pmmoting ail the material that arrives to them in a way ttut reveals 
and appropriates the dominant feahuies of capitalism. 



Three 

Dirty Reaiism: Histoty 

Introdirction 

Roughly forty-five years in duration-19454991 -the Cold War's political contortions provide 

the context from which dirty reaiism daws the diametrical oppositions, and unifieci 

contradictions, that it instates and negotiates. As the Cold War inscribed the globe with 

contrary dixourses (which enabled a range of conflicts, diplornatic and militaristic), dnty 

rcalism adopts a paradigm of discursive variance to inscribe its own contrariness on the world. 

Cultural critics Stephen J. Whitfield, Tom Engelhardt, Alan Nadel and Thomas Hill Schaub 

desmbe the Cold War xene as a time of tensions and doubles. not ody in the context of the 

world-wide binary of communism verms capitalism, but "doubiing" (Nadel 6) within the 

American "story" (Engelhardt 9) i k l f .  

By the 1960s literary writers had become aware-an awareness largely owing to the 

ways in which the Cold War authorised its "norms" - of a new "reality." No longer did 

ianguage sim ply record or "document" the actual; rather, language (especiaily that used by Cold 

War policy-makers) supplanted reality with a narrative aimed at guiding, if not controhg, 

perception. By the 1960s. the langage that authorised Cold War security could no longer 

withstand scruüny, so that a generation of AmerKan authors raised on the ambiguities and 

inconsistenaes of, say, Senator McCarthyfs "story," brought their suspicion and wariness of 

language to the form of the novel itself-seeing, in a radical way. an "equation between a 

novei's necessarily hegemonic use of namative and American use of the story of 'demoaacy' to 

extend global hegemony" (Nadei 7). In Chtuinment Ciclture: A-can Nanatira, Parhodmiisrn 

and the Atornic Age (1995), Alan Nadd telis us that the discourse, or "stories," perpehated by the 

socaileci Cold Warriors serveci primarily to insulate Amenca fkom the threat of Soviet 

Communism: "From the first atomic bomb test to Vietnam, 'democracy' has Mmed stories 

produced under the rubric of containment" (7-8). Caught between an administration that 

deployed the "story" of democracy ta extend its hegemonic influence world-wide, and a form 



that in itseif forced its narrative on the reader, authors came to redise their entrapment in 

language, the necessity of vigilance when it came to discursive formations purportedly 

mediating the real, and the relation of author, text and reader. Not only did the story of 

demwacy "contain" the spread of cornmunimi by empowering US. poücy-makers to extend 

their intluence in most undernomtic ways, the story of "democracy'' also "contained life in 

the U.S.-contained it conceptuaiiy, artisticaily and ethicaiiy.1 Trapped in the language of Cold 

War "demmcy," authors tumed their sights on language itself, its ambiguity. its loopholes, 

but ako its sway over consciousness. 

Dirty realism found containment its natural habitat, crafting a home out of the Linguistic 

m e  desuibed by Michel de Certeau in 7he Practice of Etlwyday Lifi (1%): "there is no way out 

. . . we are foreigners on the inside [of culture and languagel-but there is no outside" (13-11). 

De Certeau highlights the postmodem concem with the containment effected by language and 

culture, our entra pmen t wi thin particular discursive (xientific, religious, philosophical) systems 

which constantly gesture towards a univeml condition codified linguistic practice cannot fuiiy 

conceive or account for, and which ultimately refutes those systems. Dirty r e a h  revels in the 

discursive simulation of reality that figured so stra tegically during the Cold War, simulations 

which ultimately (by the 1960s) highlighted theb own positions as epistemological/linguistic 

temtories mainly concemed with the maintenance of their own bondaries and supremacy 

within the culture, their own authonty and propriety. th& own "separateness" fiom what de 

Certeau calls the "ordinary."2 The canon of dirty realist Mting fiom the 196Q to the 19905- 

primarily exemplifieci, hem, by Raymond Carver's "What do you do m San FrandscoT(1976)- 

shows an engagement with the dominant jbm of cultural discourse propagated by the Cold 

War, a confrontation with a culture of hypuuisy and paradox, a distinctly nmated culture 

whose actions and stories rarely converged. ïhe hypwisy of Americart pdicy-whose 

narrators embodied the country as the home of the fm while i g n o ~ g  such rampant 

Curtailments of freedom as segregation, MKarthyism, military in foreign nations, 

and governmentai censure-finds itself reprodud in the dirty rPaiist text 



WMe few dirty realists mak more than a passing mention of international dairs- 

Helen Potrebenko's Tan' (197SY and Richard Ford's 'Ihe Ullimate G d  Luck (1980)4 express 

thoughts on the lron Curtain and Vietnam.5 resprtively-preferring, in the dirty reaiist veh, to 

scrutinke the local and domestic effects of ~ 0 b t i ~ a l  discourse, they do. in Nadel's words, very 

much "conform to the codes of representation" that mark Cold Ww narrative throughout. ûirty 

reaiism traces the effect of the Cold War on domestic reaüty. internaiiy reproducing a d t u r a l  

situation where 

The values and perceptions, the forms of expression. the 
symboiic patterns, the beliefs and myths that enabled Americans 
to make sense of reaüty . . . were contaminated by an unseemly 
poiitical interest in their mots and comequences. nie stmggle 
againçt domestic Communism cncouraged an interpnetra tion of 
the iwo enterprises of politia and culture. (Nadel 10) 

nie "culture" examined by dirty reahsm. even in its most minute manifestations, everywhere 

evinces its "con tamina tion" by "poütical interest." in particulsr the interests of Cold War policy . 
Dirty reaüsm charts a way of examinhg the home front during the Cold War through narrative 

and conceptual parameters deriveâ from the "forms of expression" of the dominant discourse of 

the period. nie "unseemly political interest" that Nadel regards as the primary characteristic of 

the Cold War filtered into the consciousness of domestic America. an %terest" whose way of 

"in terpenetratîngf' the culture - through a hypocritical vigilance - transforme and marked the 

way the reality of that dture  became henceforth pe~eived. Culhual production, the 

conceiving of American reaiity ( e s p d y  through language), in a disinterested, apolitical 

manner, was no longer possible; the depiction of reality k a m e  a politid act, and was duly 

xrutinised. An underourent of poiitical hyper-sensitivity nurr throughout the depiction of 

reality found in dirty realism. The dirty r e a h  of the 1960s' 19MF and 19BQs-as it charts the 

domestic iife of America-everywhere exhibits the imprint left by the Cold War on American 

culture. 

The political and cul tura i6 efLeds of the Cold War on Américan and Canadian capitalisrn 



transformeci postwar realism. As Thomas Hill Schaub points out, in Anmicm F i c h  in the Cold 

War (IWI), the end of the second world war and the tevelations of Stalinist Russia ushemi in a 

crisis of faith among watern intellectuals on the left (67). The critics and wrikrs of the Cold 

War came to feel that traditional literary foms such as realism and naluralism-uisofar as the 

terms functioned up until that time - no longer offered tenable vantages on the emerging reality 

of the Cold War (67), a reality no longer representable by the simplistic, clearcut (or so poshvar 

critics thought), economic and deterministic aesthetic of naturalists such as Dreiser, Narris and 

Steinbeck. The shift from policies of isolationism, prior to World War I, to the more Eurotentric, 

global integration of the inter-war years, to the binaristic, global us/them7 rhetoric of the Iate 

1940s, 1950s and 1960s proceeded almost loo quickly for Iiterary authors to process. 

The perceiveci complexity of the Cold War, according to Schaub, left many authon 

retreating from the uncertainties and intricacies of depicting societal machinery ta what theyfilt 

the): knew: the individual consciousness. The increasing importance of the first-person voice, 

indicates Schaub, arox h m  the misbust of the implicit totalitarianism of the grand novel which 

sought to encompass and fuüy elaborate the social real, and a modemist antipathy towards 

participation in "mass society" (17, 55-56), which postwar American authors saw as a 

capitulation to the propaganda of a rampant capitalism. Conforming to the tastes of mass society 

reeked of the anti-individualism so prominent in faxist states both Nazi and Soviet8 As Nadel 

tek us, such conformity also a p p e a d  in America: "Confonnity to the noms set by the 

dominant discourse thus became a fonn of, and a demowtration of, public reassurance" (166)-a 

need for "reassurance" on the part of the populace that Whitaker and Marcuse also detect as a 

primary characteristic of the postwar years (22). Although buying inb a "dominant dixourse" 

of what being American required may have reassured the "masses," it deeply shook the 

assurance, in Schaub's opinion, of the critics and artists who viewed capitulation to mas culture, 

to its "order and certainty" and its "corn farts of authority" (16), as a move towards dictatorship9 

The political knor of the Cold War therefore generateâ an image of the artist as "a conflicteâ, 

rnorally ambiguous self, at once alienated from society and expressive of its 



innermost contradictions" (56). The isolated individual, for Cold War authors, remained the last 

bastion of political expression, though the poütics expressed through such an individual 

remained s ho t through with the features of contradiction and am biguity characteristic of Cold 

War culture. These characteristics further problematised the political attributes of the Cold War 

aesthetic. Dirty realûm's focus on the individual reflects the atomisation of postwar 

populations into monads, as weii as the rehpat of authors from the overwhelming task posed by 

the social novel in an age when clearcut political prescriptions seemed a capitulation to 

malevolent ideologies, on both right and left. A unified, panorarnic aesthetic could only 

originate in, and M e r  the ends of, a monolithic, totaütarian ideology, whereas the demaratic 

principle of diversity lead to an aesthetic of multipricity, equiiibrium and susbined tensions, 

what Schaub c a k  "the politics of paralysis" (190). The rhetoric of the new mality becarne the 

copyright of a Liberal intelligentsia which deiïned this reality in terme of demoaacy's 

"complexity": "cornplex, difficult, intractable" (21); the reaüty of the individual human likewise 

adhered to these chracteristics. American democracy was more rcalistic than Communism 

insofar as it recogwed in its f o d  elements the ambiguity and contradictions of living in the 

iwentieth century; an American writer became the observer and f a i m  recorder of reality 

insofar as he or she presented dwacters as similarly contradictory. 

Cold War culture radically altered n o v e k '  notions and approaches to reality: 

"Because the irrationality of modem events, though reai, seemed 'irreal,' many writers were 

conwiced that a tnie 'realimi' would seek to convey this rupture; but this rupture is a quality 

not of objective reality, but of its apprehension by co~o11snéss and conscience" (Schaub 67). 

The Cold War destroyed traditionai rnarke~ of reaiity. leaving in th& place a &orientation 

that caused authors to seek reality not in the extemals of th& sodety but within their own 

"ionsciousness and consdence." The "rupture" between the taken-for-granted inter-war reality 

and what passed for the mal in the postwar period becarne particularly apparent in the 

inversion of social role  and a confusion in the dominant soàetal narratives. Cold War authors 

had to contend with the disappeararicie of obvious dass distinctiom (Schaub 65), tk cwptation 

of labour10 into the right-wuig politics of the Eisenhower regime (Schaub 189). the constant 



threat of nudear annihiiation (twinned with the necessity of maintainhg a nudear arsenal in 

order to preserve the "balance of power"). a McCarth- that sought to preserve the integrity 

of the Amencan people by everywhere doubting and attacking ihat integrity (Nadel n), anti- 

Communist propaganda which attacked the Çoviet Union for stifhg individual fmdoms whüe 

politidans in the US. demonised non-conformity, sluggishly iwcted to racial segregation in the 

South, and actively campggned for American interference in the affairs of nations such as 

Korea, Cuba and Vietnam, and the interpnebation of political expedience and cultural 

production (Whitfield 10). What amse from the confusions and contradictions of the Cold War 

period was an acute awareness of the comtnictedness of reality, reality as the politics of 

"consuming" sanctioned narratives (Nadel 294). Amencan demwacy became synonymous 

with hypocrisy, and narrative strategies a meam of covering up the hypoaisy evident in every 

aspect of Cold War Me. 

A. The '‘Signature" of Hypouisy 

Stephen J. Whitfield, in ntc Cirltiire of the Cold W m  (19%), recaiis "hypocrisyt8 as one of the 

"signatures of the Cold War": 

Such a loss of the sense of proportion, such an edipse of 
rationality, was among the signatures of the Cold War. 

So too was hypcrisy. When it became necessary to 
explain to the Russians what made American society so 
praiseworthy, even rabid anti-Communists were compeUed to 
highlight the civil liirties that they ihewelves had sought to 
curtail. The BiU of Rights that VicePresident Nixon ciaimed 
abroad was operathg in the United States was nota document that 
he and hîs allies sought to reinforce when k was at home. (25) 

The key word in Whitfield's analysis is "explain." SchoLn of the Cold War-Whitfieid, Nadei, 

Schaub, Engelhardt, Whitaker and Marcuse-characterise the period as one rife with 

expla na tions and coun terîxplana tions, w hen the national plicy (a discourse) faiied to accord 

with actions taken both on domestic and foreign soiL Note that w N e  Whitfield directs his 

accusation of hypoaisy at the American govemment during the time of Eisenhower (when 

Nixon served as vicepresident), and the anti-Commciràrt (hrgely Repubhcan) faction 

dorninating politics, elsewhere Whitfield &O criticises SIalimst sympathisw m America for 



evoking an equal measure of hypmisy: "To call them (Communist sympathisers] is 

also a reminder . . . that American communists were enemies of ad libeitie. which they 

disdaincd as 'bourgeois' but which they invoked in their own behaif when opportune'* (3).ll On 

ei ther side, then, Whitfield sees a kind of discursive opportunism that flits between the tenets of 

two mutually exdusive political programs. The hunthg down of Communist agitatom from 

within required a conceptual mobüity between American-style nghts and Soviet-style repression 

b a t  manifested as  hypouisy. McCarthyism, for example, inaugurated a purge of HoUywood 

and certain political offices that differed little from the authoritarian forms of ceimue deployed 

by the Soviet Union of the the ;  the proponents of McCarthyism resorted to disonctly 

undernomtic, anti-free-speech tactics ui order to preserve both democracy and fiee speech. 

McCarthy's authority rested on his image as defender of American democracy, though the 

actions taken in this defence contradicted the essentials of this image. Whitfield characterises 

the Cold War in America as a time during which the "disproportion between rhetoric and action 

generated a paradox" (9). Simply put, the paradox of the situation rested on the fact that the 

United States, during the late 1940s. throughout the 19% and early l%(b had "corne to 

resemble . . . the sort of society to which it wishe[d] to be contrasted (11). Methods of 

"contrast" could not hold when the proponents of a contrasting discourse exhiiited 

characteristics of both sides of the polemic. American "reality" was not only contradictory by 

critical appraisal but by political form as weii. 

Authors during the Cold War thedore received the message of "ptactical 

contradiction" (by whidi 1 mean those f o m  of discourse that, hstead of attempting to address 

their inconsistenaes a d y  utllised inconsistency to achieve political objectives) h m  sides, 

both from the aitical establishment and from political communities right and lelt of centre. The 

critical reaction to the disiilusionment with Stalinism, and the concomitant mistrust of the 19A)s 

and 19305 naturalist wriüng that presented welldefined and polemicai polüical analyses in 

favour of leftist initiatives, created a "murkier" contradiction-filled definîtion of the human that 

obstructed partisan politics and soiutiotts. Schaub descrik Lionel Trilling*~ (one of tk m a t  

prominent aitical thinkers of the thne) d a t i o n  of the new. Cold War "reaUty" as "cornplex, 



difficult, intractableff and the human within this reality as 'an expenence of complexity that has 

ils generative roots in the ineradicable conflicts of the private seif' (21). Reality, therefore, was 

contradictory, full of " intractable" tensions, a complexity that could not, h U y ,  resolve itself 

into a urufied political program. An art that wflected reality needed, in Trilling's 

"understanding," to reflect "the lived experience of contradiction felt by his generation" (34). It 

was contradiction itseif, rather than particular contradictions, that became an evaluative nom, 

Schaub argues, for New Gitin and the New York school aiike: 

This formulation [by Trüling] is as complex as it is usehl; on the 
one hand it grounds the literary idea in the emotions produced 
by iustory; on the other it establishes the aesthetic, or fonnal. 
standard of contradiction and paradox as the central guaiity of 
grea t art. (34) 

The "standard of "great art" depended upon the appearance of "contradiction" and "paradox." 

which faithfully preserved the postwar American reality. Trilling's "dialectical view of 'reaiity' 

in America" (34) valorised art that refiected history as a tension-riddled discourse, complex to 

the point of a conceptual and poiiücal (to borrow from Whitfield) "stalemate" (9). The miiitary 

paralysis that characterised the Korean War (and the Cold War as a whole), where two sides 

found themselves locked uito binary camps in an unwinnable battle, became part of the 

sdiolarly and arüstic uncoxucious during the Cold War. Trilllng's depidon of great art as a 

place of "ineradicable" tensions between opposing, or "contradictory" and "paradoxicai" ideas 

seems, in hindsight. alrnost an allegorical rendering of the histor#al moment. Paadox and 

contradiction came to the forefront of artistic practice as a resuit of Cold War diiemmas. 

Furthemore, Schaub assodates Trilling's view of art as a capitulation to American 

domestic policy, which needed to valorise demaaacy as the ultimate measure of civiiised 

people everywhete. The emphasis on irony, ambiguity, contradiction and paradox promoted by 

the aitical establishment d u ~ g  the Cold War served to fiinher enhench a particuiar idea of 

demoaacy that acîually dashed with the pracficc of domestic poiicy. In the "conhontation 

between Stalinist R u a i a  and American democracya on asthetic grorinds "democracy [wasj the 

more artful of the two systems because it [was] a more adequate poiitical representation (or 



rcsponse) to the inherent nature of reality itself' (21). Because Soviet culture produced a 

monoiithic, unified, mas-consumed product (features which, incidentally, the New and New 

York critics attributed to American naturalism of the 1920s and 1930s). it suffered in cornparison 

to the aesthetic product of American democracy, which promoted variance, complexity, 

paradox and contradiction (and therefore a more accurate representation of what these aitics 

took for reality). Demxracy became synonymous 4 t h  the asthetics of contradiction. Though 

policy-makea and aitics alike paid üp s e ~ c e  to variance as a central component of demwacy 

they both enabled and promoted confomity to a pro-American, poiiticdy coilservative, 

nudear-family model. The promotion of variance as a characteristic of American democracy 

occurrcd side-by-side with the enforcing of confonnity. 

Yet. this movement towards contradiction had a basis in more than the 1940s and 1930s 

notion of Democratic reahty, springmg also from the embarrassrnent over the Soviet 

associations and advocacy practised by many American authors during the 19nb and 1930s. As 

the previous chapter pointed out, one could easily argue that authors such as Dreiser, Norris, 

Farrell and Steinbeck agitated, duiing the early part of the cenhiry. not agaùrst an America that 

seemed too dernouatic (as the critics of the 1940s and 1950s charged), but rather not demmtic  

enoiîgh. The poverty and disenfranchisernent chronided by these naCuralist authom suggested 

an America that did not provide wider possibilities for individual enterpriser an Axnerica that 

slifled its Otizens by providing too few options for existence. That postwar critirs saw a need to 

distance themselves from these dissenters, and to renovate the liberal aesthetic ftom an 

objective. openly political form into a subjective, self~onscious and personai une, tstifies more 

to the pressures facing postwar thinkers than to the ideologid narrowness of natutalism. If 

naturalisrn was unified then this unlty amved not from advocating Soviet-style poütics but 

rather in mtiquing the failure of AmerKan democracy in being dernomatic. Whereas early 

naturalists, as shown, could not abide hypoaisy (either as it manifested in the discourse of 

democracy or in their own work), podtwar thought made hypocrisy its "signature." 

Cold war criticism fell into the same behaviod category as the proponents of mass 



culture: conformity. The new-fangled aesthetic of contradiction prevented these critics from 

having to dissent: "For nearly aU of them, the vimie of self-division was always double: on the 

one hand it was a guarantee against ideology; on the other, this guarantee was the mark of its 

adequacy to the fom of reality iiseff' (Schaub 35). By "sel€-division" - meaning a sustained, 

"uneasy equilibrium" (35) of mutuaiiy exclusive concepts within the self-these critia managed 

to avoid Lhe caU to formulate an ideoloey (as natualists had done), as weJ as reinforcing the 

reality of American democracy (however false) as one whkh invited conceptual, poiitical, 

economic vanety. Through a permanent "ineradicable" tension and confiict thse critia hoped 

to avoid the polemical pit€aalls evident in nahiralimi. This desire to escape ideology (which to 

the postwar liberal muid primarily meant "propaganda," 34.39) arase from the demands made 

upon the critics by the consensus culhm of Cold War America: "the postwar derogation of 

ideology . . . was itseif an ideology that served to reinforce the dominant Cold War polarities 

wiwh privileged American democracy, imagincd as a fmitful tension of conflicting groups in 

contrast with the monolithic repressiveness of the Soviet Union" (23). ïhe invocation of 

democracy therefore involved a tautology wherein democracy, as dehed by these critics, 

demanded the presence of divisiveness and whmin the presence of divisiveness proved the 

presence of demwacy. America was immune to ideology because its "fruitful tension" 

prevented the emergence of any one dominant, "monolithic" system of thought. 

B. Narratives and Nukes 

The dominant ideology of Cold War America, Whitfield telis us, "was not a lever with which the 

politically inforrned couid act; it was more like a I m n g  diair in which they couid repose" (55). 

According to Whitfield, the primary ideology of Arnerica connecteci more with the notion of 

"free enterprise" than "freedom of expression" or "freeâom of thought." The dominant 

discourse valorised a conceptual complacency, if not ignorance, and emphasised "pragmatic 

resolution" to existing soâal and economic pmblems (54). In other words, the conceptual 

indecisiveness of postwar American intellectuals dovetaiied neatly with the anti-intellectualism 

promoted by offiaal discourse: "Arnerican poliüciam wae supposed to ammg deals, not 



articulate ideals" (54). I d e a h  was anathema, and the Cold War thinkers arrangeci their escape 

from the responsibility of poütical ideakm by idealinng paralysis and stasis (which reflected 

the global stasis of Soviet Cornmunism versus American capitakm). Although American 

democracy at the t h e  did not practice the prmissiveness apparent in the iiberal ideal of 

democracy as variance (and these libcrals were ideakts, whether they admitted it or not), the 

view of America's poütical organisation as pmiissive and non-judgemental prevaiied. Poiitical 

inactivity became the nom, and Cold War intellcctuals capitulated to this nom, fostering 

epistemological tension, uncertainty. ambiguity and contradiction as the proper response to the 

problematics and complexity of modem iife. 

The "thaw" in Soviet/American relations from the 1%0s onward-resulling from 

Amenca's reakation, as Tom Engelhardt pub it, in The End of Vicfwy Ciilture (1995), that the 

American "story" of "triumph" had given way to "redistrihuted" "roles" and "dismantled" 

"certitudes" (15) - occasioned further uncertainties tha t fed directly into the aesthetic of dirty 

realiçm. A national litenture aiready imbued with contradiction, paadox and hypocrisy now 

came to @ps with what Engelhardt calls "storyiessness" (15). Not only had the dominant 

vision Amenca held of itself-as a nation whose very identity was predicated on its "enexnies . . 
. [and] . . . the story of their slaughter and [American] triumph (15)-faltered during the war 

agninst Vietnam, but the very "reaiity" of that "story," and hence of stories in generai, became 

increasingly suspect. The Cold War increasingly foregrounded the American politic as rooted in 

narrative rather than "truth." The conhwd and contradictory poücy-makers of the Cold War 

did much to bring this fad to light: 

A nightmarish search for enemy-nea became the defining, even 
obsessive domestic a a  of the Cold War years, while strate@ 
planning for future victory ahroad led "prudent8' men, familia. 
with the tnumphant lessons of World War Ii, toward the 
charnel house of hîstory. Amerian poücy makers soon found 
themselves writing obsessively, not for public cortsumption but 
for each other, about a pssibile "global war of annihilation". . . . 
If the story of victory in World War ii was for a üme endlessIy 
replayed in the movies, in comics, and on television, other 
mihval vistas were a b  oopning up for the Young, ones that led 
directiy into whatever territory t d e d  grownups. To escape 
not into the war story but into places where that story was 



dissolving held unexpected pleasures, rot the least of which 
was the visible horror of adults at what you were doing. (7) 

Engeihard t's vocabulary - "Nghtmarish," "de finin&" "planning," "history," " policy makers," 

"writing ohsessively . . . for each other," "story." "movics," "comics," "television," "other 

cultural vistas," " territory" - points to an increasingly manipulative cultural scene, one in which 

the obvious generation of discourse lead to a "dissolving" of narrative authority. In effect, the 

fcar of nuclear holocaust, more than any other foreseeable future, raised awareness of "possible" 

narratives. Because nudear war, as Nadel points out, meam the end of wriüng, the end of 

culture, and the end of history, its effects could only be written beforehand (39)1*; and, sot the 

American narrative became concemed l e s  with what rm than with what caild k, This idea 

trickled down into the forms of cultural production and became one of the primary logics 

operating in America from the 1- onward. The threat of nuclear annihilation shifted the 

focus from the reality of narrative to the realities namfive made possible. Narrative was policy, 

fantasy. guess-work, and nevertheless the country's top officials guided their day-to-day poiitics 

according to this projected discourse. Most importanily, Engelhardt points out that the story of 

Amencan triumph in World War Two, replayed "endlessly" in popular culture, eventuaîiy 

succumbed to its own interna1 contradictions. How could a war that spurred on the 

development of, and terminated in, the exploding of the atomic bomb over Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki, possibly contain an unequivocal victory?l3 Since the atomic bomb threatened not just 

the Soviets but human Me globally, the American vidory contained (or failed to contain) within 

itself universal annihilation. The price of vîctory on the cultural imagination beaune worse than 

the price of defeat. In the 1- the irwxeased scmüny of m a s  media renditions of American 

victory mobilwd large portions of the American citizenry to note, and take "pleasure" in, the 

places where the "story was dissolving." The dominant narrative no longer held, and so 

Amenca became confronted with its "storylessness," its need to craft new narrativs, new forms 

of discourse to acconnt for the historical moment, whiie simultaneously aware of the tenuous, 

fabncated, and unrealistic nature of these namtives. When you spoke of reality you spoke of 

nanative strategies, and such "speaking heavily ma& such dirty realist texts as Carver's 



"What Do You Do in San Francisco?" and Richard Ford's Indrperidence Day. 

C. The l96Ck 

The 1960s saw a revolution in social discourse, where the narrative "nom" that governed 

American Me unraveiled Uito incompaiiile fragments of a master narrative. Nadel t e k  us that 

the poiicy of "containment" uistigated by George Kennan in his 1947 essay, "The Sources of 

Soviet Conduct," 

generated numerous, often contradictory or muhially exdusive, 
storks, each grounding its authority in the c lah  that it is part 
of the same story. Without that story, none of the narratives 
would have the authority to generate the actions committed in 
its name; at the same time the daim to a common narrative 
rendes the narrative itself incoherent. (18) 

The "stories" generated by Cold War poIicy-makers such as Kennan induded the need to 

safeyard democracy by supporthg foreign anti-democratic (but also anti-CommuWt) 

movernents and dictators in Cuba, the Middle East and Central America, the "desire to use 

limitless [a tomic] force in the interests of establishing the paceful limiting of force" (Nadel 166), 

the ban on Communist speakers at Berkeley in the 156b in order to safeguard "traditionai 

principles of [American] democracy" (which kluded,  presumably, "freedom of speech," Nadel 

212-213), the drafting of miîitary alliances with Meo t n i m e n  agaimt Cammunist insurgents in 

Laos in return for aiding the Meo to gain "control of the lucrative opium traffïc in Southeast 

Asia's 'Golden Triangle"' (Whitfield N7). These examples provide ody some of the 

contradictory and bafnuig practices advaated by Arnerica's Cold War politid administration. 

in each case, respectively, two "mutually exdusive" stories daski- anticommunism verms 

pro-dernocracy, nudear brinkmanship versus nuclear deterrence, censorship versus &dom of 

speech, military alliance versus ülegal dmg trafficking-as the administration sought to force 

contradictory aims to inhabit the same space within a singular narrative. Osieisibly, Nadei's 

"common narrative" refers to the image of America upheid by Cold War politidans as an anti- 

ideological, permisive, progressive and demwatic nation of free speech, Christian values, and 

capitaliçt munjficence. In each case mentioned above, poücy-makers f d  back upon this 



"corn m on na rra tive" (or metanmative) of America's Cold Wa r image as a way to explain foreign 

invasion as "looking out for America's interests (Le. demarracy) abroad." building up an arsenal 

of nuclear weaponry in order to keep the "atomic" Face, the censure of poütical radicals in 

ordcr to maintain traditional American values, and the forgulg of alliances in order to help 

preserve the poütical integrity and lawful security of countries hom Soviet idiuence. in short, 

these tactics and methods did safeguard the Arnerican way of life but only through methods 

that undermined it. 

By the 1%0s it became apparent that the conceptual mobüity of the Cold War 

administration- and the "common narrative" upon which this mobilüy rested -not only 

disclosed the contradictions of American policy but in f a d  reiied upon contradiction in order to 

enforce its mutuaDy exclusive aims. "Incoherence" became the means by which various 

strategies, domestic and foreign. were implemented; the looseness of the "story" gave those in 

powcr the necessary room to have thngs both ways, to be totalitarian and demmtic ,  

advocates of free speech and censorship, lawful and iiiegal-as the moment required. 

Contradiction was the logic of the Cold War. 

The function of admuiistering the Cold War became increasingly apparent as a function 

of narrative. By the 196ûs American Cold War policy began to reveal the fatal tensions within 

its t o m  of "authority." Provided that the Cold War remained discourse rather than actud 

confüct, as long as it remained part of the cultural imaginary, rather than part of the cultural reai 

(as it became with Vietnam) it prmitted Eisenhower's administration an unümited jurisdiction; 

its policy-makers enjoyed the Liberty of not living up to tkir own rules, provided that the limits 

of the confiict remained primariiy iinguistic pmvided that a buffèr of rhetoric remained 

between the general populace and the face of history. As soon as the war went bom "cold" to 

"hot," however, as  it did in Vietnam, the rhetonc proved insuffiaent in maintaining the 

narrative of an enlightened American foreign poücy (and, indeed, the very f d i l i t y  of a "cold 

war"). The idea that actions could be explainedB and then revisioned and ~explained, that 

history constituted a shifting ~ i i a t i v e  whose fhidity could be drannelled in the interests of 

appearing coherent (but whose very fluidity and its channeilhg proved the incorrsistency of the 



dominant discourse) deeply informeci the dirty tealists that came of age in the 1960s. With the 

advent of the Viehiam War, perhaps the Hcst conflict involving the US. which offered no moral 

guarantees, and whose images k a m e  tw ambiguous for safe narrative containment, policy 

faltered on contact with the =a&: 

Certainly, Vietnam marked a definitive exit point in Arnerican 
history and the 19&, a sharp break with the past There, the 
war finally lost its abiiity to mobiike young peopk under 
"freedom's bannef' except in opposition to itself, a loss 
experienced by a gerieration as both a confushg "liberation" 
and a wrenching betrayai. There, the war stocy's codes were 
jumbled, its roles redistribut&, it certitudes dismantleci, and 
new kinds of potenbial space opened up that proved, finally, less 
iiberating than fiighberiing. (Engelhard t 1445) 

As an "exit point in American history," the Viebiam War ended history as conceived in America; 

aHer Vietnam, history became a "potential space," whose inscription depended less upon event 

than on narrative faciiity, and so history became suspect, of questionable content, and thus more 

"frightening" than "iiberating." History no longer represented a fiaithfui recording of events, no 

longer a mimelic exercise, but a hazardous art fraught with an impossible responsibility. The 

legacy of Vietnam became, for a generaüon, a narrative "jumbfed" and without "certitudes." 

%me authors responded to the dismantiing of history by producing texts that foregrounded the 

artifice of al1 discursive constructions, the so-catled metrfictionalists; other authors responded to 

it by mailing the writing of reality as an id of "liberation" shot-through with frightening 

implications. This fright arose h m  the unstable nature of histotical discourse; if history was not 

self-evident, if it did not simply present ibelf for texhial inscription, then who was writing 

history, why were they writing it and what effed was it having? History k a m e  a question of 

indoctrination, and tactics of both writing and reading developed as a means to counter or evade 

i t  The dixunive underpinnings of Society presented a source of fear and the primary zone of 

political conflict In either c e ,  ianguage became the new focus of writing, whether the 

metalanguagel4 critiqueci by metafiction, or the ianguage of reality interrogated and evadeâ by 

dirty realism. 



D. Language, History, Dirt 

If the sanctioned narrative cailed history served to cover up the contradictions of officiai 

discourse, thcn the writing of the Cold War, from the 1960s onward, increasingly refîected the 

status of language in the tepublic: "Modem and contempoary wriüng expoçed the iiiusionirt 

character of documentary, reflective r e a h  and made the reader attend to the Linguistic reality 

or medium of the fiction itself' (Schaub 57). Authors turned hom finding a language to 

accurately describe events to a way of describing how language is made to describe events. 

Nadel regards the def in i t ion  of the role of writing that occurred during the Cold War 

(especially in the 196ûs) as the definitive break between modemism and poshnodernism. in 

particulart Nadel regards the shifting authorial dations with iustory as the hilcrum on which 

twentiethcentury writing pivoted: "In postmodernist witing, on the other hand, history is not 

the enemy but the accomplice of the a m t ,  who sees writing not as recording or recolleaing 

tustory but as creating it. Postmodem miters, in other words, realise they have complete 

control over history and no control whatsoever over events" (39). The Cold War produced an 

entirely new regard for history. in the modeniist ethos, writes Nadel, üme as hirtory proved an 

enemy of art because "it rendered 'reality' unstable" (39) and an unstable d t y  prevented the 

emergence of a universai, generaiiy-applicable artistic or poütical platform; history doomed 

modeniists to ruins, to viewing the degradation of westem-culture into fragments that only art, 

if at ail, could hope to present coherently. 

During the Cold Wu, this "art" of coherent presentation came under exceeding 

suuüny, so that by the end of the 1- (which Schaub identifies as the moment of "high 

modemism" in American literatore), history exchangecl its synonymous dation with t h e  for a 

relation with "art." History, as seen in the poüticaily drarged rhetonc of the 19% orcr an art. 

The Ioss of the "story" that Engehrdt sees as the m l t  of the political turbulence of the 1 W  

was the loss of a consensuaiiy agreed-upon ianguage for reality, or history; out of the "fèaf' that 

came with this loss rose a type of wrïting paranoid of the w a p  in which official discourse 

manipulated, through language, mass apprehension of events. Though authors could not 



exercise control over events (and Richard Ford's Independence Dq, 1995, offos a paradigrnatic 

examination of this idea), as master wordsmitb they could deploy language to encode 

alternative renditions to official narratives. In the N n n g  of history, a u t h  were at an 

advantage. Authors wrested the privilege of history from the bureauaats. 

As Alan Nadel, discussing de Certeau. points out, the efficacy of any discumive 

system - particularly those of the Cold War-depnds upon the institution of disairsive spocc, a 

delimited zone of authority separate from the "out there," which can emct critiques of selected 

issues, and a containment or pointed ignoring of others: 

Drawing . . . on . . . de Certeau . . . I MI1 dixuss the ways in 
which aU discourses depend upon their doseted Other, the 
t h g  they necessarüy exclude and yet upon which they rely for 
their respective authority. In the case of &tory, the "thing" is a 
composite of unrecorded activity for which historical records 
substitute. This substitution daims to capture or represent 
events but  instead replaces &hem with language. (38) 

Authority, as the Cold War so dearly taught, came about as a resdt of "exdusion," the 

exclusion of ideas, politics and even forms of entertainment antithetical to "the Amencan way of 

Me," as that way of üfe was conceived at the t h e  (a conception that similarly necessitated the 

exdusion of certain events- the civil nghts movement, for example, and what it said about the 

"democracy" of racial status-in order to appar coherent). De Certeau, in nil Practice of 

Eueryday Li/e (1984),15 spcifies the "wirecorded activity" that remains outside the purview of 

history as the "banality" that "speaks" in "~erynuin" (6). meanhg those minute arrangements, 

activities and tasks flowing in and around the cultural mabix of sodal and political Me yet 

which remain too inconsequential in theh singukrity (thoagh not m th& plpraljty) to bother the 

recorders of history. Dirty reaksm, therefore, finds its own voice in the "banality'' that "speak" 

in exclusion from officia1 historical records, in the "ordinary" against and over which official 

discoune rigidifies its conceptual parameters, in relation to which it develops and specifies its 

discourse. By foregrounding the banal dirty realirm worlo again& the of- discourse whïch 

kept so much of America disoriented and entiua0ed during the "high modernist'' period of the 

Cold War. 



If men like McCarthy and Vice-President Nixon offered lheir own "substitute" laquage 

to explain and overwrite events, then dirty realists, as writers coming out of the Arnerican 

1960s, wrest the technique of substitution from the politicians and deploy it in the service of 

exposing discursive coherence for what it is: "a national narrative whose singular authority 

dependcd on uncontrollable doubüng, a gendered namative whose coupüngs depended on 

unstable distinctions, a historical narrative that functioned indepndently of events, a form of 

writing that underrnined the authority of its referents" (Nadel 6). Dirty reaiism borrowed the 

paradigrnatic hypocrisy, the logic of contradiction, and the conceptual mobiiity and Liberty 

offered by a history conceived as rhetoric in order to remind us of a reality of poverty, 

alcohoiism, war continually subverted and suhstituted for under the narrative of American 

democracy, thereby returning us to the naturaüst notion of a country not demwatic enough, 

not extensive enough in its Uiclusiveness; furthexmore, what appears in a strategic sense on the 

part of governent officiais appars in a tactical sense in these writers, authors willing to adopt 

hypocrhy as a method of obtaining a limited autonomy and indeterminacy within the matrix of 

a myopic national narrative. 

As the politicians of the 1950s guaranteed their freedom to act in opposition to 

principles, yet brought up those pMciples to defend their actions, so dirty realism also 

constmcts its hypocrisy aesthetic in order to guarantee its own freedom at the same üme as it 

serves u p a reminder of the divorce behveen history and event, theory and pradice. By working 

in the margins- focussing on the ordinary and the everyday -dirty realism responds to the 

Cold War c d  for "conformity" by üiustrating the extreme variance withm the s d e d  

"normalcy" of the American lower and middle -. DUty realism narrates those portions of 

Amencan üfe "left out" of the primary cultural mode1 fostered largely by political debates in the 

1950s. Absorbing the formal strategies of Cold War dixourse-contradiction, hypouisy, 

alterna ting sub- and master narratives - dirty realisni re-deploys these practices on a tactical 

(and, occasionaiiy, strategic) Ievel. Infomed throughout by Cold War dixnrsive strategies, and 

h t  apparing in p ~ t  during the rnid-1% dirty iealirm amse as a literary practice at a thne 

when the intellectual framework of tk Cold W u  becaute fuliy exposeci as an eihos empowered 



and iiberated by its "dual." or simultaneous, configuration as both demwatic and 

authoritarian, an event Nadel cak its "publicly visible . . . forms of dupiiaty" (6). The "form" 

of Cold War dixourse deeply conditioned the "fond' of dirty reaiism. The "dutter" that 

msulied kom the unravelling of Cold War discourse-a "singular" authority fractured by its 

"doubüng," a loss of gender-speclhc distinctions, historical uncertainty, and the destabilising of 

"referents" - forms the cultura' and conceptual landxape of dirty reaiism. In recalling the 

"dutterff whose au-pervasiveness, and indeteminate "doubhg," invalidates privüeged 

epistemological positions, by constantly deferring to elements marguiaüsed by offiaal dixourse, 

(Nadel 18), dirty realism presents the legacy of the Cold War: a nation swamped in identical and 

undifferentiated options, a nation foundered on the los, and mistrust, of consistency. 

II. "What Do Yoii Do in San Francisco?" 

A. The Su rvcillance of Arcadia 

Raymond Carver (1938-1988), in the words of his critical-biographer, William L. Stull, in the 

Dictionanj of Litnay Biography, spent the 1960s in ütenry "apprenticeship" (206). The tenor of 

the Cold War of the 1960s heavüy Muences Carver's first major collection of short stories, Ml1 

Yoir Pleuse Be Qiriet, Plense?" (1976), which includes numerous samples of Carver's efforts 

throughou t the preceding decade. Echoing Nadel Stull regards Carver astigmatically, saying: 

"Through it ail [Carver's iife], a certain doubleness persisteci. . . . The doubleness appared . . . 
in the faces Carver showed the world. In [one] jacket photo . . . he sports a shiny suit and look 

every indi the famous wriier. . . [in anothe~] he hunches in a well-wom leather jacket, his ody 

ornament a black onyx ring" (203). From such "persistent seüdivinons," writes Stuil, "Carver 

wrought an art of haunting ambiguity" (203). The "uncontroOablef' doobihg that Nadel regards 

as the inevitable side-effect of the Cold War policy of containment feahires prominentiy in 

Carver's work as well, wherein the narratives, the fact of writing and the astheoc daims al l  

necessitate an assumption of contrary positions, just as Keiaan's policy of containment 

necmitated dual discourses, at once democratic and undmc~.jatic, at once normative and 

ambiguous, at once discursiveiy fixed and indetemthately mobik. in a simiiar mode, Carver's 



artistic "dixourse" required of him a duaüty, that of voice for the working dass (whom he 

regardcd as his own people, McCaffery 110) and prestigious, award-winning, kt-seüing author 

deepl y involved with the manufacture of a "voice." a vociferous opponent of 1%Qs experimental 

wriüng (Fires Id), yet ailied to the point of interchangeability with the aesthetic of editor Gordon 

Lish, a promoter of the minimalist "avant-garde" (Max 56),16 and a man who, having survived a 

near-fatal alcoholism, proclaimed a belief in the blesseâness of his Me, yet who, in hic writing, 

retairted a "sense of pessimism" (McCaffery 100). Grver's success largely depended upon his 

successhl manoeuvring between a master narrative (the straight-ahead. no-nomeme, working- 

class realist) and the sub-stories (wealth, lame, aesthetic obsessions, authorial wertainty) that 

did not accord with it. 

Carver's story, "What Do You Do in San Francisco?," induded in the aforementioned 

coiiection, offers a case-study of Cold War doubüng. ïhe story apparently fucuses on "a young 

couplc with three children" (Ill), who move, from San Francisco to Arcata, a town in Northern 

California. Told enürely hom the point of view of a mailman, Henry Robinson, whose route 

brings him across the house these pople have moved into. the story enacts an allegory of 

political surveillance, as we read Henry's speculatiom and suppositions that at fint mingle his 

own life story with that of the male tenant, Marston, and finaiiy ovennite it aitogether. We 

therefore witness the tale through Robinson's eyes, voyeuristically passing judgement on events 

that of themselves provide ambiguity as well as conclusive narrative. Although we wihiess the 

activities of the "Beatniks" (111) (albeit only during those moments that coincide with 

Robinson's mail de1ivery)-their spun>ing of work (114), their "cooiness" to Robinson's 

ovemires (114), their umvillligws to a m m e  an identity on h i r  maibox (115). the nunours 

that pin them as parolees (116). their playhl and u d y  children (Ils), domestic untidiness 

(W), the disapparance of the woman and the disconsolateness of Marston (118-119). and 

hal ly his dûappearance as weU (m)-"Whst Do You Do in San Francisco? reaiiy t e k  us 

nothing about the Marstom, and the "gaze" of the stoty doubles back on the engine of 

surveillance, Robinson. 

in fact, the t o m  of Arcata mverts the paradisiai promise of its allusion to "Anadia," as 



the system of Cold War surveillance inverted the paradisial promise of a demoaatic Amenca. 

The town seems to extend the pastoral promise associated with the literary tradition of Arcadia: 

escape hom the "trouble" (117) of San Francisco's city-Me, the offer of gainhi1 employment 

(114). the friendliness of the local " Welcome Wagon" (116), and cosy intimacy and permanence 

of a postman who has worked the "route" sùrce 1947 (111) and who knows where everyone has 

üved and for how long (112). On the surface, then, Arcata lives up to its name, reproducing the 

dominant image of smali-town America as imagined by the 19505, one of prosperity, material 

wealth soaal ease and unrestricted access to various ways of hife (Whitfield 72-74). However, 

underneath the surface (as the surface of the story paradoxicaily informs us), Arcata is anything 

but an Arcadia. In fact, the story üiustrates how "large. mulofarious, national policies became 

part of the cultural agenda of a citizenry" (Nadel 8), and how the American "federai civil 

servant," the postman - ihe govemrnentally sanctioned transmitter of infonnation- effects, 

through narrative, a policy of containment that reproduces, in the words of Engehardt, "a 

domesiic iron curtain" (9). Although Engelhardt's phase refers to the social containment of 

African-Amerïcans, specihcaliy Malcolm X. duMg the 19% and 1%Os, Carver's story 

illustrates this containment as indeed a "culhird agenda" of the US. "dtizemy."~7 

For every superfiual "plus" of small-town America there is a deepr "minus" attached. 

'Ihe gainhl employment does not arrive with the scenery; Robinson says: ''1 can teil you who to 

see at Simpson Redwood. A fnend of mine's a foreman there. He'd probably have something" 

(Il?). In other words, the getting of work involves neither readiness, nor enperience; nor is it an 

open field welcoming the best applicant. Work at Amta depends upon neptism. The la& of 

available jobs becornes foregroundeâ when Robinson admits that the previous ownexs of the 

home "just moved out. . . . He was going to work in Eureka" (115). Arcata is not a place to h d  

work. nor is it a ground for setüng d o m  "roots," for finding permanence; in fact, Arcata 

suggests that smaii-tom America h a  becorne poprilated with itinerants sent wandering by 

changes in the availability of jobs. In hct, the only "permanent" job in this story of Arcata is the 

job of the "federal ad servant," whose route, whose numbereâ addres~es, seems the k t  

element of permanence in an America on the move. Thus, the o f f i d  discoume conceives of 



permanence through its own sipufier (the Pp code), reaffirming its own sense of permanence at 

the expense of the day-to-day real "out there." In this way, Robinson's position recalls de 

Certeau's contention that scientific discourse constmcts a discursive system "based on niles 

ensuring the system's production, reproduction, repetition and verifkation" (24). The federal 

arm of the American government can present America as a place where people settle, put down 

r o ~ t s  and iive in permanent established modes of life because its discourse uses a form of 

language itseif already developd from, and part of, the idea of permanence: the statistical 

equation of a populace with addresses. The popuhce of America becomes, as it does for 

Robinson, a bunch of houses dong a "route," while between the house wend the shiftless, 

roving masses of the American working class. Thus the national image fostered by federal 

policy-makers hinctions "independent of speakers and circumstancesl' (de Certeau 24). 'The 

"discourse" of srnaU-town Cold War America overunites rather than substantiates the American 

reality; Arcata is no Eden.'% 

As the story M e r  suggests, Arcata does not offer a haven for escapees from "trouble." 

Clearly, whatever brought Marston and his family to Arcata foliows them t h e .  Marston tek 

Robinson that they "don't expct  to get any maii for a while, yet" (114) as an excuse for not 

changing the "name on the [ p s t ]  box" (114). The name on the box never does get dianged 

(115), suggesting that Marston and Company do not want to be located, and the arriva1 of lettea 

coincides with the departure of "the woman." Trouble follows the Marstons to Arcata and 

eventuates their flight from it. Again, the ledeal p s t  service assumes the role of villain, as 

Marston appears more of a fugitive h m  maii than hom the people sending the mail. When a 

le tter arrives fiom Jerry (118). it cacises deiight, although the letter bears no stamp. Tk woman 

who receives the mail says that she doesn't mind piiying for the postage as the letter cornes from 

a friend (118). The amval of such a letter si@= Marston's position outside the dominant 

social order, his membership in a discourse that subverts the approveâ meam of 

communication. The ladc of a stamp necessitates the postman's intnision on his home with the 

demand that Marston p y  the five cent postage fee; meanwhile, the intrusion occasim the 

postman's view into Marston's home and the subsequent sunmary verdict on the manner in 



which he and his family conduct their üves: "1 . . . wish I'd paid the nickel m y d , "  says 

Robinson (118). Covernrnent surveiiiance becomes the "trouble" that the Marston W y  

cannot escape, camot Live in &dom from, and which continually reminds them of its watchfui 

eye on their activities. 

The infiilration of Marston's farnily proceeds to a greater and p a t e r  extent in the story, 

foilowing the shift in the type of mail that they receive. Fht ,  Robinson telis *S. only "circulan" 

arrive (117)-the notion of circularity suggesting the rebuff of Robinson's prying eyes, an 

enclosed narrative immune to intrusion, or the return of the gaze to its starthg point comuig 

fuii cirde (itself suggestive of whom this story rmlly pertairis to); then, Marston begins receiving 

a "few" letters, "maybe one or two a week," -suggesting the gradua1 infiltration of the Marston 

household and the gleaning of genuine information; then, the letter anives from J e q  (Ils), 

wtiich even tua tes Robinson's view into the home and the subsequent dissolution of Marston and 

his "wife's" relationship (there is nothing in the story to sugeest mamage between Marston and 

the woman character, except Robinson's projection of nuclear farnily values); then, the letters 

stop altogeber and Marston begins to pace back and forth in front of the mailbox waiting for 

mail (119). suggesüng the extent to which he becomes beholden to, and powerless before, the 

state-run information network; then, once again, another "arcuhr" arrives, one quaiified this 

time by Robinson as addressed ody  to "occupant" (119). indicating that Marston has now huly 

been put in his place, has had his individuaiity süipped away in confonnity wikh stalistical 

nomenclature, a situation that testifies to his exposure and containmeni within the system (just 

as the HUAC hearings focus~ed primariiy on expanue rather than Rdress for spea.6~ offences). 

The final letter that arrive, and Robinson's tpaction ta it, suggests the extent to which the 

system uses "everyman" (de Certeau 2) "as a dispise for a metalanguage about itself"; Marston 

hecomes the "anonymous" (2) figuie upon whom a Cold War dixourse inscrii  its terms, 

terms which ulümately feed badc into, and undergird, the system, rather than revealing 

anything about the subject. 

When Robinson 6inally han& over the brt k t -  to Marston, k says: This thne 1 had a 



hunch 1 had what it was he'd been looking for. I'd looked at it [the letter] down at the sta- 

this moming when 1 was arranging the mail into packets" (120). Robinson has figured Marston 

out; the postman's suspicions culminate in the amval of this letter with the "woman's curkue'' 

(120) handwriting. The use of the word "hunch" describes the entirety of the story as weli as the 

general mood of the Cold War, where ciüzem were "guilty by suspicion," and where HUAC 

rarely needed proof to make its accusations (Whitfield la), where the standard logic of 

he r i can  justice-"a man is innocent until proven gui1ty"-became inverted to the rmessity of 

proving innocence (Whitfield 24). Marston's "guilt" becornes evident, in Robinson's mind, "not 

by evidence but by association and failure to confess" (Nadel 84). The silence with which 

Marston and the woman greet Robinson's ovemires facilitate Robinson's narrative; as in the 

case of those men and women who pleaded the Mth amendment before HUAC, and who faiied 

to ta ke the required loyalty oath, silence proved the most incriminating behaviour of aii. Those 

who remained silent had something to hide, and what they hid was the confession of guilt to the 

accusations of HUAC. Marston's access to the letters, and his arrangement of them into 

"packets" provides an example of the way the silence of the blank envelop, its only daim to 

authonty being the "association" (the name of the addresser alongside that of the addressee) 

wri tten in the top left hand conwr. Finally, the "curiicue" smpt of the "woman" suggests the 

gendered narrative of the Cold War that Nadel dixusses. Robinson c a ~ o t  know that the 

w-riting belongs to a "woman," yet he figures that it does because it accords with the narrative of 

female inhdelity that he blurts out to Marston near the end of the story (IN); the circuiar 

pnmanship suggests the decorative, which Robinson automatically associates wüh th 

feminine. Also, the "cur1icuen~9 again suggests circtilarity and containment, a, the s t o y  wraps 

around to Robinson's initial suppositions. In the course of the letters we see the gradua1 

interrogation of Marston's situation and its containmer* within the parameters of Robimon's 

discourse. Marston goes h m  anonymous cititen-a mipient of circulars-to a suspect of the 

inquisition, a man guilty by association, and, guilt detemineci, rehimed to the anonymity k 

started with. In the course of this epistokry inquisition we have actually not heard mythmg of 

Marston's story fiom Marston hiwelf. 



The " Welcome Wagon," emblematic of Amenca's "welcoming" communities serves the 

purpose of surveülance second only to Robinson himselt If Robinson figures in the story as the 

agent embodying the federal govemment. then the Welcome Wagon of SaWe Wilson figures as 

the homefront in the battie against the subversion of the Amencan way of life; Saiiie serves as 

the representative of Nadel's "citizemyl' wüling to adopt the "agenda" of national poiicy. She 

provides the "evidence" (116) that the "womad* with Marston is "a dope addict," a narrative 

whidi Robinson cails the "most homile'' (116). a narrative possibility even worse than Marston 

being pegged a "aiminai" (116). Taking, or addiction to, "dope" runs even more contrary to the 

ethos of Arcata than conventional criminal activity: "The story most folk. seemed to believe, at 

least the one that got around most, was the most homble" (116). Carver's sentence encapsulates 

the public mood during the Cold War, where one could only "seem" to believe in, and adhere 

to. the American way of life (as Nadel points out, loyalty could not be rebbly tested, n), and 

where the "story" that got around "was" usuaUy "the most homble." The charge of Communist 

conspiracy proved the most hom.bIe indichnent during the Cold War, and genealiy the tmth of 

this charge became the "beüef" of those people doing the prosecuting. in Arcata, Sallie Wilson 

"has been snooping and prying for years under cover nf the Welcome Wagon" (116). and her 

judgement on the woman seems as arbibary, as "belier driven, as depndant on "seeming" as 

the HUAC hearings. 

Ciearly, Robinson decides to include Sailie's testimony because it gels with his own: 

"there was something f u ~ y  about them-the woman, particulaf' (116). Me Robinson, who, 

by his own admission, turned agPinst the wornan "from the first" (113). Sallie pinpoints the 

anonymous female cooccupant of &ton's household as the pticuiariy "huuiy" pemn in 

the rented house. Sailie's criticism of the woman hïnges on the faa that the woman ignores 

Saiiie, treating her "as if ÇaUie wasn't there" (116). The primary reason for mistrust becornes a 

superfich1 physiological feahue: "Weil, jusi the way her eyes looked if you came up dose to her, 

Sailie said" (116). FinalIy, çallie's "snooping and "pryuig" renilts in no information at dl, 

perhaps the most damning fa& Simikrly, RobUrson's judgement of the woman foilows from a 

superfiaal trait: "But put me d o m  for saying she wasn't a good wifk and mother. She was a 



painter" (112). Robinson deems the woman's artistic caüing as p m f  enough of her failufe as 

bath wife and mother, h o  areas in which he has no evidence to question her cornpetence. 

Arcata finally proves an inversion of üie pastoral d e n  suggested by ib name; instead, 

the town delimits a site of mistrust suspicion, quick judgements, moral rectitude and a dominant 

narrative so exactin& offering so Little room for difTerence, that the superficial feature, the set of 

one's eyes, provides enough evidewe for a damning verdict Hece, even a marginaiiy 

subversive couple such as Marston and the woman cannot punue their "happiness" in peace, 

p tecisel y kause the maintenance of traditional, home-gmwn, American values (which 

supposedly ensure the freedom necessary for the "pursuit of happiness") naessitates their 

containment in a narrative which srnothers the free exetcise of those values it purports to protect. 

The principle of doubling-the doublesidedness, the two-faceâness of Arcata-infonns the 

modus operandi of federal agents and the nation's citizenry. 

B. Mr. Robinson's Republic 

i. Reading Democracy 

Robinson the post-man serves as the pet-laureate of this Arcata. His means of narration, 

entirel y through s urveiilance, and the kense this gives him resem btes the discursive methods 

seen so often during the Cold War. ln Robinson, Carver gives us a character responding to the 

indeterminacy of reality with a determinate fiction, one that seeks to contain Marston in a way 

that Ieaves Robinson himself intact, yet one bat, at the same time, indicaks the degree to which 

Robinson's own reality (ethical, moral, politicai) depends upon the way he procesçes Marston's 

story. As  kge en Pieten says, in A Shred of Plrcfinum: 7k Aestktics uf Rnymmd Cmon's Win You 

Please Be Quiet, Please? and What We Talk About When We Talk About Love" (1992), in 

Carver "voyeurism is not so much linked up with the limitation of the narratofs (and the 

readefs) viewpoint as with the isolation and the alienation of the spying chancta'  (87). If 

Robinson engages in espionage, he does so not because he feels epistemologically insecure, but 

because he wishes to confirm the diffetertce behveen hic way of life and that of Marston. 

Marston reprmnis a way of life that Robinson would like to seal himself awey from; in 



rcmaining "isolated" from Marston and famdy, Robinson proceeds to a l i e ~ t e  and befriend the 

newcomer, to view the younger man, in the words of Nadel, as "othef' and "same" (2û) in order 

to maintain his own mohility whiie stridy confining Marston. Like the voyeur, Robinson's 

pleasure rests in obsessively viewing a mode of living t9at he would never want to participate 

Ui, yet whose very activity reinstates and reinscribes the moral superiority of Robinson's 

ülestyle. He needs Marston to üve a certain way in order to negatively define himself, in order to 

produce his difference, his separa teness. The act of voyeurism serves to guarantee isolation 

Pieters comects reading to voyeurism where he states ihat "Meaning is not situated 

within the text, but it a p p a s  in the interaction of the text with the reader, a reader understood 

both as formal principle and as 'conrretizer' of forms and rneanings" (74). "What Do You Do in 

San Francisco?" draws attention to "reading," not only Robinson's reading of Marston (who 

remains more or less mute. a blank text, throughout), but our reading of Robinson and our 

reading of Carver. Carver foregrounds, through Robinson's narrative, out own metho& of 

surveillance, and the way that surveillance subverts or supports the social codes and noms in 

operation around us. 

Like Pieters, Nadel suggests that the Cold War witnessed a renovation in the relation 

between author and reader, a relation wherein the author began to reaiise his or her 

subordination to the reader's power. Robinson figures as Carver's waming that our readings 

may constitute the overwriting of another's lire with a master narrative, and hence the f a v o u ~ g  

of a pûrticular type of demmcy, a warning echoed by Nadel: 

The boundaria between narratives of personai policy and 
national poücy are in fact hard to maintain, because if our 
history contains both the "fiee world" and the Communist 
world, it also contains the teaders who consumed this narrative, 
making them partiopants in the historical performance by 
Wtue merely of the faa  that they had consumed it. At the 
same the .  it also protects i k m  by containing ihem within that 
narrative in the prinleged -tion of readtws, impücated ody 
vicariously m the narratives with whkh they identified. (289) 

Nadel therefore points out that "demoaacy," so-caiied, aîlowed for a particularly readerly 

positioning, permitting a conmnefs approach to text, a priviiegeâ vantage which 



sirnultancously permitted direct intervention in the narrative while at the same time maintainhg 

a distance hom it, just as American foreign policy d u ~ g  the Cold War aiiowed it to critique 

(and thereby penetrate) the fundamentals of communism, or Soviet poücy, whik at the same 

üme putüng itself at a complete remove hom it. In this way, American policy could recognise 

the connection between itself and the Communists (most apparent in Cold War conflicts where 

the two opposing sides aauaiiy "met," such as Vietnam, where American methods of 

oppression differed Little, in form, from those deployed by the Soviets in Eastern Europe or the 

Chinese in Asia), and thus engender a narrative of conflict and opposition, while at the same 

time as America advertised itself as a free "democratic" hands-off political practice. Robinson 

sirnilarly invades Marston's iife to critique and subject it to scruüny, while at the same time 

aiiowing himself a position as a bastion of non-interference, of old-fashioned, democratic values, 

a man who seeks only to aUow everyone his or her own say in matten. Robinson's non- 

cornmitta1 attitude to the content of his story, aiiows him to identify the tenant as "same" and 

"other," empowering his consumption of the other as reified object. At Robinson's convenience, 

he pichires the other as similar and wholly alien, just as the Soviet Union, in Cold War 

discourse, became a distorted, prverted image of "samenesst8 that might, with the nght 

example and the right foreign poücy, be wooed to the path of righteous capitalism, and as an 

enürely foreign body of antithetical discourse against which the west defined itseü. 

"What Do You Do in San Francisco?" becomes Robinson's storyzl by virtue of the way 

that his supposed act of objective narration becomes Uistead an act of reading in consumer 

fashion. As Pieters tells us, "reading," in ptmodem fiction, more often than not regards the 

"production" rather than the "reception" of meaning (74). Robinson's narration, in Lhis case, 

does not give us a story to read, but reads the story )b us. The f i ~ t  sentence of the story 

attempts to cede narrative authority to the reader by foregrounding what the story is not about: 

"This has nothing to do with me" (111). Robinson t e k  us that the story does not concem him, 

but dws not tell us what or who it does concem. In this way, he makes a dernouatic pretence 

of dowing the mader to make ap his or her own mind about the story's content at the same 

üme as he "classifies" one parti& reading, removing it fiom the field of passible options (that 



the story he t e k  addreaes him). In this way, Marston's supposedly "demwatic" narration - in 

which a record of plain, objective facts appar at our interpretative disfosal-artails our own 

perceptions through a red heming. The open-endedness, the indeterminacy, of the reaüty 

Robinson projects (with one mail caveat) presenls a ruse of cornplexity he expects us to buy 

into. Robinson's "democracy" becomes a consumer option, something we pay for (with Our 

compliuty and conformity), rather ;han a living, breathing, political pracüce open to the 

participation of one and aii; it becomes his "story," and ours as weii: 

As an objed of commption, "demmcy" has had extensive 
currency in pst-Wald War II America, becoming perhaps the 
most conspicuous of our poüticai and social consumables. We 
have defined ourselves and created Our pnonal narratives by 
partiapaüng in its codes even more completely than we have by 
purchashg cars or watching movies. in our consumer-oriented 
societyl "democracy" has been the narrative of consumer 
preference. (Nadel 294) 

As Carver shows us, the "democracy" of Arcata constitutes simply a "narrative of consumer 

preference." The disarming introduction of Robinson's story invites us to "buy into" the 

"democracy" of the narrative, and to quietly ignore the totalitarian impulse Ming just below 

the surface. The opening sentence is a "code" which invites us to consume the story as a 

dernouatic one (however, the story Robinson is selling is most deddedly undernomtic). 

Hidden in Robinson's strategy is the Cold War tautology that says America is demwatic 

because what goes on in America if democracy (two phrases which, while only appearing 

syrnmetrical, allow the s e h g  of America as demoaatic despite al1 evidence to the contrary, 

two phrases which combine to arggest that demouaq is purchased at the cost of relinquishing 

one's ciifference from America); m Robinscm's case his story pmvides the tautology that says 

t h  story is demmatic because what goes on in the story is democracy. Do we consume this 

"demmacy" or not? Do we become üke Robinson? Nadei's comment illustrates the ways in 

which out "privileged position" as both "mader" and "authof (294) no longer offers the tenable 

security of upholders of democracy. In o k  words, our "reading" of Cold War "demomcy," 

by consuming, and ihereby 'partiapaüng" in, its codes has in hct J'authoreâ" a kind of 

demmacy that bears no relation to ifs actual -ce, a demouacy that is "one more signifier 



divorced completely from its signihed" (294). Robinson's "story" thereby a s k  us to "consume" 

its premise of detachment and its apparent wüüngness to let u s  fonnulate our own opinion. He 

is, after au, just a postrnan, just a messenger. Except that, by the time Carver had mitten this 

story, the consensual appara tus whereby demmacy functioned as a self-evident, neutral form 

of political organisation became deeply mired in its context. No longer did demoaacy appear 

as a "universal" system based upon the idea of Me, Liberty and the pursuit of happiness, Dlit 

rather a political system, like any other, prey to its historical moment. this means that 

McCart hy 's demoaacy, Eisenhower's democracy, could differ widely (or not so widely ) from 

ba t  of President Kennedy. Similarly, the "message" of Robinson's demaracy is not ail- 

inclusive. 

As Nadel points out, democracy, during the Cold War. and especialiy in the 1960s. 

became "code" behind which various political programs sought out their aims, a code which the 

buying public was asked, or forced, to "consume." Whitfield writes that during the Cold War, 

"A  word like 'democracy' ceased to be, as in the texts of the 19%, a 'cali to soda1 action'; it 

became instead a synonym for the status quo and 'the opposite of Fascism and Communismf* 

(57).2 Demoaacy, the American way of Me, became, as Robinson amply illustrates, indefinable 

except by what they were not; hence, at the beginning of "What Do You Do in San Francisco," 

he can teii us what the story is nof about, but not what it b about (he tells us what he is üke by 

iilustrating how he is not like the Marstons). Marston and "Mrs. Marston" become targets 

because they do not conform to the Puritan work ethic and marital configuration Robinson sees 

as proper (while at the same time, Robinson does not do his job-pdémng to pry into other 

people' lives rather than keep his mind on the work-nor does he live mth, or even visit, his 

own wife and chiidten, Ill). Throughout "What Do You Do In San Francisco?" Carver asks the 

reader to look long and hard at the type of "democracy" American politics offered, and to 

interrogate the way in which reading, by participating in the "codes" of narrative, endoms it. 

Dirty realimi's "demoaatic" practice of aliowing the leaders to make ap their own 

mincis on the nature of the text (elaborated in chapter one, "Inaoductim: 'Ik Hypouisy 



Aesthctic") recogiises the power-in-ambiyity of consumption. Nadel further elaborates the 

nature of this consumption: 

For the au thor directs and controls the scope of observation, thé 
boundaries, the outcome. In doing so, however, the authot also 
reifïes a process. The narrative that appars-by contractual 
agreement - to be unfolding achieves this appearance by Wtue 
of having been fixed and hence insulated from the vicissitudes 
of change, from the possibüitics of intervention, from the effects 
of criticism and scrutiny. The author's involvement is thus 
everywhere and nowhere, hinctioning with absolute power and 
absolute impunity, the two conditions tha t milita te against 
dernomtic activity . . . the reader shares responsibüity for these 
violations by implicitly participating in a hierarchical 
relationship wherein the referents of a text are subordinate to 
narrative, the narrative subordinate to the author's conbol, and 
the author's control subordinate to the reader's m ü n y .  The 
conditions that sunound the text and the author and the reader 
remain safely out of bounds. (291-292) 

According to Nadel, Robinson's reading (or "scrutiny") of Marston's Me becomes so effective 

bccause it ignores the extent to which Robinson himseff is "read by his surroundings, is 

constituted as "subject" by !& histoncal conditions. Robinson beüeves that he can keep his own 

"story" at bay. hidden behind the narrative he projccts on Marston (which happens to be his 

own); by appealing to the reader's dernomatic senstbility he authorises every interpretation 

except the one whidi actuaily confoms to the reaüty of the story. He grants any symbioses 

beiween reaiity and the readea' inierpretations except the one which indicts him. Yet this very 

manoeuvre cancels out any pcssibüity of a "dernomatic" reading, since it attempts to make the 

reader compiicit in a narrative-like that of Cold War America-defined by exdusion, by 

containment. Robinson's iife, and the way it informs and usurps the narrative he p r v  on 

reality, or the way the narrative of Cold War democracy authoriseâ ik exdusionary discome 

for consumption, remain the "conditions" chat "remain safely out of bounds" in "What Do You 

Do in San Francisco?' If the narrative "authored by Cold War society denigrated the lifestyle 

of the hippie or "beatnik" as intrinsicaily harmhl because it ignored core values, then it did so 

by fostering a narrative that co-opted the reader into a codihed system of response wherein 

demwacy meant any interpretation that did not coincide with "fascist" or "Communist 

beliefs," wherein the defence of demaaatic freedoms, and haditional AmerKan values, required 



censure, surveillance and bias, as well as a conscientious ignorance of the hidden stories and 

agendas which would invalidate the apparent "democracf' of such a narrative. 

However, Carvefs fotegrounding of Robinson's narrative Uuough the enigma of 

Marston effectively breaches the consensus= between "authof' and "readef'; Robinson's 

misreading of Marston's life challenges our own consumption of discourse. The patterns of 

consumption laid bare, Carver suggests that we consume narrative in ways already 

predetermined by the master narrative of western, capitalist democracy, which functions by an 

"O ther/same" dichotomy, which gives it both a boundary and relieves it of one. Hence the 

Soviet Union becomes the necessary demarcation, the point at which capital can mobilise its 

discourse. Robinson needs Muston to be both like and uniike him in order to play off syrnpathy 

against self-nghteousness, in order to indicale how Manton could improve yet to view the 

younger man as hmediably other -al1 the while never having to ta& about himself, never 

having to definitively &te his own position one way or the other. By presenting Robinson as a 

case specific Cold War example of the ways in which authors cede authority to readers, and the 

ways readers consume that authority, Carver alerts readers to their own ability to exetcise power 

and how that exeFcise becomes a discourse of inclusion and exclusion, in which dominance 

masquerades as passivity, inscription as teception and mobilily as stasis. In this exercise of 

readerly privilege, Robinson's strabegy (as it reflects the strategic political dixourse of the time) 

resem bIes, in part, that of de Certeau's "reader." 

ü. Other Stones 

a. De Certeau's 

"What Do You Do In San Francisco?" hinges on the passivity of the reader conceived as voyeur. 

The idea of "reading" in Carver alerts us to Our passivity in the face of the dominant dixourse, 

the codes thmugh which we apprehend and negotiabe phenornena, and the way reading itself 

can serve as both participation and non-participation, implication and non-implication, in the 

surrounding cultural milieu. Reading becomes linked ta the politics of consumption. De 

Certeau's 77re Practict of Ef L# offers a theory of reading which illuminates the interplay 



of passivity and activity in the practice of reading. He opposes the standard image of readerly 

passivity: "Reading (an image or a text), morcover, seems to constitute the maximal 

ckvelopment of the passivity assumed to chancterize the consumer, who is conceived of as a 

voyeur (whether troglodytic or iiinerant) in a 'show biz society"' (xxi). De Certeau's depiction 

of voyeuristic passivity-with words such as "seems" and "conceived of'-belies his belief in 

the agency, however extemporaneous, of the consumer of text. In a society predicated on "show 

biz" on the effecüng of spectacle for passive, instant consumption, de Certeau detects a more 

intricate practice underlying voycuristic passivity: 

In reality, the activity of reading has on the contrary aU the 
characteristics of a silent production: the drift across the page, 
the metamorphosis of the text effected by the wandering eyes of 
the reader, the improvisation and expctation of meanings 
inferred from a few words, lcaps over written spaces in an 
epherneral dance. (mi) 

In "rcaiity," the reader's passivity actually disguises operations upon the body of that text, a 

customising of the text according to his or her needs. The voyeur brings to the activity of 

voyeurism, to the object of the gaze, a set of tactics that disassemble, recomtnia and modify the 

given visual and personaüse it duMg the "the" of its availabiiity. The "ephemeral dance" 

"produced by the reader, however, in the case of "What Do You Do in San Francisco?" 

becomes an cntirely solipistic one; Robinson "reads" the "story" of M y e s  with aii the 

omissions, improvisations and inferences particular to his own condition, a condition predica ted 

by Cold War logic. 

Applying Pieters's formulation of the relatiomhip between voyemism, the reader and 

the author to de Certeau's theory illuminates the fonn of power exercised by R o b n  in "What 

Do You Do In San Francisco?"-reveals the extent to which passivity enacts a cornplex 

inhbitation of another's "text." As Pieters points out (86), critics David Boxer and Cassandra 

Phillips stress the "strong bond" in Carver behveen "voyeurism and aiienation, 

disconnectedness rather than connectedness" (78). Whiie de Certeau sees the ad of reading, the 

act of inhabiting another's text, as a s u b d o n  of tk dominant discoune, Robinson's reading 

presents, instead, the "discoannectedneJs" of the dominant discourse itseIf, the constitution of a 



"space" of the "proper," which ignores, overwrites and offsets the evidence, or "clutter," external 

to it Just as the postal service envisions permanence on the basis of the postal a d d m ,  Robinson 

envisions work as redemption by instituting a narrative that ignores contrary evidence 

(including evidence in his own life) in order to constitute ib "pmpetness" (de Certeau 24). 

According to de Certeau, science mobilises itseif at the expense of the particularities and 

specificities of the everyday, reading them according b a ptedetermined methodology. The 

"operational discourse" (24) of science depends upon the institution of a particuiar way of 

addressing the world, a "propef language which, in addressing the world, wads its language 

back from that world, instituthg a type of study ignorant of elements externa! to its own mode 

of perception. 

Robinson's " propef' reading of Marston cannot take into account exceptions in his own 

background without collapsing the dichotomy upon which the "proper" dixourse rests. The 

efficacy of Robinson's voyeurism therefore depends upon his d k o ~ a t e d n e s s ,  his "alienation" 

(Pieters 87), not oniy from Marston but from hirnself. Robinson% power as a "reader" stems 

from alienation, ftom his ability to ignore or ovemde the puticulars of the story in order to 

impose a discourse of the "proper." Thmugh this alienation, however, Carver foregrounds the 

necessity of personalised readings: "Traditional mader-expectations-that a likrary text has 

some truth to yield-consequently force the reader in a coireative position, from whence the 

reader feels sure to find some answers to the questions he has on the basis of a first reading of 

the texr (Pieters 92). Robinson's bland, generic description of Marston tek us nothing about 

either character or the situation, reinforcing, instead, a sanctioned stemtype. Carvec's text 

therefore forces us into a "c~reat ive  position,'' exhuming from the text more penonalised and 

incisive nuances. This cooptation of the reader into the position of alienated voyeur (alienated 

because the story is not present b us in gMld faith, but requires us tu view its ruses and our 

participation in them) dovetails with de Cecteau's own view of the "voyeur" (whom he also 

refers to as a "readef') in front of the television: "Carver wank to cender precisely what 

impressions he had about this tife, a Iife that degrades a person to the status of a voyeur, 

unwittingly r taring a t the non-interpretable suhce of life in the backaters of late 2dh cenhiry 



Anicrica" (Pieters 92). The "surfaces," which f icters regards as characteristic of the poçtmodern 

fixalion, bccome intrinsically ünked in Carver's storytelüng to the idea of interpretation; 

Carvcr's surfaces -the repetitious, stereotypical discourse enacted by Robinson- remind us of 

our constant alienation hom the world, mrnind us of the obstructions to interpretation 

proLiferaLing around us, and therefore the increased necessity to take note, as de Certeau does, 

of the way our "use" of these surfaces can constitute subversive acts. As Marx suggests in the 

Economic and Philosophic Manirsçripts of1844, through alienation we corne into cognisance of Our 

role in history (118).24 

Robinson's "reading" of Marston therefore hnctions in two directions: on one hand it 

reinstates a "proper" discourse and, on the other, reminds us of the power of "reading." The 

postman, a "seemingly" neutral transmitter of information from one centre to another, becornes 

a nicssenger and an interpreter by iiiustrating how the process of tramference r e m a h  riddled 

with ways of using the information. The question mark in the title keys us into an inquisitive, 

prying story, as  well the questions and answers that the voyeurs-or readers- bring to the text. 

The titie suggests that al1 story invites intrusion and impingement, that despite the stoty's 

agenda, its discursive mode, it remains susceptible to the "ruses, displacements, ellipses" (de 

Certeau 24) of reading, the way readerly desire overflows the matrix of propriety imposed upon 

it. The postman, Henry Robinson, says: "The feling was so strong, 1 had to turn around and 

look for myseif in the same direction he was. But, as you might guess, 1 didn't see anything 

except the same old timber, mountains, sky" (121). Robinson beiieves that foiiowing the gaze of 

Marston will d o w  him to apprehend the object of the younger man's gaze: but vision takes him 

nowhere into what w fhink he shorrld xr; as a d t ,  Carver a h  bMgs OUT act of voyeuriSm face 

to face with what we q e c t  to see. What Robinson envisions, that "same old," not only indicates 

his inability to penetrate Marston's narrative, but the constant urge to mmnite it with his own 

experiential perspective, with his "same old." Although Robinson desires to read the "prose of 

the world" (de Certeau 11) in the same m a m r  as Marston, he cannot, fwlly, escape his 

aiiegiance to the "old," the pre+xisLing, traditionel discursive modes; nor can we, the reader, 



escape from Our own expectations. Robinson's distinctly Cold War solipsism siniultaneously 

limits and empowers him, barring him hom Marston's story, but in doing so, allowing him to 

reorganise it in a way that justifies his own mode of living. 

Robinson is a strategist: his own language, his own discourse, reinforces and renews 

itself constantly at the expense of what it exdudes, the "remaindef' of the oüter outside the 

discourse i b l f ,  the exteriority where Marston's actual story mides. As Nadel points ou t  one 

dominant feature of the postmodem involves the tecognition of the "excess" that proliferates 

çeemingly without I h i b  when the "straighr metanarratives that dominant society corne under 

scrutiny: "The power of excess is also an informing principle of the postmodem condition" (50). 

The 1%0s (as Carvet's story demonstrab) increasingly witnesseâ the "powec" of the 

"marginalized supplement" (50) vis-à-vis the "centrai" narrative. The 1%0s' focus on gmups 

marginal or exkrior to the narrative of the " nuclear familf - African-Americans, Women, 

Homosexuals, and those, such as "hippies" or "beatniks" who chose lifestyles alternative to the 

mainstream- illustrates an increasing acknowledgement of those excluded fcorn, or peripheral 

ta, the "national character," as well as a willingness to interrogate the power of this 

"supplement," which, taken together, proved more the majority than the minority (which in turn 

reflected negatively on the narrowness of the dominant discourse, and how much it excluded in 

order to keep itself "straight," Engelhanit 100). Carver critiques the dominant discourse most 

heavily in this story where Robinson not ody  ignores the relatiowhip between narrative and i 6  

marginalia, but where he ignores his own marginal statu. Like Marston, Robinson- with his 

divorce, lack of communication with his children, poor work ethic, parasitic and vicanous 

existence - atso represents an unacknowledged reality of 1960s Amerïca, a reality he ignores, 

prefemng, instead, to project his anxieties on another. Carvef s story illustrates how everyone is 

marginalised frorn the metanarrative, how individual peculiarities and particularities went 

ignored during the Cold War in ordet to conceive of democracy as a unified discourse. in "What 

Do You Do in San Francisco?'' Carver exposes us to the power of "reading," both Robinson's and 

Our own, and how this reading engages or does not engage those elements of the narrative "left 

out," in this case, the story of the Marstons (and, b some 



dcgrcc, the Robinsons). 

b. Marston's 

The postman superimposes a set of values on Marston and thcn reads those signs back to 

himseü to confinn what he already knows about youth, love, marriage and women. The 

situation reveals the extent to which the questionç we ask of stories recali our constant need for 

answers we already contain. The story a f h s  de Certeau's and Stuart Hall's contention that a 

truly "passive" Mewing or reading does no& exist, that the a d  of viewing or reading itseif 

redigests, recycles and "decodes" presented material: "&fore this message can have an 'effect' 

(howcver defmed), satisfy a 'need' or be put to a 'use', it must first be appropriated as a 

meaningful discourse and be meaningfuily decoded (Hall 93). In otder for a message to 

achievc its desired "effect" (in this case the reinforcing of Cold War values) it mut  mach an 

audience (Robinson) who recognises the codes of that discourse and translates them into a 

practice congruent with the wùl of the message's source. If the 193k valued hard work, job 

loyalty, unquestioning patriotism, and the wülùigness to subvert di of the above, plus 

Democracy, in overseeing and therefore maintaining the state of the nation, then its message 

fmds a perfect recipient in Robinson. However, as Haii m e r  elaborates (and as Whitfield has 

aiready shown) these "messages" not oniy came from the leaders of the military-industriai 

cornplex, but to soute extent originated in the "mainstream"E citizenry iw "the audience is 

both the 'source' and 'receiver' of the television message" (92). Receiving the letter and passing 

it on itself constitutes a entire i r e t  of narrative capital beginning and endîng with the self. 

Robinson not only "decodes" the ''messages'' emanating frorn society but himself imtates them; 

he is both "source" and "receiver." H Robinson the postman serves as a figure for dixourse-as 

a means of conveyance or transmission of information- then dixourse figures as contradiction: 

as a practice of interpreting, overwrithg and evading "sipis" while at the same t h e  eWiQng 

a usage and practice that reveals the desigm beneath that practice; in other words, American 

kgionnaires and the C a W c  War Vet- c d d  interpret the Fifth Amendment and deploy it 

as a means of stifling the fiee speech of o k  but their doing so exposed a parti& bias 



within Cotd War logic. 

in the 1960~~ as Engelhardt tells us, the dominant dixourse could no longer hide its 

dualistic character: 

Neither appmaçh (the tight-wing idea of "purging" the nation 
of subversives, or the liberal idea of "inclusion" of peoples, at 
home and abroad, previously considered "enemies" in the fight 
against Commu~sm], however, could long sbunch the story'r 
losses. While the right-wing response threatwed to bun too 
many of "us" into the enemy, the vital cenWs raised the 
possibility of that someday we might have to look at "ouf' story 
tiuough other eyes. At home, containment proved a slapdash 
affair. (100) 

The process of transmitting the "stoqt' became disordered and confuseci to the point where 

mixed signais prevented proper reception; in the absence of the "proper," America's self-image 

fragmented until the marginaiised "excess" invaded the centre, and the centre became 

marginalised. As Engelhardt points out, the right-wing of the 1950s aUemp(ed to mot out 

culpri h at home-eventually casting suspicion on everyone (in effgt fracturing the idea of a 

mainstream)-and the Iiberal front sought allies in places fonnerly antagonistic to, or in 

contention with, American-style d e m m c y  (such as the List of marginalid groups enurnerateci 

a bove) -an "inclusion" which Uveatened to give these groups, by putting hem in the spotiight, 

access to means of "broadcasting" their own "story," or of interpreting the story their own way. 

Engelhardt's study suggesb the degm of confusion that attended the variance in the signals sent 

out by American politicians, until the chin of encoding and decoding the messages shattered; 

out of this sonic disarray arose new signals, hybrids, voices. "What Do You Do in San 

Francisco?" does give Marston a voice in Robinson's already fractureci discourse, predicting the 

spea king of Marston's own subsequent "story ." America's narrative was a hy pocrisy Wt, 

trapped in its own solipsism, couid not finally sustain the illusion of consistency, because it did 

not speak of or for the nation as a community. Instead, the discourse thatcharacterises the 19505 

speaks more of isolateci, individual policy-makers attempting to guarantee their own mobility at 

the expense of the nation. 

Robinson depicb the world as he wank and forces others to submit to his standiuds, 



wluie not living up to either his narrative or his standards himself. Conversely, Marston aliows 

the oldcr man his story without interference, and thereby opens Robinson's perspective to 

interpretation. By not interfering in the story, by retaining a subject position, Marston "seizes" 

(xix)-to use another of de Certeau's verbs-moments hom Robinson that reveal Marston's 

predicament on the margin's of Robinson's dixourse (which, by offsetting a margin against the 

centre, also indirates Robinson's own marginaüsation: they become co-equal narraton). 

Marston's predicament does not depend on Robinson's telling, but makes its presence known in 

an unstated, intuited version within the postman's discourse. Though Robinson remains the 

writer and reader (producer and recipient) of the story, and c a p i t a k  on the younger man's 

situation to reproduce and extend his narrative capital, Marston nevertheles remains a 

phantom protagonist, the "othef' available for the writer's inscription, but whose presence 

undocs that inscription: 

The language produced by a certain social category has the 
power to extend its conquest into vast areas mounding  it, 
" deserts" where nolhing equally articulated seemed to exist, but 
in doing so it is caught in the t a p  of its assimilation by a jungle 
of procedures rendered invisible to the conqueror by the very 
victones he seems to have won. However, spctacular it may 
be, his privilege is likely to he only apparent if it merely s e n s  
as a fnimework for the stubbom, guilefd, everyday pmctices 
that make use of it. (32) 

The "language." as de Certeau points out, "produceâ" by a certain "social category" (in ihis case 

the categoncal notion of what constituted the Cold War nom, its codes of conformity), finaUy 

bhds  itseif to the "jungle of procedures" enacted upon its "framework? The powl  system 

serves as a convenient metaphor for de Certeau's observations, since it mates the conditions 

that enable its discourse (fixed addrrss equals a fixed America), but at the same time as those 

"conditions" conceal the work of a largely itinerant population. In fact, the "codes" whereby a 

discourse of permanence functions become apparent, as de Certeau points out, only where we 

see men like Marston using theu anonymity and silence to defy expectatioiis that posit him 

either as a subversive (an enemy needing elhination) or misguided (an enemy needing 

rehabilitation); uistead, Maiston serves as the marginaliIed supplement that rœïther defies nor 



supports the dominant discourse but who enables his existence through a symbioris with itB 

His reality and the discursive sysbem cu-exist in an interaction that provides Marston with a 

limi ted means of cawing out his own niche. W hile he may not escape surveillance, he can cast a 

glance toward the horizon knowing that Robinson's "same old" will supplant, and therefore 

obscure, what he sees; his program rernains covert within the strategic presence of the postman. 

The postman's intrusiveness remains proof of Robinson's incapacity, his partial realisation of 

himself, while it pennits Marston a series of incessant questions and answers which in hitn 

permit him treedorn h m  ever arüculaüng his position, as evinced by his reply to Robinson's 

query on the mailbox name-painting: "Marston? Yes, h t ' s  for us, Marston. . . . Y11 have to 

change the name on that box one of these days" (115). One is never sure if "Matston" is even the 

protagonisYs name. or simply a designation he makes do with in order to postpone 

definitiveness ("one of thse days"). While Robinson refuses to hlly look at himself, Marston 

fuiiy gerceives his situation, though retuses to reveal it by opposition. 

Voyeuristic passivity is one of the many s t o h  addresseci by "What Do You Do In San 

Francisco?" By superimposing the panoramic view of an absolute discourse, as Robinson does, 

the postman biinds himself to, or renders "invisible," the myriad of Uiterpretntions and uses 

hidden in the suppsed "silence" of Marston; his "victory" of superimposition provides Marston 

with the goods to elude and customise the postman's discourse. Robinson's calling out to 

Marston at the end of the story (120) signifies his enfkaming of Marston as well as the self- 

referentiality of discourse that enables Marston's procedural sîipperiness. The "inarticulateness" 

(1 24) tha t Kathleen Westfall Shute sees in Carvef s early work, and the voyeurism of those who 

"sit back and wakh" (Hashimoto 75) indicates the general mood of tfie generation coming out of 

the 1%0s, as illustrated by G.P. Lainsbury: 

The Carver chronotope makes artistically visible a discrete 
historical moment in the ongoing project that the world knows 
as Amerka . . . the Carver chronotope embodies the downbeat 
mood of America in the 1970s: pst-Vietnam, pst-Watergate, 
postenergy crisis. The seventies weFe a time of widespread 
cultural malaise in America, a moment when the great collective 
promise of the New Wotld appeared to be faihg. Ct is a time of 
disenchantment, when those who had pmfited h m  the 



unprecedented expansion of the American ecanomy alter the 
second world war startcd to see the possibiiity of dedining 
expecta tions, (87) 

The passi~iiy of Marston, and even that of Rohinson (hi! intrusion on the family remains almost 

totally discursive throughout) typifies, according to LainsburyD the "mood of a "discrete 

historical moment," when activism (and action) gave way to disenchantment, "malaise," when a 

generation bcgan to stand by and "see the possibility of deciining expctations," rather than to 

act in response to the reaüty of the situation. The static posture wherein characters obsess over 

the "possibilities" of "seeing" informs Carver's first two co~edions of siones throughout, as 

Carver delves into the strategis and tactics of passivity, reception and imagination. Language 

thcrefore bccomes a central element in Cawer's project, since language at once describes what is 

seen, but also conditions seeing by the forms of descriptions seeing selects. 

Robinson, as the veteran of the second world war and the spokesperson for Arcata, a 

town iertainly experiencing the "Jeclining expcctations" suffered by the "American economy" 

after the postwar boom, becomes the passive-aggrcssive narrator of an America amidst 

dwindling dusions, behveen a generation which saw its promises fulfilled and one whose 

proniisc failed. Moreover, as an employec of the fcdcral govemment, Robinson also tesüfies to 

a policy ihat sought to freeze America in a vision of opportunity, demoaacy and überty. 

Robinson represents those with a vested intcrest in a mythic vision of America, those whose 

power rests upon such illusions, whose sense of self (and self-worth) requires the maintenance 

of a traditional discourse. Carver's view of language, and its use reflects this stniggle to 

maintain discursive dominance: "This language is the active site of the struggle between its 

users and the technocratie-business elite, the very field of ideologicai contentionf' (Laùisbury 86). 

In reflecting i ts  historical moment, then, "What Do You Do in San Francisco?," in inscribing 

Robinson's discourse, t e k  of an Amenca, in Engeihardt's words, "without the story" (15), and 

America on the "ou tside" of the "story," the marginaiized generation represented by Marston, 

whose passivity reflects an America grappling with a dinntegrated narrative. Marston's need 

for a "language," his "inarticuhteness" appars in "What Do You Do In San Francisco?" as the 

condition of "users" of a language supplieci by the "technomtic-busuiess elite," but whose use 



of tha t lan y age, as de Certeau indicates, takes place on a "field of ideological contention." ïhat  

"field," what de Certeau c a k  the "vast area" conquered by "a certain social category," forms 

the terrain, the "jungle," where a myriad of "invisible," silent operatives articulate themselves 

(as Marston does) in the shadow of the "victory" of the dominant dixourse. Depnved of 

lanpage, unable to articulate themselves, these procedures speak mutely through the dominant 

discourse. 

c. Evcrybody's 

The delivery of letters sets up the postal network, the social matrix, against which Marston's 

reaction (to each leiter) provides insight into the "jungle" of tacticai responses. In this story, 

with its two narrators, Carver iiiustratcs the "proper" in a way that aUows the static of the 

niarginaiised to crackie betwecn the Lines. The hist sentence of the story tunes us into this white 

noise. "Th& has nothing to do with me" (111). The opening statcment detracts fiom the 

question posed by the title. The story shifts from the question "what" to the question "who." 

Whom is the story about? it draws attention, by negative refercnce, to the act of narration. if 

the narrator is not important to our knowledge of the story then why is he there? Moreover 

why is he t e h g  us this? Finally, it draws attention to acts of evasion, u n d  evasiveness beguis 

to propel the story. Quickly, the importance of the objeds of Robinson's gaze-the neivly 

amved couple-and what thcy did in S n  Francisco fade into the background, along with the 

relevance of their cument occupations. Instead, the narrator's consciousness becornes 

paramount. The story pivots neither on questions nor on answers, but on the p m t i c u l m ~  or 

wys ofannwBng. not on a "why" but on a "how." The content of the story opposes both the 

question in the title and the possibility of certain a m e r ,  inhabiting this powerful 

inde terrninacy : 

I'm not a frivoious man, nor am 1, in my opinion, a serious man. 
It's my belief a man has to be a little of both these days. 1 
beliew, too, in the value of work - the hardet the htter.  A man 
who isn't working has got too much tirne on his han&, too 
much time to dwe1 on himseliand his problems. (111) 



Here, again, the working class probgonist mvels in the circuit of soiipsisrn and hypocrisy 

permitted by the form of his story. Robinson would Like Marston to work, yet Marston's 

apparent indolence fuels Robinson's self-image and moral rectitude; he needs Marston not to 

ruork. Not having "tirne" to dweU on himself proves exactly Robinson's problem, becaw 

through work he places his own unease into the context of another person's existence, 

transferring his particular troubles ont0 another through a generalised, and abstracted, world 

view, thtough what de Certeau caUs a "strategy" ( a discursive space created "in confonnity 

with abstract models," 29)P The narrator's conservatism, bis belief in work as moral force, ~ I S  

valorising of behavioural noms (being neither serious nor fnvolous, the oppsite po le  of a 

binary he claims to straddle) provide convenient cover for the narrator's excess of t h e ,  

violating inquisitiveness and sekentmdness. 

Latcr, we leam that Robinson sublimates personal trauma into work, and, through 

work, projects that trauma onto the people on his mail route: "lt was work, day and Nght, work 

that gave nie oblivion when I was in your shoes and there was a war on where 1 was" (120). 

Morality screens Robinson's overwriüng (morality allows him to impinge on Marston). The 

very enforcing of moral rectitude (working) absolves him from Living by it himselt The "story" 

of the citizenry on Robinson's mail route becomes the reception and retum transmission of 

Robinson's story. Robinson becomes a "subject of wül and pwer"  (de Certeau xix), by himing 

his "subjecr status, as a mere postman, or trammitter of communication, into the ail-powerhil 

position of "author." His hypoaisy isolates him from the community around him, aiiowing him 

to apply a set of normative rules that he fèeb no compunction to live up to himself. And he 

feels content within his seU-generating and self-fulfilling circuit of judgement and evasion. 

Robinson determines, or "generates:' his relation with Marston, with that "extenof whose 

"distinctness" (de Certeau xix) he simuitaneously appropriates and dienates. He regards 

Marston as "distinctr' in that the younger man has fded to p s p  the moral lessons iife has 

taught Robinson, while at the same tirne this regard originates in identification wüh Marston 

(experiencing a simikr "waf'). R O b n  illustrates the way in which power arrives through 



passivity, ihrough a rcfusal to enter actively uito another's story. Robinson sticks with what he 

knows rather than e x p n d  the effort necessary to hroaden his perception. 

Robinson bccomcs the author of his respective tale while people likc Marston remain 

"common people," whose alienation from text, de Certeau t e k  us, leaves them recoursc only to 

a calculus which cannot count on a "proper" (a spatial or 
institutional locali7ation), nor thus on a borderline 
Jistinguishing the other as a visible totality. . . . A tactic 
insinuates itseif into the other's place, fragmentarily, without 
taking it over in its entirety, without being able to keep it at a 
dis ta nce. (xix) 

Thniough "common people" have a iimited agency in the extra-textual realm of gesture, action 

and silence, thcir power remains affixed to the opnings discourse aiiows them; they cannot, 

finally, avoid inscription into the body of text that overwrites their sepamte concems; they 

infuse the text with a giininier, ~ h c  vague suggestion of other possibiiities, while at the same 

time woriung in service of the primary disrourse. De Certeau's notion of "distance" becomes 

relevant for our discussion of Carver, because strategic discourc~ itsdf aiiows Robinson a 

dbtancc from others, the distance necessary for the distinctness of a "proper" discursive space; 

by viewing lus relationship through the fiiter of the "proper," Robinson remains a locus of 

power, an "enterprise" that capitaüses by forcing others to produce and reproduce his 

discourse. In order to hnction as objective spectator and subjective agent, Robinson occupies 

both the discursive priphery and its centre-like a xieniiri rnaking objective "notes" from a 

distance, yet whose method and fom of note-taking already determine the type of information 

he records-must place one foot inside and one outside the stories. Robinson's discursive 

success occun in that he both te@ the story and misses out on it. He can gaze in the same 

direction as Marston and yet stüi fil1 up the gap with "the same old." 

In " m a t  Do You Do Ln San Francisco?" we never reaiiy apprehend Marston's story 

eracfly, or the story of the other "common"~ pople; instead, we realise the degree to whidi 

institu tionalised "stories" mut,  by necessity, exclu&. The p in t  of Carver's narrative becomes 

not getting to the real story but the mdtitude of pssible stories that impinge and co-exist with 



the master narrative, that in effect desboy any notion of a master (or meta) narrative in the way 

that Robinson's narration exposes M i  his and Marston's marginaüsation (leading us to wonder 

who, if anyone, Iives at centre). In the 196ûs the dixrepancy between the facts of existence and 

the laws governing that existence became insurnountable. No longer did the "statutory fact of 

an order presenting itself as nahiral" (de Certeau 16) serve to placate public fears, which 

increasingly understood the way a government could "permit ikelf different options concerning 

the relation betwwn facts and laws" because it could "escape frorn that dependence'' (de Certeau 

16). The "ordei  of America, the matrix of "natura18' "laws" responding to "natural" "facts" 

p ressed upo n the citizenry , as exempli fied by Carver's postal route, increasingly manifestecl 

i k l f  as an illusion precisely because the government failed to maintain, in its own actions, the 

crucial dependency between the h o .  Facts changed, laws were ignored, while the rest of the 

country remained in thrall to the narrative that held apparently immutable facts and laws in an 

unbreaka ble relation. As Engelhardt tells us, events such as the HüAC hearings illustrated~ 

how loosely the government played with the tensions between facts and laws: 

In its 1950s ongins as a McCarthyik km, the 'invisible 
governrnent! referred to a small group of highly placed traitors 
and dupes supposedly secreteû within the government to assist 
a future Cornmunist takeover. Wise and Ross's invisibte 
govemment, however, was a mation of Americans, not the 
enemy (even if in response to the enemy's Cold War challenge), 
and it held out the frightening prospect of turning the 
government into something akin to an  enemy entity. (181) 

McCarthy's narrative depended on the fact of an "invisible goverment? running America from 

bchind the scenes, thus enabling him to enforce certain laws to tetain the "traditional," "naturai" 

character of American life (by conflation these laws thus became "natural" in themselves). 

However, by the 1%0s, the dependence between such a fact and ils subsequent laws dissolved to 

the point where govemmental mobility, guaranteed by such tenuous (ahost arbitrary) 

connections, became in fact xnitinised for itr own character of "invisibility." The govemment's 

power was everywhere and nowhere, visibly manifest as a narrative that called for American 

loyalty, yet invisible for the way its own contradictions and evasiveness prevented it from king 



pinpointed. By the 1960s the tcrm "invisible government" came to mean-in the book of the 

sanw name published in 196.1 by journalists David Wi.e and Thomas B. Ross- the "secret world 

of intelligence and national security" (Engclhardt 181). In other words, the machinery that 

supported men Like McCarthy became labeiicd as "invisible"; the notion of subversives working 

within the Amcrican political system shifted fiom communists and other "foreign" conspirators 

to the invisibility of anticommunist, anti-" foreign" reactionaries who guided policy under 

which the "cornmon people" üved, while they themselves Living in hypocritical immunity from 

the standards they imposed. As a result, the loyalty of the "common people" to narratives such 

as Robinson's wavered and disintegrated, and the "story" unravelied without a new "story" 

stepping in to replace it. 

According to Engelhardt the l o s  of belief in one definite narrative and the entry into 

postmodcm indeterminacy chose the Kennedy assassination as its signal moment: 

No wonder, in the confusion of the moment, the natural 
yeaming for a story led many to wonder whether there wasn't 
more to the murder than a plotless, pointless mess. Pcrhaps the 
story was simply king withhcld from the public. There was 
nothing iilogical in this thought. Alter aii. Americans were now 
living in a society in which it was almost a given that the more 
important the event, the less Likely the public would have access 
to the necessary information on which to judge it. (183) 

The govemment's discursive strategy becarnc revealed not as an "open" tale of Amenca, with 

the deta* in plain sight and the narrative therefore a s h e d  one, but rather as a selective 

release of informa lion and therefore an engineered ra ther than seif-evident story . Just as 

Robinson hides aspects of his pst, the American govemen t  -or so public opinion thought - 
hid the most "important" elements of events such as the Kennedy assassination. The "story" 

expressed in Robinson's narration becornes the "yearning for a siory" on the part of the 

"common people" such as Marston, a story they can daim as representative of their o m  

experience (as mudi as Robinson himself senetly yearns to reveal to the younger man his own 

tra gedy ). 

" What Do You Do In San FrandscoT' -as the question in the titie implies- interrogates 

precisely the increasing gap between "officiai" sources of information on Amena as place, 



praclice and narrative and the private individual's expriences dong the same Luies. Simply 

put, thc officiai information no longer accords with private exprience, and the gap expresses 

itçelf in a quostion that "ycam" for a story to hcal the fissure. Only, "evcrybody's" story is not 

forthcoming. Instead, the author's position keys us into the possibüities available to a Lfe 

unsupportcd by a unified discourse. 

d. Carver's 

Cynthia J. Haiiett, in "Minimaiism and the Short Story" (19%), elaborates a central tenet for 

understanding Carver's fiction in its Coid War context. Dcscribing Carver as the "quintessential 

referent for minhalism" (488) (however much Carver may have disliked the term), Hallett 

argues that the üterary minimalism of the 197% and 1980s "creates not only the illusion of a 

'storyless story* in its commitment to apparently disjointed fragments, but also of an 'authorless 

story,' in its extraordinary power to articulate a different voice" (491). The identifying features 

of the type of short fiction exemplified by Carver's work illusirate some of the dominant cultural 

issues of the pst-1960s Cold War the Ioss of both "story" as weii as an identifiable author. 

Hallett's choice of words-"illusion," "commitment to . . . dqointed fragments," "articulate a 

diffcrent voice" - refen to a Iadc of authenticity, accord or unity, a realism that reflects the l o s  

of the real. HaUett's descriptions prove as paradoxical as the fiction itself, with "commitment" 

to the "disjointed most prominently addressing the contradictions upon which dirty rcaltsm 

. mounts its fictions, and the hy~ocrisy which it takes as its patrimony fiom the "invisible" 

govemments (left- and right-wing) of the Cold War. 31 Carver's "story" is not traditional 

realistic verisimilitude, but the fragmentation and i . v e  marginaiisation evident during the 

196ûs Coid War era; Carver's aesthetic practice derives from the dominant discourse and ais0 

lums against it. 

Although Haliett confirms what other critics have said about the openînded rninimalist 

text caiiing for reader "participation" (490), she suggests that the need for rhis interpretation 

originates in estrangement rather than association: the stories often suggest "an artifid 

camaraderie behwen hvo strangers-the n m t o r  and reader; [they] &O [imitate] the highly 



stylizcd bchaviour of denial that often occun when someone îs ading as if them is nothing 

wrong when, in fact, something is dreadhriiy wrong" (489). The "arüfice" of the stories, their 

"stylistic" shcen, produces an artificial "camaraderie" that masks, in the easc of its surfaces, a 

"dreadful" wrongness. In other words, alienation and camaraderie co-exist, mutually-exclusive 

but mutualiy-contingent, within the stories. Carver's predilection for surfaces, simplicity and 

objective unity disguises a view of America as an inversion of the old adage, so that it nmv reads 

"divided we stand, together we faU."m As Robinson's story üiustrates the cordoning-off of 

individual cxperience by a master narrative that obliterates the discursive enactment of the 

experiences of a generation and class, Carver the author likewise negotiates his exemption from 

living up to the "story": first, because a definitive "story" does not exist, secondly. because the 

story in existence so far has failed to spak  for people like hm. Rather than attempüng to 

counter the Coid War discursive strategy, Carvcr exploits its loopholes to craft narratives that 

deploy the loss of authenticiiy, the new reality of "unreality," to recover and exploit the 

marginalised voices of the American underclass, fragmented into monads yet excluded as a 

S O U P .  

As de Certeau points out, text can obscure and overwrite as well as indicate, destabilise 

and reinforce: "the speech a d  is at the same time a use of language and an operation prformed 

on it" (33). Carver's text, then, partakes of the "particular" (33) instance of utterance, a usage 

Qrcumsaibed and transformed by its 4'context," as weU as suggesting the way language 

functions as aiienated commodity, a general structure infonning everythin~ which we have no 

choice but to use; speech is "of' language but operates "onfJ it. Robinson M o r e  encodes his 

relationship with Marston in a ianguage derived from official sources. yet the context of that 

encoding reminds us of the myriad uses undertying any prticular utterance (in this case to 

avoid facing up to a painfui, personal pst). Context becornes primary in dehiting usage of 

language, and context depends on vantage, vantage on position, and position on a relational, 

subjective undemtanding wherein a myriad of options become available. The use of colloqujai, 

often monosyllabic, syntax-what de Certeau cab "the cornmon language" (8)-both 



camouflages Carver's discursive authority as weU as narrowing the range of difference between 

author and milieu; language marks belonging, t e h g  the story of a common, ordinary people 

just like him. However, Hashimoto points out that Carver's language-use highlights his own 

unique powers (which in tum debunks the idea of him speaking "for" others): "Carwr did not 

originalIy reject communication and empathy. Yet he desired self-expression as a writer. It was 

difficult to pursue original self-expression without king exprimental. Communication or self- 

expression" (Hashimoto 14)? The notion of Carver as spokesprson for Carver (as the "master" 

of the minimakt style), as Hashimoto points out, conflicted with the notion of Carver as the 

spokesperson for the disenfranchised, since the development of a unique, spaalised literary 

style demanded a departure from already standardised, accepted and hence "common" forms 

of expression. In de Certeau's terminology, the development of a unique style necessitated that 

Carver craft for hunself an anthetic space at odds with the authentici ty of speaking "from" a 

particular, shared, communal expenence. Use and context again becorne relevant, since "What 

Do You in San Francisco?" deploys a language both indicative of a discourse that daims 

normative rulcs for the way a certain group of people s p a k  and yet a language that &O 

attenipts to break new ground in depicting the red way they s p a k .  Yet, at the same the ,  

Carver, as an author who rose out of the underrlass, necessarily needed to grasp a "Literary" 

mode, to make a self-consciously Literary style conform to his coniext, in order to effectively teii 

a story. 

Carver's minimaümi therefore problematises its daim to expressing the voice of a 

certain "ciass" by developing a unique aesthetT, whi& as Madison Beii points out, proved 

highly marketable because of its status as "new" (68)s Therefore a "contradiction" occw, to 

borrow from de Certeau, between Carver's socaiied "speahc assigrment"-his designation as 

the mediaior of the underclas-and the "social law (hat requins circulation" (de Certeau 7)- 

~ I S  eminence as the leading short story styüst of the l(#IQs. Carver dwelis on both sides of the 

discursive coin. While, as de Certeau pin& out, speciaktion in a particular field of 

knowledge (fie underdass) p t s  the spffiaürt an "authority" to "transhtef' a partiollar 

discursive ethos into "comrnon language" (thereby exchanging comptence in a parti& field 



for authority in anohet, since specialised fields have their own discursive formations that do not 

function outside that field). In effect, Carver takes his knowledge of poverty, 

disen franc hisement, mari ta1 huma,  akoholism, joblessness and "translates" the experiences inb 

an acceptable literary discourse judged suitable for the readen of the N m  Y o r k  or the Norton 

Anthology of S b t  Fiction. The contradiction between what Carver writes about- hiç "specific 

assigrment''-and the arena he translates it into and its "social laws"-mainly the world of 

American Literary fiction-empowers Carver to be both the spokesperson "of" the underclas 

and a spokesperson "for" theni, giving him an authority both vested within a particuiar social 

class and in the class exterior to and above it, As a bridge between these two classes, Carver's 

speciality operates both within and without the "common people"; his is a "strategy" of "tactics." 

Carver s prawls over the contradictions, occupies them, to remain continually fugitive from the 

definitive. C a ~ e f s  discursive mobility rets upon his "use" of language as both reinfo~ing and 

destabilising cornponent of the literary act  By playing upon authenticity, offsetting experience 

against artifice, intent and result, Carvefs fiction reproduces the "invisibility" of the Cold War 

governent through a series of feints and dodges that render his agenda elusive, questionable 

and ultimately refen us back to language as a source of self-regulating, self-sustaining authority, 

which in tum ernpowers Our own perception of the dixoutse impinging upon, and rendering 

itself wlnerable to, us (we cede authority to the linguistic speciality which overwrites our 

meandenngs; but our acknowledgement of those meandenngs can debunk speciality). Like 

Robinson, Carver speaks for others; unlike Robinson, his way of speaking cames implicitly 

within it the "doubling" through which Carver can avoid containment while he himself works to 

contain the subject in speaking for the masses which cannot "articulate" their own story, Carver 

surrenders democracy to auhrity, election to totalitarianism, al1 the while indicating that this 

vacillation between language as "use"-appropriation-and "performance on" -subversion- 

remains the condition of discursive liberty. 

Carver's invitation to readen - tha t they recognise the au thori ty behind the supposedly 



"objective" fictional renderings-restores readerly democracy. For if Carver can appropriate 

and "use" the language of the underclass, and he can "perform on" that language (make it his 

own in a way that alienates it from the realities of underclass expression), then we too can 

accept or dismiss the apparent neutrality of his stories as we iike. in other words, his text, or 

any text, remains subject to Our "use" of it. Carver's fiction, in the words of Josephine Hendin, 

announces the ways in which we can empower Our own mobility by seizing upon the language 

provided us by the dominant system (including that of the canon) and making it "our own." 

Language no longer describes reaüty, but rather lends itseif to a pragmatics of power, to the 

inculcation of beliefs. However, the invisibüity of the author depnds  upon the audience's bck 

of awareness of the divorce of language from that which it describes, and the author's 

wiiiingness to pose as  a dmmentary recorder for inarticulate voices. Carver's obvious 

contradictions on this field heighten awareness and cede articulation back to the "comrnon 

peoplc" by so obviously producing sigm of the demarcation between the "common" and the 

"proper," and the way the two can be made to play off one another, providing the author the 

comfort of belonging along with the distance of alienation. 

In Carver's dirty realism, reaüsm writes about reaüsm. Hendin notes how the work of 

1980s minimalists reflects and addresses literary tradition: "Yet ail these 'radical' voices do not 

so much signal what has changed as serve the traditional end of extending o w  fiction's 

longstanding concern with the drama of marginal man beaüng at the doors of society. The 

literary revolution of the 1980s has erupted in a fiction of those who have aiready gairieci entry" 

(217). As Hendin points out, Caner's own entry into the highest l i terq echeions of America 

suggests an invasion of the margin into the centre. If de Certeau points out the way speàalists 

communicate their spciality by translating it into common language, Carver has inverted this 

trajectory to illustrate the way in which the "common" overflows into speciality (and vice versa: 

the speaal statu as  author grants him authority in the ordinary world), the usurpation of 

üterary "centres" by a formerly marguialwd and banati discourse. In a sense, however, the 

centre becornes not so much usrvpd as destroyed. With the proliferation of "those who have 

gained entry" the "isolatos" (Hendin 230) of dirty realism reflect a worid in which everyone 



does, to some extent, take possession of a language provided by dominant categories of 

discourse, a possession that, as Engelhardt points out  increasingly reflects the detachment of 

language, of dixourse, from any central "story"; in this event community &ornes increasingly 

difficult to determine and sustain except as a body, or "jungle." of isolateci discursive pratices. 

If the invisibility and hypocrisy of Cold War politics, particularly in the 19505, rendered 

democracy an empty signifier, then the ceâing of invûibility to the reader of the text, granting 

them mobility, renders democracy too perfedly, where the multiplicity of voices and pactices 

leaves little in the way of joint enterprise beyond the common link of the untrustworthiness of 

generalised discourse. 

Carvef s story tum every reader into an author, begging the question, does anyone have 

time to read? Marc Chenetief s "Living @/Off the 'Reserve': Performance, Interrogation, and 

Negativity in the Works of Raymond Carvef' discusses the impossibility of a unadulterateci, 

"straight" reading, of the type regardeci as so important by Nadel's Cold War theorists and spin 

The 'selves' depicted in his [ k e f  s] pages have so littie seme 
of attachment, belonging, and identity that the very plurality of 
the main protagonist in 'Fat' forces him to w€er b himself in the 
first person plural. . . . Goose, at large, and often utterly lost, 
their existence depends, for the duration of each story, on the 
concentrated exploration of the potential meanings attached b a 
single incident, whether minor or traumatically unsettling. 
Thus, for a minute, can a provisional sense of identity be chosen 
from among the variety of open-ended experiences which 
constitute their patchy lives. (167) 

CMnetier argues for the end of reading, since the stability required for extended pensa1 of text 

no longer exists; everyone is too busy "exploring" the "potential meanings attached to a single 

incident" "The duration of each story," suggests the tempotariness and provisionality of each 

reading (meaning: authorhg according to context). The stability required for a "relationai" 

apprehension of k x t  (apprehending text in relation to a sanctioned metanarrative) disappean as 

both ends of the circuit of communication-reader as we1l as text-become radically 

indeterminate, too hl1 of "variet)" for the necessary fixing of form and content; reading 



metamorphoses from reception and experience into overwriting and replication (of the dominant 

discourse on and over the body of the particular text): passivity before the text tums into 

engagement with the making of text  Reading, properly understwd as reception, tums into 

reading as a radical form of editing. As identity remains "provisional," of the moment, and 

always seen in relation to the "open-endedness" of "experience," the position of obpctive, 

neu tral observer, in these supposedly objtxtive, neutral accounts, becomes constantîy 

undermined by the "patchy" constitution of our perceptions; a selectivity, alkit  one of selecting 

through undifferentiated options, desboys objectivity. Without a metanarrative a stable readable 

text becomes continually deferred from incident to incident The end OC authenticitya (on the 

level of the transmission of narrative) heralds the assumption of the wader to narrative primacy, 

a pnmacy that replicate "invisibility" insofar as the reader "creates" the text without 

announcing his or her authorship of @y putting his or her name to) its Because no stable, 

central authot-ity exists for the mation of story, each story (and hence authority) becomes 

radically diffuseci among the reading M y ,  which at once grantr the readers power over each 

text in question but not necessarily a position from which to themselvs mate  separate 

narratives (we have to make do with what, fragmentary and aleatory, is provided). Witnssing 

Robinson taking control of Marston's " texr - and the way Marston actually exapes xrutiny, 

escapes disclosure, by remaining passive to Robinson's reading (his own story rernains up for 

grabs in that he refuses to "authof one)-Carver invites us to interrogate our own "invisibility," 

Our passivity, in endorsing his text 

"What Do You Do In San Francisco?" demonstrates the deracination of narraüve-the 

end of the metanarrative-and the vanous openings and renovations that accompanied the idea 

of authorship dunng a time when the Cold War illustrated only too clearly the concealed 

operations and the receptive passivity that discursive authority dependeci upon. in attempting, 

to render the narrator invisible, minimalism brought the reader into the light, from which the 

reader could a h  piem the darkness hiding discursive authodty. 



üi. An Apocalyptic Mobihty 

Robinson's rnobiiity relies upon the unsiable relationship between reality and fiction. As Pieters 

points out, "the dividing borderlinc between thcm is of lesser importance than their symbiosis" 

(54). meaning that Carver's fiction interrogates the way in which rcality and fiction cwperate in 

the aeation of meaning. If Nadel sees the American p ü c y  of "containment" as a mobile fictionI 

which could account for the vanous "realities" of politics in practice, Carver's notion of fidion, 

according to Pieters, likewise exercises a mobiiity between ethos and aa.  According to Pieters. 

Carver's fiction illustrates the "passing of tnith" (76) (equally meaning, as the word "passing" 

irnpiies, "tmth's" transmission, transformation and disapparance), which brings to mind the 

"departure" of fiction, that which it "passes from," the reaüty which can, and does, intermesh 

with the fictions we create in order to speak about it. However, alongside this trajectory exists 

an opposite motion, that of the rctum from fiction to reality, meaning that Robinson can not 

only craft fiction from reality but aiso use reaiity to debunk a disagrceable fiction (including his 

own, should his dixourse prove confining). This vacillation between the projection of reality, 

and a reality that overruns and destroys its projection arises most prominently in Nadel's 

discussion of nuclear war and nuctear waste, ever present threats during the Cold War (and 

alter). The symbiosis. founded in mutual negation' behveen the projected wrat ive of nuclear 

holocaust (which often effaced its reality) and that of nuclear holocaust on the possil~iiity of 

narrative (effectively cancelling it) appears intemally within Carver's narrative. 

Robinson requireç external emblems, physical evidence, of Marston's identity-most 

notably in the Mme Marston fails, or rehws. to pint on the mailbox-in order to accept the 

4 1 b e a t .  into the social fold; at the same time, Marston's refusai to comply with a Mine, hîs 

refusal to endorse, physically, one of the markets whereby Robinson's discourse functions, 

becomes evidence of Marston's exteriority to Robinson's enterprise. Whether Marston paints 

his name on the pst-box or not, Robimon's discourse süll dominates, as it prepares for both 

conüngenaes: the appearance or non-appearance of the Mme. "What Do You Do in San 

FraneKo?" bears op to Pietexs's statement on the symbioses between the extemal relerent and 

the narrative discourse that co-opeates Mth it. Robinson's dixouise gains its mobûity 6rom its 



ability to account for the varied significance of the material real and, yet, to divorce the 

"sipher" frotn its "signhed (Nadel 2%) if necessary. Marston's unwillingness to provide a 

sigdier oniy ailows him to be "signifiede that much more easily by Robinson. 

The word "beatnik" through which Robinson designates and denigrates the couple 

functions in a variably attached and detached manner. "Beatniks, 1 gues you'd have cailed 

hem if you'd seen them" (111). In this first use of the term. "Beatniks," Robinson identifies a 

group of people by associaüng them with a certain look; you'd only need to "see" Maaton and 

family to immediately apply the tenn to them. in this case, the word becomes self-evident, an 

assoaation applicable to recopisable characteristics. In thjs case the signiher, "Beatmks," and 

the signdied, the Marstons, behave symbioticaliy, as the extemal reaüty intenncshes with the 

general application of terminology. However, the salient charaderistic of the beatruk, Marston's 

"pointed brown beard" (112), soon givcs way to a generalisation not so seif-evident, and one 

which reveals more about Robinson than the younger man, whom the mailman describes as 

looking " U e  he needed to sit down to a good dinner and a cigar afterwards" (112). The beatnik 

life (and hence Marston) lacks the emblems that traditionalists such as  Robinson regard as the 

central "needs" of a person; a "good dinncf' suggests a lack of sustenance in the beatnik diet, 

while the "cigar" implies the satisfaction and reward that pn imably  foliows a decent meai, a 

Iuxury that belongs to the hard-working ("his not worbg," 111, provides Robinson his initial 

disclaimer against the Marstons, Lhough the sub-text suggests that the Marstom do work, albeit 

as visual arüsts, an occupation clearly not failhg under "work" in Robinson's lexicon). Aimost 

from the very beginning of the story, theh the term Beatnik becomes divo~ed from the 

Marstons. Though Robinson may know what Marston "look me," he can have no idea about 

either his eating habits or the rewards of his Me. Beatnik, hrefore, embodie a set of values 

against whch Robinson defines himself, a word representative of an entire set of characteristics 

which rnay or may not apply to Maaton, though a suPrficial glance seems enough to ùiclude 

Maaton in this social category. The tenn huictions both as an attached and detached signiher, 

since the physical appearance of the "signifiedm (Maiston)-sensually verifiable, or materially 

real-allows appiication of the term, and amikation of the term d o w s  the levying of 



judgement which erases the particubr rcaüty of Marston and overwrites it with a generalwd, 

cliched stereotype of what Whitfield calk the "enemy" of capitalhm (14). Robinson's ethos does 

indeed depend on a verifiable reaüty, but only as a narrative depends upon an opening 

sentence. From this point onward, aii mamer of aliegations interfere with Our, and his, 

apprehension of Marston. 

Robinson's discursive manoeuvring reflects the strategic shimmying behveen sub- and 

master narrative outlined by Nadel, wherein the individual storîes (Korea, HUAC, Vietnam) did 

not align with the master narrative (America as bastion of dem0cfacy)-or, more appropriately, 

the discrepancy between the arms buiid-up and the stated policy to prevent nuclear war. The 

beginning of the story, as Runyon telis us. involves exady this M d e r i n g  demarcation 

between the master narrative and the individual story: "Henry Robinson is prompted to tell the 

story of Marston and his wife because of a picture he saw in the newspaper" (38). The 

newspaper article about the man who murders his wife gets Robinson "thinking" about Marston 

(111). The merest resemblance between Marston and the murderer (Robinson describes them as 

"close enough") causes the postman to divulge the story of the beatnik. However, as the story 

unwinds, the reader cornes to understand that Robinson uftimately sympathises with the 

murderer. Throughout "What Do You Do In San Francisco?'' Robinson's antipathy towards 

"Mrs. Marston" inmeases-from the k t  mention of her as the one rcsponsiile for Marston's 

indolence (Ill), to his questioning her role as "good wife and mother (112)' to his tuming 

against her (113)-until his final outburst reveais the source of his animosity: 

She's no good boy. 1 could teU that tk minute 1 saw her. Why 
don't you forget her? Why don't you go to work and for@ 
her? What have you got agaimt work? It was work day and 
night, work that gave me oblivion when 1 was in your shoes and 
there was a war on where 1 was. (120) 

Revealed at  last as a misugynist, Robinson8s master narrative of hard work, constancy, 

community values collapses under the obvious contradictions &O this narrative provided by the 

"othex" stories glimpsed through his actions. Robinson believes that hk experietlce~ with his 

wife provide the bas& for his work ethic, whereas his work ethic stands in contradistinction to 



the values his family life lacked (though he clearly SU subsaibes to the myihic portrait of 

family relationships and configurations). He believes that his work ethic substitutes for the 

absence of family values, yet the way he works proves as absent of those vaiues as his marital 

history. Work does not as he says at the beginning of the story, provide "value" (111); rather it 

produces "obüvion." 1 t provides a much-needed " forgetting." Simply put, Robinson's "story" 

and his "master narrative" do not gel. 

As in the narrative forecasting of nuclear holocaust, Robinson's "oblivion" foregrounds 

the shategic dixourse of a man oprathg from a p s t  (nudear) war paradigrn. As he says, 

there "im a war on where [he] zoos"; Robinson came through the war to nothing, to the end of 

mamage, the end of history, the end of value-to oblivim. Only narrative remaixts to Robimon, 

the ability to impose any dixourse he chooses on the void terrain of a pst-holocaust situation. 

Here we witness the degree to which the notion of apocalypse infîuenced the maintenance of 

certain "values" meant to sustain a nation facing annihilation. Robinson stands as a tipher for 

the vaIuelessness of a discourse grounded upon the end of human reality, the ignoring of actual, 

human specihcs for a discourse w h m  "values" c a ~ o t  stand upon the threat of "oblivion" from 

which they dcrive. Robinson's powers as ~rrator stem from a reaction to the fear of 

destruction; yet his powers themselves enact the destruction of those very vaiues he means to 

safeguard (Me, liberty, the pumit of happiness). Robinson counters the threat to American 

values by acting in opposition to those values themselws. His mobility therefore a- in iks 

indeierminacy, in its radical bck of nxity to value; without knowable, definite, graspable dues, 

he can impose his wiil on the snbject, cven to the point of conbadictiow and the words that 

name his values, such as 'freedom,' indeed bccome deracinated, floathg signifiem he deploys 

accordhg to the impuke of the moment. Robinson ocrnpies a hdscape of waste, r place 

whose elements Iack inherent differentiating sigmficance: empty homes, contradictory values, 

isolatos, undifferentiated suborban and rural commu~ties; hr every way his situation resembk 

a pos t- holocaus t landscape. 

Wiiüam Chaloupka, in Knmong Nu&: 77ir Politics of md Culfun of tk A t m  (1993), 



addresses the type of strategy deployed by Robinson and i b  effectiveness in guaanteeing him a 

place within and without the system he champions: "Nuclear managers justify widespread 

surveillance and disciplinary measures by their observation that the world is so very dangerous, 

but they then argue that deterrence has stabilized the world under their leadership, and that this 

action somehow relates to 'freedom"' (16). Like the "nuclear managers" who c r a W  a rhetoric 

of "freedom" to cover for their duplicity, Robinson uses the word "work" to cover for his double 

gesture of value/oblivion. According to Nadel, the fictions of "deterrence" propagated by 

"nuclear managers" framed their narratives with "pmgress" or "grinciples" in order to contain a 

reality testifying to a proliferation of nuclear "wastef' (51) (a decidedly un-progressive outcome 

of the ams race), to contain and offset the threat of "oblivion" whith had replaced the 

progressivist discourse of natural selection: "The product and the producer (of nuclear war] will 

indeed merge in a reciprocity of power and waste. The human condition, understood through a 

play of differences, will be subsumed by a universal sameness" (52). Nuclear waste, as the 

product of both arms build-up and a propcted outcome of nuclear war, in Nadel's view, 

supplanted the notion of a "selective" differentiating "nature" in the cultural imaginary; for the 

firçt time, what human beings did-in particular, what they did with the bomb-ovede  and 

supplanted the metanarrative of nature. The discourse of containment attempted to confine this 

idea within the narrative of deterrence, a formal, discursive operation reproduced by Robinson, 

whose work ethic serves to contain the oblivion beneath i t  Since nuclear war repriesented the 

destruction of crucial "them/usP' distinctions, yet the arms race osteruibly maintained the 

"balance" necessary for (Soviet/American) duality and thus distinction, the idea of waste, or that 

which signified the Ievelling of definitive difference, which the master narrative akmpted to 

codify and contain, became central to the authon of p~stmodernity.~ 

The discursive containment affecbed by Cold War poiicy-makers came as a reaction to a 

cultural reaiity in which the proliferation of nuclear power threatened to upset notions of the 

"human condition," to d u c e  al1 peoples to "sameness," to destroy the stratified "play of 

differences" that constitute history, charackr, personaiity. In reaction, officiai discourse 

reinforceci distinctions between the nom and the outside in a way that accelerabed the 



perception of exceptions to the nom, until the n o m  collapsed into the oblivion of waste, or the 

mass of exceptions. We see in Robinson, thcn, a rcaction to "obüvion" by the strict frarning of 

cultural codes. Recognising, in the void underlying his narrative, an essential sameness between 

hiniself and Marston, Robinson attempts to constitute a narrative that comprises him as the 

place of "power" (the regulator of noms) and Marston as the site of "waste" (that which lies 

"outside" the traditional order, created and construed by it as detritus); when Robinson 

confesses to his reaüty of obüvion he debunks the narrative with whidi he initially frames the 

story, with which he sets himseif apart hom the other man. Work is not a facing up to 

responsibility but an escap from it, a form of pu tting off respomibüity rather than taking it on. 

This confession enacts the "reciprocity," the simüarity between hem, that ultimately destroys 

distinctions. As the naming of thc mailbox suggests, Robinson fears the loss of distinctions as 

much as he needs to cnact the loss of such distinctions (beatniks are all the same) for his 

narrative to work, The contradictions of nuclear policy, its complex of paradoxes, reappear in 

Robinson's discursive strategy. Hi. story therefore shows up the fatal contradictions underlying 

the narrative of the a m  race: "Repatedly, the sign of the paradox ptesents itself as the 

characteristic sign of an era that strains to ignore those signs and to present a politics of value in 

response" (Chaloupka 16). Robinson's "politics of value" serve to obshvct our and, m a t  

importantly, his grappiing with the "paradox" of his position; he "strainr" to ignore the "signs" 

of his paradox unüi the pressure of containment, as in the shielding around the radioactive 

element in the atomic bomb, causes hirn to explode. By letting the paradox stand he endorses a 

set of values he necd not himself live up to. If Robinson, the veteran of World War Two and the 

spokespenon for *"obüvion" stands as a product of the Cold War cultural imaginary-a period 

originating in the end of World War Two and ostensibly ending in global destniction-then 

Carver's text shows that, by the late 1960s and early lm, authors had begun to extensively 

interrogate the discuisive mobiiity enjoyed by nuclear managers, at the expense of those 

enthralled by (or in thrall to) th& narrative framing, those cast outside of it, emblems of the 

waste they feared and yet spd  towards. Nudear prolifeation showed how evqrone was in 

the same boat, and that distinctîom were largely simulated by a discutsive "centre," or status 



quo, maintaineci by a precious few, whose tiny number made them as marginal as the varied 

individuals they construed as extemal to that centre. h Carnets fiction, everyone becornes 

waste in a nuclear world that threatens to bring about a "nature" without selectivity or progress. 

" War" serves as a convenient metaphor for Robinson's strategy, the way it, as a word, 

ihstrates and contains a sense of opposition; like "global conflict" in Cold War terminoIogy, 

"waf unites a sense of opposing sides in a single km. Like the concept, "balance of power,'' 

which justified the arms race, Robinson finds the peace of "oblivion" by abstracting actual 

tension (events in his background) Uito dixourse (his story of Marston). ïnhabiting and 

deploying a discursive sbategy that offseb and equalises his theory (moral rectitude) against his 

practice (immoral intrusiveness), and practice against theory, Robinson can operate on both sides 

of the binary, ethical correctness and indecent violation. The very enforcing of moral rectitude 

absolves him from living by it himself. Wotk does not end Robinson's war, it only offers him the 

means of trawfemng it to another level; his peace depends on a constant state of aggression and 

invasion, just as the American economy, dunng the Cold War, profit& from its constant 

preparedness for war and its financing of foreign invasions. The postman assumes both a moral 

and amoral position, a negation of both knns ,  a paralysis. UnLike the endings of standard 

psychological realism, which demand catharsis or enlightenment either for the teader or 

protagonist, Carver finishes on stasis: "And I don't mind. ifs al1 work, one way or the other, and 

i'm always glad to have iV' (121). Like Myers, Robinson finds pleasure or humour in the stasis of 

his "woric," and al1 the paradoxical sleights of hand that the concept of "work" implies. There 

are seemingly no lasting consequences to Robinson assuming this static posture; it appm 

irrterrrii~iaDlc. Robinson's discursive mobility partakes of the dominant traits of the Cold War 

"story" traits that, by the l%Os, when Carver first began to write, became increasingly 

questionable, and yet which di* realist authors absorbecl and deployed throughout their bexts. 

Cor r cl usion 

As "What Do You Do in San Francisco?'' illustrates, dirty realism W the fiction of the Cold War. 

The issue of the consciousness of Robinson's practice remains, finally, ambiguous, though its 



delineation for the reader leaves litüe r o m  to doubt Cawefs intentions in examining and 

interrogating the dominant features of his moment in American culture. Like the naturalisb 

before him, Carver confronted the issues of his day with procedures drawn from the culture he 

critiqued, and so his fiction evinces the dialectical interplay between the articulation of history 

and the simultaneous critique of that articulation. Robinson serves as a site wherein we see 

dominant categories of Cold War thought enacted - surveillance, hypocrisy, conformity, 

narrative dissonance, contradiction, invisibility, nuclear waste-and also undone by an authorial 

scrutiny that finds its own mobility through a reflection and recreation of the Cold War politic. 

W hile Cawer's story, like Ford's nie Ulh'mafe Good Luck, makes only passing teference to 

the large-scale historical evenb that chrtlnologically identify the Cold War, that give it its global 

narrative, the fonn of the fiction, and ib concems, nevertheless mark it as a product of the eff& 

of those signal events. Dirty realism marks the history of a Cold War epistemology and the effect 

of that epistemology on the level of domestic practice and domestic "reality." Carvefs story 

represents a thinking-through of the ways in which Cold War power operatecl, the way it 

utilised the fissure between narrative and action, behveen "reahsm" and reality. The 

foregrounding of narrative in dirty realism dws not mean that the authors had abandoned 

realism but that the understanding of reality had changed. No longer would text *'mediate'* 

reality in a straightforward transparent, objtxtive manner (as in the Zola's notion of the author 

viewing his charactets in situation with the detachment of a xientist in a laboratory); the relation 

between the creation of a narrative-a site of the authorial "proper"-and the reality it 

supposeûly described could no longer be taken for granted, and the operation of mediating 

reaIity hid innumerable ploys, expectations and indoctrinations that enabled the power of the 

author in the same manner as the reception of the text enabled the tactical aims of the reader. 

The notion of reality transformeci frorn that of a self-evident terrain of manners and 

events to a nuanced debate between authot and reader, a debate susceptible to manipulation, 

style, and simulation. if traditional realism sold the illusion of an unmediated recollection of 

experience, then the postmodern realism of Carver vadiates between linguistic transparency 



and opacity until attention shifts from the reaüty describcd to the description of reality. Rwlity 

beconie an experience- manufactured and actual, conditioned and discoved-of equivocal 

properties and characteristics manipulated, played upon and invented by the masters (authorial 

and political) of Cold War simulation. Realism naturaiiy became involved with the reality of 

simulation, where the boundary between the actual and the discursive dissipated or turned 

porous, where the divide betwcen exprience as contact with the actuai and experience as 

defined iapsed into indeterminacy. Dirty realism chose to highlight the disruption of easy 

transactions between the discoume of reaüty and its intended audience. The issues emerging 

kom the Cold War called the writers of dirty ma- to negotiate the layeis of simulation, to 

uncover their function and to tum or subvert it toward theu own use; out of McCarthy's 

policies developd the "theory" of dirty reaüsm. 



1 In Canada, a s  Reg Whitaker's and Gary Marcuse's Cold Wm Canada: The Mabng of a National 
Insenrrity State 1945-1957 (19%) points out, the Cold War produced an even more culturally 
restrictive situation, subordinating cultural autonomy to a conception of global and national 
prcrogatives dictated from abroad (x-xi). The Canada of the Cold War, according to these 
authors, "was not one with a strong identity" (18). Whitaker and Marcuse depict the steady 
influx of American culture during the l94Qs and 195&, particularly with the appearance of the 
television. The import of U.S. productions into Canada effectively drove Canadian "high art" 
underground, if not eciipsed it entirely; mom-ler, these imports dove-taiied with the primary 
American concerns of the time: "it was a safe, conservative, ted-white-and-blue anti- 
Couununist and pro-American Hollywood that Canadians were left to watch, a Hollywood 
that produced opniy propagandistic Cold War epia" (19). The exemplary documentaries 
produced by John Grierson's National Füm Board during the war, for example, were sidehed 
because they aroused the "hostiiity of the pnvate producers, the American theatre chahs and 
Hollywood itself' (19). While American writers could at least search the conscience of their 
country, Canadian writers found themselves largely deprived of a definite place to begin such 
a search. 
De Certeau designates the "ordinary" as the unnameable, ungraspable, unsignifiable sum of 
occurrence, practice, event against which discursive practices erect theù schema. Such 
schema, de Certeau feels, ulümately contain themselves from the ordinary through the 
development of a specialised language intendcd to study the ordinary, but which in fact only 
serves to undergird the hypotheses and postulates from which that speciaiised language 
dcvelops, in effect maintaining the borders between speciality and the "place" speciaüty 
addrcsscs, represents but cannot make s p a k  for itself. In other words, such discursive 
systems ultimately serve to reground the authority of their own language u ~ t h i n  the 
frameworks through which that language develops and funaions. Language, finaliy, proves 
as tautological as the premises put forth during the Cold War, for instance, chat American 
culture was superior to that of the Soviets because of its inherent democacy, while democracy 
(so-caiied) ILW the Amencan way of Me. De Certeau offers statistical analysis as the 
tautological coroilary for such linguistic containment: "Statistical inquiry? in breaking down 
these 'efficacious meanderings' [the "unforseeable sentences, partly unreadable paths aaoss a 
space" in which "consumers move" acmss "the technmticdiy constnided. written and 
functionalized space[s]" of contemprary culture) into uni& that it defines itself, in 
reorganizing the results of its analyses according to its own codes, 'finds' oniy the 
homogenous. The p w e r  of its calculations lies in its abiiity to divide, but it is pre-ly 
through this ana-lytic fragmentation that it loses sight of what it daims to seek and to 
represent" (xvüi). De Certeau questions the reductions of staüstics. The "language" used by 
statistics, such as the h e  graph, for instance "is substituted for an operatios a Line which can 
be reversed (i.e. read in both directions) does duty for an irrevem'e temporal series, a 
tracing for acts" (xviü-xix). The ianguage of inside/outside, centre/margin, 
containment/lea kage, runs throughout Amerkan and Canadian cultural production - aitistic, 
theoretical, literary- from the 1960s onwatd; this fixation forms a respme or interrogation of 
the concept of "containment," which entered the cultural imaginary from the 1947 article by 
George Kennan, entitled "The Sources of Soviet Conduct," an article that outlined the 
diplomatic, military, foreign and domestic strategies that would characterise the Cold War. 
Oddly enough, for Canadians, the American notion of cogtainment "uossed national 
boundaries" (Whitaker and Marcuse 114) to become the leading western? international 
strategy vis-&vis the Soviets and to also "contain" the development of a distinctly Canadian 
culture. De Certeau proves an effective theorkt in understanding the ways in which the 
language of dirty realism reflects and aitiques the concept of containment that penneated 
Coid War rhetoric. 



3 Taxi! follows the life of Shannon, a cab driver in Vancouver, Potrebenko creates a political 
picaresque that fits with several of dirty realism's characteristics-most prominently in its 
fwus on the underclass and the disenfranchiseci, i b  rmtlessness and "drift" through a 
consumer society - although its overt poli tical statements wrns to suggest a tenuous 
relationship with other texts involved in this study. Nevertheless, the novel's open and large 
xale political concerns may read ironically, insofar as they remain observations of an 
embittered protagonist whose political sawy and concerns conflict against an exûerne naivete 
and cornplete passivity and cynicism in the face of political injustice. The confluence of 
sagacity and passivity observed in Shannon evinces that aim of American propaganda 
described by Tom Engelhardt in 77te Elid of V i c t q  Culhire (1995): "the public's most important 
act of support was simply to m a i n  inert It was to be mobilized to do exactly nothing. Its 
task was not to act, because action, in the context of Vietnam, meant opposing the president's 
waf' (13). 1 do not mean to suggest that the protests that did occur against American 
involvement in Vietnam did not have an efk t ,  but merely that Shannon's opinion that they 
did not eventuate America's withdrawal from the war (6) indicates a cynicism rooted in a 
passivity reinforced by propaganda. Her "not acting" partakes of the dirty realist passivity in 
which lack of physical action camouflages the operation of discursive tactics (Shamon 
dispenses political wisdom to her fares) that subvert or counter forms of dominant discourse. 
Throughout Pokbnko balances the particularity of Shannon's existence agaùut a larger 
backdrop of neo-Marxist rhetoric addressing global issues, such as the stak of the working 
class and women, the degradation of Soviet MarWsm into imperialism, the disintegration of 
Ihe ideals of the 196ûs, and the tough economic and working conditions experienced by the 
North American underclass. Like Richards's work, Po trebenko's also i nterru pts the narrative 
flow with the authorial intrusion noted by Donna Pennee in her critique of Richards's Nights 
Be lm Station Streiet, entitied "StiU More M a l  Realism: Richards's Miramichi" (1990). These 
intrusions-such as when the narrative voice comments on the limik of Shannon's cognition 
(23)- add a third remove to the narrative, so that it vacillates behveen description, Shannon's 
observations and authorial presence in a way that continuatly dislocates the reader from any 
narrative centre. Like 77ze Rand fo the Sh'lt Hoirse, Taxi! subverts the expectations and 
assumptions behind narrative authority, showing the way in which characters and events 
remain trapped and accounted for in a particular dixourse. Potrebenko's narrative "Ievels" 
foster an indekrminacy at odds with the politically ptwcriptive epithets enunciated by ik 
protagonist alienating and attracting us simultaneously (Pennee 43). 

Taxi! also suggests the disintegration, or non-existence, of a U.S./Canadian border, as 
Shannon flips between events in the two countries as if ttiey presented one unified socio- 
political entity. As it happened in the US., so it happened in Canada, her novel suggsb. 
Thus, Potrebenko equates descriptions of repressive measures effected against anti-war 
proteston in the United States with Canadian strife such as the War Measures Act (Il), as well 
as equating occurrences in Vietnam with those in Czekoslovakia (6). Shannon's conflating of 
such events regards her belief in the reemergence of fascism world-wide. Viewing the rise of 
capital as fascist, Potrebenko presages the advent of economic imperialism and the effacement 
of borders by corporate interests. 
For the plot of this novel, please see chapter one, endnote eleven. h depicting the war veteran, 
Hany Quinn, 7îte Ulh'rnnte G d  Luck delves into the aftennath of the Vietnam War on a 
generation of Americans. The Vietnam War serves as a trope for the fragmentation and 
narrative indeterminacy that Engelhardt describes : "There was no American narrative form 
that could long have contained the story of a slow-motion defeat inflicteâ by a nonwhite 
people in a frontier war in which the statistics of American victory seemed everywhere 
evident Instead, the toms that rnight once have contained such a war dematerialized as well. 
. . . Can there be a new story Americans will bel! about and to themselves, no less to the world, 
that might sustain them as ciîiims and selves? Ço far only warring fragments of race, gender, 
religion, and ethnicity have risen to fil1 the space emptied of victory culture" (14-15). 
Engelhardt's "fragments" remarks upon the loss of wholeness experienced by  qui^, and 



pesages the discussion of postmodern culture in chapter foui; "Dirty Realism: Theory." In 
Engelhardt's study, the Vietnam War destroyed the agesld image of a victorious Amenca, 
debunking the primary vision of the nation and leaving iîs cithm to cope with the 
disappearance of a narrative whidi sustained American Mefs and ideds. Quinn makes a 
remark on the war that very closely tesembles Engeihardts diagnosis; in speaking of his 
experience in Vietnam, Quim captwes the disorientation of ordinary Americans: "But that 
pattemed feel had gotten disrupted somehow, as though everything whole had sepanted a 
t ittle inch, and he had dropped back in between things, to king on the periphery without a 
peripheral perspecûve" (36). The Vietnam War functions throughout as a particuiar reference 
for Quinn, an experience that has lead him to adopt hIation, keeping a "distance," as the onîy 
means of staying "alive" (44); it also serves as a trope for the experience of a generation, as 
Quinn encounters the fragmentation of Vietnam everywhere, not just in the foreign locale of 
Mexico but in American Qties themsdves, such as LA. (15). Vietnam has become a way of 
thinking for an entire segment of the population. L a t  in a maze of "trivial abundance" (15) a 
consumer culture cluttered with identical options, distance, impersonality and isolation 
become the norm. The inability of individuals bo determine their standing and status, their 
"coo rdinate" - knowing that they stand outside, on the " periphery," of the system, without the 
actual "perspective" necessary to see the iwide of the system they are excluded from-presenb 
to us that disappearance of a central unifid national narrative observed by Engeihardt, iQ 
disintegration into "warring fragments" seeking a place in the fabric of American Iife where 
such a fabric no longer exists, in 0 t h  words, on the periphery without a peripheral 
perspective, since a centre no longer existr. Like America, Mexico and Vietnam become, for 
Quinn, similariy "consoling" sites of meaninglessness: "And since you couldn't mmember the 
particulars from one day to the next, you couldn't remember what to avoid and control. And 
the only consolation finally was that you didn't have any stake in it, and  qui^ didn't figure to 
be around long enough to eam one" (15). Without referents, without "particulan," every 
locale becomes disorienting, filled with options that  qui^ cannot syskmatise. Moreover, the 
lack of a "stake" in Vietnam, the lack of anything to fight for, creates a profound detachment 
from a collective memory, as each soldiers's 'fight* becomes defined by personal ather than 
national contexk; as Quinn tells us, luck dominateci over memory in Vietnam (4)' "cowardice" 
and, by extension, bravery disappeared h m  history. Chance, isolation, distance, al1 
contributed to the disappearance of a communal hisborical or cultural narrative. Ford's novel 
also raises the issue of borders from an American perspective. If Canadian wnters such as 
Richards and Potrebenko grappled with determining where Canada was, then Americaw such 
as Ford, lost in the "trivial abundance" of Cold War geognphy could not determine where 
America wasn 't, since its hegemony seemed everywhere and nowkre, visible and invisible, 
rife with and empty of meaning. 

j Potrebenko illustrates the problems experienced by western writen with the "eithet/of' 
dichotomy of Cold War policy: "The war in Vietnam had been going on for many years by 
then, and the protests al1 over the world had no visible effect so that they diminished and al1 
but disappeared in the next few years. In 1%8, the Russian army marched into Czekoslovakia, 
destroying finally whatever illusions people still had about the other empire being bettef' (6). 
Whether correct or not regarding the "effecr of the dernonstrations and protests staged in 
America and throughout much of the world dunng the 1960s and early 1970s, Taxi! illustrates 
the notion of twinning or doubling evident dunng the Cold War years, as authors careened 
between a callous, unresponsive regime on the right and its counterpart on the left Diffenng 
in ideology, the practices of the Soviets and the U.S. implicated them both in strategis of 
undemocratic repression and control. The actions of capitalistic and cornmunistic states 
invariably contradicted many of their statmi political platforms and agendas; in Potrebenko's 
Canada, the War Measures Act fulfilled her criticism of the Iirnits to Canadian "democracy." 
The cultural characber of Cold War America also undergoes examination in chapter four, "Dirty 
Realism: Theory." 



-- - - -  

AIan Nadel's spin on this dichotomy foUows an "other/same" schema, which 1 will elabonte 
further on; for now, 1 simply want to address the more superficial (albeit officially promoted) 
policy which cast Soviet Communism as the polar anhgonist of western capitalism. 
Schaub writes that "liberal discourse in the United States throughout the 1940s tended to 
conflate fascism and communism as similar totalitarian systems, that took mot in the anxious 
passivity of the masses" (16). The ideological structures of both communism and fawism 
relied upon the passive conformity of the general populace. which, as de Certeau and dirty 
realism discovered, disguised a variety of subversive operations. 
in Canada, the move towards the western antKommunist alliance raised aifferent problems, 
since membership and participation in such an alliance demanded capitulation to the 
American conception of the west: "It is one of the tragedies of the Cold War in Canada that an 
indigenous, progressive politics was rendered ro difficult by the false choices apparently 
imposecî by the rigidities of the Cold Waf' (xi). As Whitaker and Marcuse tell us, the 
American-lead "us or hem" rnentality of the Cold War demanded that Amerkan allies either 
accept an Americanxentric definition of western demmacy, or, in rejecting this, undergo 
classification and ostracisation as counhies sympathetic to the Soviets. These "false choùes," 
between two foreign ideologies, in the opinion of Whitaker and Marcuse, obtructed the 
evolution of an "indigemus" politics and hence an indigenous culhice. Just as Nadel sees the 
expression of Cold War culture as an expression of Cold War politics, Whitaker and Marcuse 
view the importation of American culture as the importation of American policy: "The new 
mehopolitan centre [America] had shallower mots in Canadian loyalties than the old, but Cold 
War conservatism as transmitted through the largely American orgaw of mass culture played 
an important part in smoothing the transition8' (19). Mass culturet problematic for American 
Cold War authors because it enabled faxism became proof of American "conservatism" in 
Canada; Canadian cultural producers did not need to suspect the influence of mass culture, or 
distrust it, since its effects on Canadian identity were visibly manifested rather than 
conjecturecl. The Cold War debate fostered by American policy-makers therefore not only 
hindered the full expression of life within America but also the selfexpression of such foreign 
and allied countries as Canada. The "us or them" choice became problematic for a Canadian 
author writing in relation b an alien cultural authority; while American writers grappled with 
the "American" and the "Un-Amencan" system, the choice of "Canadian" for wrikrs living 
North of the U.S. presented an even more complex aspiration during the Cold War, since the 
"us" of the equation was actually a "you." 

The "us or them" rnentality engendered an increasingly claustrophobie cultural 
expression, wherein many authors, American and Canadian, felt themselves trapped behveen 
two systems of identical oppression, on one hand Soviet systems which denied individuality 
and on the other an American system whose econorny otfered so many choices that it 
swamped the individual in a sea of detached referents (in effect erasing any grounds upon 
which to erect individuality, since h s e  options proved, as Ford and Jarman demonstrate, 
simply more of the same). Either system, hte capitalism or Soviet Mafxism, assaulted 
individualism, the former turning it into a saleable illusion, a cog in the wheei of consumer 
"choice," the latter into a faceless unit in the rnass of the pst-revolutionary proletariat. in 
either case the idea of "individualism" becomes a node for social programming, a generic 
designation (positive or negative) for cituew beholden to a system. if the "high modemists" 
of the 1 9 5 0 ~ ~  dexribed by Schaub, regardai the individual as the locus of meaning in the early 
days of the Cold War, then, by the 1% even this notion became improbable, since, in 
Jarneson's tenns, the individual had become "colonited" by capital (49) and therefore 
increasing ly suspect 

In Canada this colonisation manifested itself not only on the personal, but on the 
national level as well. In effed, a writer such as David Adams Richards continually stniggles 
against designation, objecting to the iabelling of his work as social realist, Marxist, minimalist, 
or regionalist ReIuctant to endorse any proposeci designation, but neither proposing his own, 
Richards becomes emblematic of a resistance to notions of centrality or definition. Margo 
Wheaton, in "Hunting Richards' Novels Down," reflects upon the inefficacy of labelling upon 



a body of work written almost purposefully against critical fnmeworks: "As 1 had painhilly 
discovered . . . highlighting single aspects of Richards' work leaves out so much. . . . Richards' 
characters are relentleoly complex . . . witness[ing) the depths of vast and complicabed souk in 
al1 their dimensions. . . . he continually sees in his charactiers what is essential, sees them 
oubide of fixed, rigidly-defùied frameworks of social and narrative thought" (27). Elsewhere, 
with descriptive words such as "immense" and "contradictory," (Z), Wheaton draws attention 
to her own confusions and misalignmenb when grappling with Richards's work, seeing within 
it an "essentialism" outside of the "rigidlydefined," which wems an improbable, if not 
impossible, combination. As Richards himself writes in "Remembering My Evaluators While 
Packing to Leave Home," he regards the writef s Life as a constant reiteration of not belonging, 
of refusing to endorse or participabe in, among other things, the "academic position," "union," 
"unemployment insurance," "workgmup," "political party." (15). If the choice is "us/them," 
"either/or," "this/ that," Richards often replies with "neittaer." The "hero" (though not the 
protagonist) of R d  to the Stilt House (1985), Norman, responds to questions in a fashion 
typical of the vatorous in Richards: "1 nod neither one way nor the othet for them" (144, 
repeated again on 158). Not nodding "one way nor the othef' affirms the right of the 
individual in freedom fiom relation to the other, whether the centre, the intertocutor or the 
antagonist 

Richards's first novel, nie Corrihg o j  Win& (1974) received an enthusiastic welcome in 
the Soviet Union upon its translation into Russian in 1979, a translation motivateû, in the 
words of Susan Lever, by the work "appear[ing] to conform ta the model of socialist realism" 
(83). From its inception, Richards's writing evoked a critical response equally hostile to his 
apparent conservatism (Armstrong and Wyile 5, Davey 25, Mathews 74), and supportive of 
what it regards as Richards's "socialistid' support of the underclass: "No writer more clearly 
delineates the terrible consequences that follow when people are depnved of power, economic 
power essentially, but quickly followed by political and personal power. Few writers 
understand so well the comic/tragic postures of the people who inhabit the disenfranchiseci 
frontien of the country" (Currie 74). Since, as Cume points out, Richards's writing 
i nves tiga tes the "cowequences" of deprivation - economic, politicai, personal - his eschewal of 
designative terminology refiects the context of his writing. ïnstead of affirming either the 
values of a socialist realism or of what Mathews caUs a "smalld' conservatism (74), Richards 
evades labels such as regionalist, social realist, even conservative, preferring, instead, to focus 
on the problerns of articulation experienced by charackrs who, as he admits to Susan Lever, 
confront the disorientation between "change" and "tradition" (96-97). In other words, his 
fiction speaks of those depriveci of a diable "centre," a power base from which to enact a 
master narrative. Rather than writing in reaction to such a centre, necessarily, Richards's 
fictions, particularly 7 k  Road to the Stilt-House, address the absence of a centrat narrative 
vantage, the lack of Whitakef s and Marcuse's "indigenous." 

As he indicates to Craig Proctor, Richards interrogates the indefinitmess of a "centre" by 
evoking the definite as regionaiism: "1 think at times the central powerbase of our country has 
no idea where our country begins and e n d s  (44). If the "counhy" neither "begins" nor "ends" 
according to any "central" idea, then the lack of a definite cultural imaginary precludes the 
defini tiveness of region whic h makes for traditional notions of regionaiism (which ex plains 
Richards own ambivalence towards the berm and Armstrong and Wyile's feeling that 
Richards's "contradictions," "universalism" and lack of "actualitjf' 14, prevent his designative 
containment by the terni "regionalist"). For Richards, the "central" power cannot conceive of 
margins since it cannot conceive i 6  own place; margins neither "begin" nor "end" in Canada 
in relation to the centre. For Richards, powet and the political/geographical constitution of 
Canada are mutually-exclusive elements in the national discourse, His writing thecefore 
contests the power of the centre by evoking its invisibility, ib absence, which in turn refkts 
the invisibility of the nation even within the dixourse of that central powerbase. The centre 
canno t conceive of the indigenous since it operates h m  a space removed from the "ordinav 
life Richards's fiction depicts. Because it recognises no centre, Richards tinges his 



realism with a national universal; in the absence of national identity to assert the region is to 
assert the missing national. Thetefore, within Richards's "regionalism" lies an identifying 
similarity concerning al1 Canadians during the Cold War, during a time when "as Canadians 
we were angry at the way in which the Cold War was used to justify the subordination of our 
country's goals to an agenda set by a giant neighbur to the south" (Whitaker and Marcuse x). 
The presence of Arnerica looms unstated in the absence of a national centre for Richards. 
Throughout A R d  to the Sfilt House, Richards identifies the govement  by what it does not 
do, but its failure to appear, in the broken promise of rural development (9), the unused, 
"biwked oW' sewer pipe put in by the "govement" (19), and the refrain of "this is Canada" 
spoken by Sadie and Harry as a way of sarcasticaily contnsting the promise of d a 1  
legislation with the reality of those who [ive with it (44-45) (an idea given a Eùrther ironic twist 
where Richards highlights the indefinitenes of such blame: "Çometimes there is nothing to do 
but to blame someone for something" 10, a sentence which balances one "nothing" doing 
against another; viewed in relation to the "this is Canada" refrain it becornes clear h t  the 
blame attnbuted to the social system by Sadie and Harry merely evokes the indetmninacy of 
their own situation, its own nothingness out of which such blame anses, and the 
indetenninacy of the central power base, here identifieci with the none-to-precise locators of 
"sometimes," "someone" and "something"). 

Like his Amencan counterparts, Richards distrusts the articulation that accompanies 
power- dominant dixourse-since articulation, as Armstrong and Wyile (and de Certeau) 
point out, always involves the effacing, or "leaving out," of socaUed extraneous elements of 
the story. In the case of the articulation of the West in Cold War discourse, Canada remained 
extraneous. In the articulation of Canada within Canada, regions remained left oub yet rather 
than asserting the region, as Armstrong and Wyile point out, Richards mistrusts the 
articulation of identity on any levef: "The characters receiving the most sympathetic treatment 
are those least able or least inclined to aticulate their identities, their desires, their sense of 
what is right" (8). The lack of articulation-like the passivity displayed by Marston in the face 
of Robinson discourse in Carver's "What Do You Do in San Francisco?" -becornes an emblem 
of affirmative power in Richards, again revealed by the novel's hard man, Nonnan: "Our most 
poignant conversations k i n g  nothing but a word or huo-not much more than that" (148). 
The minimalism of Richards's later works testifies to an inverse relation between poignancy 
and verbosity. He valorises silence in the face of articulation out of a deep fear of 
m is representa tion and i ts effats: "Meddling has killed hem - legislation has destroyed their 
house- how can anyone be legislated to have honour, to love or hope for goodness-when 
there is îriumph in the social workefs face and pride in the xou tmask~s  eyes" (1%). Father 
Billy's dialogue marks the dangers of atternpting to find centrist solutions, legislation, for 
abstract universal virtues. Legislation's inability to effect "honour," "hope!" and "love*' arises 
in its inapt representation of the people to whom such social legislation applies. Talk, in other 
words, fails to achieve consequence. The multiple voices in nie Roud b the Stilt-House (2985)- 
spli t be tween Arnold, the au thor and Norman - indicate Richards's vacillation and caution in 
the enacting of dixourse, in an interrogation of positions taken or assumed. 77te Road to the 
Sh'lt Horw sounds out not from the position of one lied to but rather h m  the position of one 
who is not even addressed. 

if the values and character of a region exist in Richards, they exist in a silence that 
impacts the reader in the form of questions of place and purpose: "Nights Belou, S h z h  S k t ,  
in ib best moments, exhibits the moving stasis of documenhry, forcing the question, 'why am I 
continuing to read/view this/'-while simultaneously drawing Our attention" (Pennee 43). 
The randomness and sameness P e m e  witnesses in Richards reflects the lack of an indigenous 
sensibitity and calls upon the reader to contemplate their own attentiveness to the narrative. 
"Moving stasis" indicates the contradidory simultaneities of Richards's dirty realism. The 
fiction gestures towards the silent, roving, undifferentiakd, undesignated human operatives of 
de Certeau's ordinary, those powerless in the face of, and empowered by, a discourse that 
canno t accoun t fo t them. Richards's "regionaiisrn" thetefore rests exactly on the non-assertion 



of identity that Whihker and M a ~ u s e  find at the centre of theu shtdy of Cold War Canada, a 
place somewhere between "tradition" and "change," articulaki on the basis of an invisibility, 
on a site lacking parameters. 

Doma Pemee' in "Still More Social Realism" (1990), describes Richards's wnting as one 
involved with a lack of selectivity similar to what Nadel regards as the new reality of nature as 
nuclear waste: "The narrative moves at random, describing the situations of many of the 
town's inhabitants, and creating a sense of static movement by its shifts from one portrait to a 
sirnilar portrait, to others of the same" (42). In Richards's opinion, the country outside, or 
ringing the power base occupies the position of "remainder," or "excess," which Nadel regards 
as the "infonning principle" of postmodernity (50). in speaking of Demda, Nadel makes an 
observation equally attributable to Richards, particuiarly in light of Wheaton's view on the 
indeterminate essence of Richards's characterisations, namely, "the definitive dependency of 
tha t which is central - that which passes for essential - on that which occupies the rhdorical 
position of its marginaüseâ supplemenr (50). in Richards the "supplement" becornes 
rhetoricaliy marked as the "essential," as the "centre" vanishes into the ungrowidedness of ib 
articulation. Without selectivity, without difference, with shifang portraits of "sameness," the 
distance from the indigenous, from traditions, and the monotony of "change" configures 
Richards's regionalism not as an attempt to augment a national canon with marginalid 
voices, but as an eruption of voices whose disconcerting sameness, rôndom ness, fragmentation 
dernonstrates the lack of a sustainable metanarrative, canonical, national or international, 
which would act as an overa~hing mosaic into which authors could set the teswra of region. 

If American authors debated the frameworks by which the Cold War defined their 
potitics, society and culture, Canadian authors such as Richards addresed the lack of any such 
framework altogether. 

Io Po trebenko notes the co-optation of labour into the corporate structum of capitalism in Taxi!: 
"B.C. Tel employees were on strike and one morning set up a picket at the bottom of the SFU 
hill. Bradley didn't cross it and was fird for not coming b work. He didn't worry, thinking 
that the union would see he was re-hired, but they only laughed and said they hadn't expected 
anyone to honour that picket line. So then Bradley went to talk b the students but they were 
too busy talking about workets to cater to the problems of a mere worker. Afkr several weeks 
of taking, Bradley waiizeâ he wasn't going b get his job back" O. Bradley loses his job 
k a u s e  no one "talks" for him. "The problems of a mere workef fall between the cracks of 
the discourse sustained by employer, union and student radicals. in Potrebenko's work these 
three systems cwxist  in a stalemate of self-interest that creates victims or marginalises those it 
purportedly supports. Potrebenko's critique reinfoires the impression fostered by Schaub and 
Jarneson, that Cold War capitalism infiltrateci and absorbed traditional Marxist enclaves, such 
as the Labour movement and ik representative unions. in Potrebenko's world, socialism 
endeavours rnainly to maintain ik  discourse, a socialism for the sake of socialism- 
exemplifying the circularity that Marx abhors in Capital (354). 
Whitfield's take on actual communisb (as distinct h m  those men and women occused of 

Cornmunism by the House Un-American Activities Cornmi-) relegaks as litüe sympathy to 
these sotalled "progressives" as it does to WAC8 stating: "Though the Communists [in 
America] generally called themselves 'progtessives,' this book refers b them as Stafinists-not 
because I am oblivious to the harshness of the km, but because that is precisely what they 
were. They habitually offered alibis for mass murder and denounced as 'slander' the effort to 
expose Soviet crimes" (3). This dissertation deals with the effect of Cold War discourse, much 
of which was illusion, upon the iiterary culture, and so deeper investigations into the 
allegations of Whitfield remain beyond the range of this chapter. WhiWeld contends that 
Stalin's Gulag Archipelago and "delibenîe famine" in the ükraine dunng the 1930s "may have 
cos t almost as many lives as the Nazi murder of European Jewry" (2) and his accusation that 
Communist sympathisers in America fully rediseci the effects of Stalinism is supporbed 



and amplifieci by discussions of Paul Robeson (193, 195) and, to a slightly Iesser degree, 
Woody Guthrie (210). 

l2 Earlier in his text, Nadel points out that "knowing the unknowable of nuclear destruction has 
become an informing narrative in some postmodem fiction" (36). This attempting to account 
for what camot be a c c o u n ~  for stems directly from the assault of nuclear holocaust, in aU its 
epistemological uncertainty, on the cultural imagination. Though few texb of dirty realism 
deal directiy with the issue of nuclear holocaust, this foregrounding of the "unknowable" and 
attempting to address it, is indeed an "infonning narrative" in many of its texis. 

1% 77mk God fur The Atom Bumb (lm), Paul Fussell argues for a more "cornplex moral" (44) 
perspective on the dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. in short, his 
essay takes a "soldier/s vie< (44) of the bombings, saying that the common foot-soldier felt 
relief at hearing that the A-bomb had effectively endeci the war and that he and his feUows had 
escaped inclusion among the ''million'' American dead predicted by the planners of the 
invasion of lapan (not to mention the millions of lapanese soldiers and armed Qvilians that 
would have perished) (t5, 20, Zû-29). Also, he notes (contentiously) that American war 
planners could not have fuUy realiseâ the effect of the atom bomb on the civilian populations 
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki (23). Responding to an inteiiectual critical of both the deployment 
of the atomic bomb and the World War Two politicians who ignored the implications of such a 
deployment, Fussell indicates how the dropping of the bomb presaged victory rather than 
catastrophe: "and as to king thoughthrl when 'opening up the age of nuclear warfare,' of 
course no one was focussing on anything as portentous as that, which reflects a hiçtorian's tidy 
hindsight. The US. government was engaged not in that sort of momentous thing but in 
ending the war conclwively. . . . It didn't know then what everyone knows now about 
feu kemia and various kinds of carcinoma and birth defects" (23). Fussell's argument (right or 
wrong) suggests that the end of the "victory" narrative did not arrive with the bombing of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki; indeed, the bombing, as he notes, caused celebration, since it meant 
an end to the war. Only later, in the context of the Cold War, with revelations on the 
destructive power of the atom bomb (gleaned largely from ib long-km effects in Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki), did the victory in Japan seem, rehmctitwy, to portend disaster (this loss of the 
victory narrative undoubteâly heightened by the fact th& by the 19%, there existeci the 
possibility of the bomb's deployment agaimt Amerka by the Soviets). The effect of the atom 
bomb on cultural discourse Uierefore happened gradually; but, by the mid-1950s and 1- 
little doubt remained in regards to the threat of apocalypse implied by the stockpiling of 
nuclear weapons. 
Jean Fran-is Lyotard, in rire Postn~odent Condition: A Repat on KnowLdge ( l m ) ,  defines the 
postmodern as a penod without faith in a "metanarrative," i.e. in a stable "grand narrative" 
which mediates and contexhializes experience (Nadel 4; Lyotard xxiii). 

l5 De Certeau's theory of t îbics and strategies, the ordinary and the proper, and banality and 
smiality, provide a particularly fniitful b m e  of reference for studying the Cold War, 
particularly the Cold War as a rhetorical strategy promulgated by policy-makers. Speaking of 
de Certeau, Nadel exposes a key awareness in the way authors came to understand the 
dominance of narrative over the mal: "The idea of the real is crucial to justifying a discipline. 
It constitutes the object of study without which the study would be meaningless, but as de 
Certeau points out, it is always an object that exisb outside of dixourse, for which the 
discourse must substitute i k Y  in order to make the reai intelligible" (42). While Nadel 
speaks specifically of cultural discourse during the Cold War, my argument btings de 
Certeau's "substitution" to bear on dirty realism's attitude towards the language of realism. 
Cold War politics occasioned a shift in the apprehension of the mimetic capbilities of 
language, a shift in the perception of tanguage ikelf. Fonnerly grounded on the principle, 
fostered largely by such nineteentkentury authors as Flaubert that the "le mot juste" (the 
right word) somehow permitted the author to access and teproduce the real with 
"verisirnilitude," realism, dwing the Cold War, could no longer permit ikeif such 
assumptions-at a time when the right word no longer meant the nearest possible interface 



behveen signiher and referent but rather the word that would most dosely convey the type of 
reaiity intended by its author. In the case of Eisenhower's, Kennedy's, Johnson's, Nixon's 
poiitical policy. authors became very suspicious of the "inteUigibility" of the mal promoted by 
the rhetonc of their govemments. Foregrounding the "substitution" of language for the real, 
dirty realism began to investigate other possible substitutions. 

16 Max's article addresses the growing controversy surroundhg the influence of Gordon Lish on 
the development of Grver's fint two collections. While Yai Pl- Be Quiet Please? and Wht 
We Talk Abotlt M e n  We Talk Abortt Love (1981). Carver's subsequent collections, Cathedra1 
(1983) and WhPre I'm Gtlling From (1988). were not edited by Lish and the change, as Stuii 
notes, involved a moving away from the "'minimaiistO style" (208). ironicaliy, a M e r  who 
demanded authenticity left a legacy wherein the earüer wriüne evoke an uncertainty around 
this very idea (Max 57). See also endnote 32 

17 Ralph Ellison. in "Beaüng that Boy" (1945), dùwtly addresses the race issue in the context of 
the American narrative of "democracy." iiiustrating a central paadox, or working hypwiry. 
in pstwar Arnerica: "For since 1876 the race issue has been Lüce a stave driven into the 
American system of values, a stave so deeply imbedded in the American ethos as to render 
Amerka a nation of ethical schizophrenics. Beüeving huly in Demmcy  on one side of their 
minds, they act on the other in violation of its most sacred pruiciples; holding that ai l  men are 
m a  ted equal, they treat thirteen million Americans as though they were nott8 (99). Ekon's 
statement illustrais the simultaneous function of "two sides" within a single "mind or "set 
of pinciples"; yet, as Elüson notes, this "stave" does not hinder the hnction of Amencan 
democracy-ai least its function as a self-image, as a discorine-but in tact characterises the 
way American democracy "acted." HypOCfiSy. as W o n  notes, served as the mode1 of 
American policy. 

18 Relevantly, the sections of William L. StuU and Maureen P. Carroll's biography of Carver. 
Remembenng Rmj: A Composite Biography of Riiymond Gmm (1993) that deal with Carver's own 
Me in Arcata range under tities that reflect the dystopian charader of Cold War America: 
"Weedy Logic," "The Most Unhappy Man," "Bad News," "Çecret Places," "AU-American 
Nightmares," and "A Nothing Ceneration." The one exception to the d e  is "Tell Me More 
About Salmon Fishing" which suggests pleasures found in exaping the tom. 

19 Circularity appears throughout the story, not only in the deliwred "brmlars," or the 
woman's "curücue" handwriting but also in the "curly-headed girls" (1141, ppresumably 
Marston's daughters. 

20 Pieters argues, as I do. for inclusion of Raymond Carver's writing-and that of "neo-reaiism" 
or "minimaüsm" in general-among the postmodem canon. Pieters regards the chef 
characteristics of Carver's fiction, induding "indetenninacy" (54), "disintegration of . . . 
charader" (55). "its hgmented, dixontinuous conception of d t y  0. "general attention to 
surfaces" (7) and "problematia of epistemology" (759, as "typicai, though not exdusive, 
poçtmodern devices and beiieb" (7). He agrees with Iay McCnHeiy that minimalism 
represents "one of the various roads open to American Gction aller the heyday of 
postmodemism" (7, McC2iffk-y 1162). If the Cold Wu# as Nadel propases, gave way to the 
"heydayO' of 196Qs pastmodemism. then its discourse continues to exert an infiuence on those 
writers following quickly on the heels of that heyday, such as Carver. 

21 in Reading Rqmmd Cmwr (1992). Randolph Paul Runyon gloses over this point altogether, 
preferring to see "What Do You Do in San Francisco?' h m  every perspective except 
Robinson's narration, attempting, hstead, to uncover, from the scant evidence provided by 
the story, what previous event in San Francixo Marston ran from. Rnnyon aileges that the 
titie of the story has little to do with the exchange W e e n  "Mrs. Maiston" (he, üke Robimon, 
assumes that Marston and the woman are a conventiody rnarried couple) and the postman 
(113); "The slory merits its title not," Rmyon says, Usureiy, because of what the mPiJmim may 
have done there" (41). Yet, 1 think, what the maiiman did or did not do in San Francisco 
fonns the central point of the story: namely, Mn. Maiston's iack of in- m the maihnan's 
Ne, her refusal to hna ha narrative. seak her hte mithin that narrative. By not expressing 



interest in Robinson's "story," "Mrs. Manton" efktively sets herseIf against it, whether she 
intends to or no@ by not participating in its mcounting-as the witnesses callecl by HUAC 
pleaded the fifth and thefore ne ih r  confïnned not denied the hearings-she becomes ib 
antagonist The story, then# very much hinges upon what the mailman did or didn't do in San 
Francisco, and Carvefs title elaborates the question desired of oUers by an isolateà Robinson. 

'3 Further on, Whitfieid, in recounting the CIA's covert cash subsidies for various intelledual 
joumals, and i b  lac& of subsidies for other journals, declares: "With such techniques, 
government agencies ensureci that some ideas were more equal than others" (184). The 
allusion to Orweli's Aliiirral €ma cannot help but make us consider the symmetry between 
much of the political culture on both the left and right during the Cold War. 
Whitfield suggests that a poütical consensus did exist in America during the 19505: "And 
though the state was intimately involved in nstricting liberty, it acted with popular approval 
and acquiewence; the wiU of the majority was not thwarbed. In effm, Americans irnposed a 
starchy repmsion upon themselws, and without denying righîs to minorities-certain 
political factions on the right, for example. Indeed, American LRgionnaires and the Catholic 
War Veterans were exercising their F h t  Amendment rightr in seking to prevent other 
Americans from attending particular films and plays (12). The "rights" of "minorities" on the 
right, such as American Legio~aires" and "Cathoüc War Vekrans" hinctions ironically hem, 
since the viewpoints of these minorities, Whitfield demonstraks, happeneci to conform with 
the Eisenhower program. Certainly the "nghis" of such minorities as the segregated African- 
Arnericans in the South did not receive equal sympathy. Whitfield's study considers Cold War 
containment not oniy as a governmental policy but part of the cultural atmosphere of the 1950s 
as a whole. 

24 For a more thorough analysis of this idea, see chappber h o ,  "Di* Realism: Genealogy," p. 110. 
1 put this word in quotations rince Carvefs story interrogaips the extent to which any citizen 
truly fi6 into the category of the "propef' or "mainstream." 

26 The notion of a subversive network within the official network appears prominently in 
Thomas Pynchon's novel, rire Crying of Lot 49 (1966), where the protagonist, aedipa Maas, 
dixovers an alternative mail system, nameci W.A.Ç.T.E (itrelf recatling the undifferentiateâ, 
discursive "excess" Nadei regards as the condition of the Cold War), operating alongside the 
Amencan postal service, and utilising civic insbîlations, such as pubk garbage cans, to 
disseminate i h  letten. W.A.S.T.E., like Marston, presents another example of de CerteauOs 
"everyday practices," which figure as a "jungle of procedures" invisible to the dominant social 
sys tem. 

" Lainsbury cites Christopkr k h ' s  Ihe Mininial %if(IW), as well as Carver associate Morton 
Marcus in defending the thesis. According to Lainsbury's citation of Lasch (132), and the 
conclusions drawn from it, the minimalkm of Carvef s 1- and 1970s fictions originakâ in a 
disenchantment with the lost material promise of Amerka (87). Marcus-in an essay entitled 
"Al 1-American Nig htmares," included in RrmemMng Ray: A C o m p i l e  Biography 4 RaJlniorrd 
Cmoer-supports Lainsbury's argument by recaliing the "unemployment," "fear of 
homelessness," "the k m r  of king poor and disenfkanchised" that Carvefs fiction recalls (58). 
Though viewing the 1970s as a decade of spirihial emptiness seems cüchêâ, Lainsbury's article, 
in examining Carvef s fiction, at least indicates the degree to which such clichês developed 
from cultural products such as Will You Pkaz Be Quiet, P b ?  and Whot We Talk About WIm 
We Tdk About L m .  Carver's early fiction provides one possible way of historicising the 1970s. 
A bit later, de Certeau further elabontes: "1 cal1 a strategy the cdculation (or manipulation) of 
power relationships that becomes possible as soon as a su- with will and power (a 
business, an army, a city, a xientific institution) can be isolatai. It [the subjst] postulates a 
place that can be delimiteâ as its own and serve as the base from which relations with an 
exterimity composeci of targets or thmats (customers or cornpetitors, enernies, the country 
surround ing the city, objectives and strakgies of reseach, etc.) can be mana@" (35-36). A 



stra tegy therefore becomes a way of imagining relations between a site of fixed idea and those 
malieable, fluid elements external (and beholden) to it. Robinson's story becomes an 
abstracted ideal, a fixed view of value and ethic, agajnst which he tests Marston's conforrnity 
(or lack thereof); in doing so. however, he "divides" (de Certeau 35) Marston's story into 
select elements - joblessness, adultery. itinerancy. h g  usage- whose sum confinns his 
discourse, without taking into account the way these elements may interact in "new storied* 
(de Certeau 35) unaccounted for in his version of America. " In de Certeau. the use of "common" implies less a value judgement than a stahis, a position 
exterior to the power relations exercised by cenbres of discumive strategy. The "common" 
becornes a body of operatives who cannot institute a space of the& own and who must "make 
do" (29) with elements provided them by the dominant institutions and dixourse. In the 
1960s this lad< of a "space" became evident in the growing youth sub-culture. Tom 
Engelhard t points out the way in which ihis sub-culture pached elements fiom the dominant 
"story" to enable its resistance to it: "The young began to dimiantle the war story and re- 
deploy its elements. as mechania might strip an 01d car for its parts. Without ever straying 
far from the confines of that story, they trartsfonned each symbol of tnumph into a 
trium phantly possessed symbol of defeat. Take World War Il's two-hgered V-for-victory (in 
which tiiumph and peace had been Missoluble). When a war protestor now greeted a 
goverrunent official's amval, it was with the sundered 'V' of peace, a mocking 'Vt that 
prodaimed we-want-out" (244). Engelhardt goes on to enurnerate the ways in which youth 
movements foiied the narrative strategy of Amencan propagandists during the Vietnam war 
by taking upon themselves war "paraphernaüa" and using the means of propaganda, the 
"media" (245). to their own ends. By appropriaüng elernents and symbols fkom the dominant 
discourse, the counter-culture movement, if not ueating its own "space," infiitrated and 
debunked the space instituted by Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon. Engelhardt's thesis 
holds that this movement did not necessarüy institute a new "story" but rather questioned the 
efficacy any possibility of any "story," of any master narrative. 
Although the majority of HUAC hearings happned in the 1 9 B  (with some extension into the 
1960s). 1 use them here. to illustrate a point about the 1960s because only in that decade did 
such past events as HUAC generate widespread scrntiny and condemnation. 

31 The disappearance of authorial authonty feahires heady in chapter four, "Dirty Realimi: 
Theory ." 

32 Whitaker and Marcuse witness precisely this individual isolation and group exdusion in the 
developing suburbs of Cold War Canada: "Despite the confonnist face of pioneer suburbia, it 
was a world with Littie sense of the collective community that had characterized earlier 
pioneer settlements. It tended instead to be a world of separate, privatkd families with 
absent cornmuting fathers, isolated and often bored wives, and chiidren with few organized 
activities to occupy their thne and nowhere to go" (17); drawing on the works of sociologist 
S.D. Cîark, nit Subitdm Society (1966) and Ur)iraiism and tkc Chnnging Canadian Suci* (1%1), 
the two authors illustrate how the Cold War subprb served more as a site where families 
could live detacheci from any network of commmity obligatiom, complete unto themselves as 
a familial unit (18). 

Cresfuiood Hoghts (1956), a sdological examination of the Canadian suburb, offexs an 
exemplary perspective on the suburb of Cold War Canada, and one that dovetaiis with 
Whitaker's and Marcuse's argument. Authors John R Seeley. R. Alexander Sim and Elitabeth 
W. Loosiey conceived this study "in the priod fouowing upon the Second World War" (13), 
at a t h e  when Cold War tensions rose to th& height. GahOY)Od Heighb describes not the 
archetypai Canadian suburb, "far l e s  what the world is like," but ratkr "what men say it 
should be k, or hope it wiii be bke, if they share at aJi deeply in the dominant aspirations of 
the North Atnerican continent" (12). The desuiption of tk suburb is not only diagnostic but 
also spculative, a projection of the ide& of the Cold War moment. The vocabulary chosen to 
express this ideal continually efe i s  to isobtion and individaation: "they [the inhabitants of 
Gestwood Heights] are in a position to buy privacy" (6), "mal estate companies vie with each 



other to offer him a selection of houses, complete with . . . privacy" (8). "a Crestwood Heights 
address . . . syrnbolizes the scmening out of the unpleasant features of urban existence" (ll), 
"the srnaIl family is . . . lone" (160). The ideal community of postwar Canada, therefore, 
offered, as a primary inducement to purchasers of mal estate, pnvacy, isolation and the 
"xreening out" of unwanted scenes, which lends credence to Whitaker's and Marcuse's 
depiction of the Cold War subwb as a noncommunity of isolated familial unib. 

Creshuood Heighk extends the argument of suburban isolation even furthet than Cold W0 
Grirndn by describing the sociological underpinnings of such suburban developments. In 
speaking of the family, Seeley and the other authors continually use the word "unit? to 
describe the "containmentc' of citizens in the s r n a k t  of groups, whose e n f o d  separation 
from other such groups prevenb the emergence of community sensibility: "the family is a 
separate unit, rather than an integral part of a larger family system as it would be in another 
culture or another era" (88). Cold War sciciety is an "era" of disintegration among various 
families, not only among families unrelated by blood who happen to share the same 
neighbourhood, but also the various generations of a single family: 

Finally, this ideal Creshvood family operates as a separate unit- 
it must not share living quarters or dependencies with other 
families; even the apartment building with its many divisions is 
not considered the proper makriai environment for family life. 
The detachaî house, which the family owns and inhabits in its 
entirety, is the only fully approved physical basis for a healthy, 
happy family. To share this house with kin is considered 
undesireable and, in many cases, a genuine hardship, since the 
presence of grandparents or other close relatives is viewed as 
inimical to smooth family functioning. (167) 

Operating as a "separate" unit, the Ctestwood family ultimately aims to install i k l f  in the 
"only futly approved physical basis" for happy familial life: "the detached house. Each 
family must function in detachment from other families, including t h e  families comprising 
"kin." The standards of the Cold War suburb reinforce isolation and serve to disintegrate 
communal and biological attachments. 

An e n f o ~ e d  isolation appears fmm the outset, as even mothers become separated from 
their newborn infants as part of the normal procedure at medical institutions: 

Since independence is essential for the achievement-in-isolation 
which is highly valued by the culture, the significance of the 
hospital delivery for the later character of the adult can scarcely 
be over-emphasized. . . . The infant is separabid from his 
mother for most of the houn of his first days of life; his physical 
contacts are alternated between his mother and the efficient, 
crisply starcheû nurses. In the cluster of practices sumunding 
birth, the Crestwood mother and chifd would seem thus to be 
impressed immediately and deeply with the cultura l concept 
that each has a separak and isolated identity. (87-88) 

The isolation experienced by the child results from the demand that he or she develop into an 
" isolaW achiever, uncierscorhg the dominance of a systern which focuses on the 
accomplishments and capabilities of the individual in contrast with those of other individuals. 
"Identity" becornes a function of isolation, of contrast, rather than association. As GatuiioUd 
HeigIib points out, individuation also follows fkom the practices of schools in the suburban 
cornmunity, which offer their greatest rewards on the basis of outstanding pedormance rather 
than cooperation (279). Cornpetition in sports and academics further entrenches 



individuation at the expense of peer association/affiliation. In effect, the emphasis on the 
individual results in the break-up of familial integration as, even from a young age, children 
begin to divide their loyalties ktween the family and their peers (183). When the chiid finally 
leaves home, marries, he or she founds "a new marital unit" largely removed, either by locale 
or interest, from the nurturing family, a unit "entirely isoiated from the original base which 
launched him on his solitary voyage" (183). Monadism, therefore, becornes not only the rule in 
postwar society, but its aspiration, with each new citizen set on the road of "his solitary 
voyage" from the moment he or she exib the womb. 

Finally, the design of urban and suburban space in Cold War rociety contribu& to the 
loss of communal interests: "community participation is largely denied to the men who play 
their major role well beyond their home community and who have, in consequence, little time 
or energy to devote to purely local affairs" (279). The necessity of commuting to work, and the 
layout of the suburban community itself into various "zones" of activity, prevent full 
integration between individual and community. nie organic relation between the home, 
workplace and store has been replace& in Creshvaoâ Heights, by an arrangement of various 
zones, resulting in commuting-pmedutes that stymie intimate associations with the 
communal space. No longer aware of their community as a s h a d  space, or even as a space 
necessarily used by all, the men of Creshvood Heighb shuttle from their homes to their 
workplaces and shopping mails by car, quite possibly never setüng foot in the community 
outside their private properües. With the loss of a sense of communal space cornes the loss of 
participation in the regdation and maintenance of that space: "Although responsibüity to the 
community is a value strongly stresseci by home and school alike, there does not seem to be 
widespread participation in local affairs, patticularly in the case of men. General apathy 
prevails towards municipal politics" (222). Politics, in the Cold War suburb, further retreat 
into the personal sphere, as mial  responsibility berornes a private truism rather than the co- 
operative function of municipal groups. All in al& then, the suburbs of the Cold War hirther 
testify to an entrenched isolation, containment and myopic individualism. 
Bell also critiques the notion that Carver spoke "for:' or "in the voice of," a certain segment of 
American uniety, saying, 'Tarvef s characte= s p i c  an impoverished language distinctly iess 
expressive than tha t of their real-life counterparts" (67). As Bell indicates, there remains much 
room for dissension on whether Carver's writings mediate the reality of America's underdass 
or whether they overwnte that reality with a certain aesthetic, a special language, that 
guaantees the authofs "expertise" at the expnse of the subjects he writes a h t  (de Certeau 
7-8). ln a similar vein, Marc Chênetier dkgrees  with Carvefs designation as a realist, 
sugges ting that Carver's works deal more with " presentation" than the "representation" of 
mimetic realism; his stories focus on "presenhtion," i.e. the various modes and turzys of 
presentation itself rather than on presenting a reality. Chénetier describes the "chief acüvity" 
of Carvefs work as a "ünguistically deprived attempt at making minimal sense," and a 
recognition of the "irresolutive nature of the texr (188189). which suggests, again, that his 
concern remains very rnuch rmted in stylistics and narrative strategy rather than social 
a w areness. 
Recent criticism and controversy questions Carvefs own authorial authenticity, particularly in 
relation to the two earIy books, Will You Pleuse Be Quiet, Plellse? and Whnt We Talk Abmt Wliw 
We Tnfk About Lopre (1981). Increaseâ scrutiny of the Carver manuscripts reveals the inordinate 
degree to which editor, Gordon Lish, hmpered with and rewrote large sections of Carver's 
manuscripts, in effect performing more the d e  of CO-author than editor. This controversy 
raises questions about the need for authenticity (a single author) and the ways in which the 
publishing industry manipulader our exptxtations, expectations which we produce and which 
become commodities in the hands of the industry. Author Don Delille, commenting upon the 
Carver/Lish controversy, suggests h t  the illusion of authentiaty matten more than the 
quality of the text itrdf, that lack of narrative authenticity dwaiws the artistic artefact, which 
in tums indicab the degree to which authority and textual value depend upon a 
metanarrative (authorial biography) completely extrinsic to it (Max 40). 



Without a singubr author for the first hvo Carver collections the reiiding of the stwies 
ôecomes, in Delilîo's words, "an ambiguous thing at besY' (Max 40); no longet can we view the 
stories a s  generated out of Carvefs workingclass background, and thereby authentic 
repreçentations of it, but mther as products of artifice, of a collaboration between two 
dissimilar individuals and therefore ambiguous in the face of the experience they purportedly 
speak of. Construction rather than faithful tendition emerges as the aesthetic lynch-pin of the 
two collections. The heightening of their artificiality reflflcts upon us as  readers, and our 
participation in the production of canonical value and Our dependence on preconceived 
metanarratives which determine esteem (at the same time ds we realise the falsity of such 
metanarratives). Readers become the necessary component in the authorking of the beüef- 
system necessary for the "propet" conkxt for reading the stories. The system depends on Our 
participation for its replication. However, this contract between canon and reader breaks 
down with the revelation of inauthenticity. The loss of such a belief-destroyed by the 
Lish/Carver controversy - foregrounds the contract between author and reader as simulatecl, a 
contract in which the work itself becomes incidental. The cultural artefact becomes not only 
de-valued but released h m  ib  unique political significance: Cawer's stories no longer 
represent the working clau voice, but also that of the subscriben b Esquire and Neu> Yorkn 
magazines and that of 19805 literary fashion; but mostly they represent a literary style, a self- 
conscious, artifidal artistic gesture compounded equally from a politically muddled (or, at 
best, hybridised) aesthetic as well as from working-class experience. The contmversy exposes 
how the reading public's belief forms an essential component in the valuation and 
dissemination of textual artefacts, the assumptions undergirding the authof s "invisibility," 
how we contribute to the reification of text, and how Our power masquerades as (and derives 
from) passivity; as readers of anothets text we endorse and further empower the context (and 
therefore valuations) such works pwsent, in effect creating the metanarrative which becomes 
recycled and returned to our use. Disquietingly, the attention dtawn to Cawer's essential 
invisibility (the secret machinations behind his texb) draws attention to our own, to the ways 
we ourselves participate in and make use of the fissure between the authentic and the 
inauthentic, and the narratives we endorse to bridge and obscure this distance, narratives 
which in fact kconre Ilris distuna between two unachievable positions, signifier and referent 
history and event, democracy and variance. We, too, are a secret government Pu blishers and 
critics regard Carver's tex6 as the voice of poverty, and out belief in üwm as such may 
ovemde and obscure, or at least make "ambiguous," the reality of poverty iîself. The dismay 
expresseci by reviewew such as D.T. Max, at Iearning that Carver CO-wrote some of his texts, 
contains within it the hcture ktween reader and author, and the fear that accompanies the 
transfer of respowibility from former to latter. The texts are ours; what do we do we make of 
them? 

As Roland Sodowsky points out in "The Minimalkt Short Story: Its definition, Wrikrs, 
and (Small) Heydaf' (19%), the critics of minimalism in fact highlight the fear of this 
tram ference as the central " problem" of rninimalism; quo ting negative statements lifted from 
criticism, çodowsky illustrates the way minimalism exposes and, by doing so, ruptures the 
author/ reader economy (529). Recalling the various critics Uiat describai minimalism as a 
"holding pattern" @unn 53), as a fiction through which "nothing else could get . . . inb  the 
Iight," a "grimly logical demonstration . . . of liteature's pretensions to meaning and rangeff 
(Iannone 61), its degradation into "limitations and defects" (Newman 25), its narntive voice 
that doesn't "corne from anywhere" (Koch 47), the critics raised by çodowsky demonstrate the 
way in which the minimalist aesthetic defines story by the containment and curtailment of 
possibility and thereby reflets a world awakened to the authofs (and hence readef s) d e  in 
the "limits" and "range" given experience recounki as text, their d e  in the symbioses 
between the material world and i b  recapitulation in P m ,  novel and short story. The 
highlighting of artifice renews attention to this symbioses, to a world which conditions this 
sort of narrative and to how this sort of narrative in h m  conditions the world. Authentiat., 
like "democracy," becomes a narrative of consumer choice rather than signifying a definite 



concrete accord between content, form and biography; authenticity becomes a project of the 
statu quo. If Carvefs emergence, as an author, from the underclass requed this kind of 
aesthetic (because his hfe conditioned him to write this way and because pubiishing intemsîs 
demanded it), and if this kind of aesthetic then defined the underclass experience, the stories 
carefully, and subtly, position us to examine our place amidst the bi-directional bajectory 
between the material teal and its literîuy repmntation. " De Certeau provides an aliegory for aùs kuld of invisible operation in the "Walliing in the City 
Çectiod of 7he P ractiœ of Eperyday Lip. in this chapter, de Certeau observes the difference 
between the bird's-eye, strategic, view of the cij., and the operations perfarmed by those 
within the city who do not have the all-seing, topdown vantage, "whose bodies follow the 
thicks and thins of an urban 'kxt '  they write without being able to read it" (93). The apparent 
totaIity of the city s p m d  out before the eyes of the bird'seye beholder, he or she fa& to take 
account of the invisible and daily changing trajectories of the pedestrians down below, whose 
movemenb make use of "spaces that c a ~ o t  be seen" (CM). The pedestrians authorbe, in their 
wanderings, uses of the city that do not conform to its visualid, reified image, just as readers 
of a text manipulate it in ways too multifarious for containment by the kxt's canonical 
"c haracter." 
Charles Bukowski's story, "Camus" (l990), riffs upon the notion of sameness in a way similar 
ta that of David Adams Richards. Issues of conforrnity, difference and cultural narrative 
infonn Bukowski's treabnent of the American educational system. In this story, Larry, a high- 
school teacher, describes a typical day in bis classmm, overtly reflecting the Cold War sfasis 
that infonns dirty realism. 

Commenting on his students, Bukowski says: "The Atomic Generation had bred a 
sûange gang, and Larry had decided long ago that to judge them was only a protective shield 
rai.& to hide his own shortcornings" (162). Lamy recognises an indeterminacy -sexual, and 
psychological-in this atomic generation, as well as a capacity for simulation, a "seeming" 
characteristic of Cold War diplomacy and discourse. The rhetoric of nuclear war appears in 
the words "atomic," "generation," "profective shield," as if Bukowski realises that 
"judgement," the creation of moral value for his "generation" serves only to contain the facts of 
their own "shortcomings," their similarity witti the "other sidei Judgement assists in 
d e t e ~ n g  the inevitable outcome of conflict (sameness). The "Atomic Generation" christens a 
particular generation whom Lany views as an undifferentiated m a s  (precisely the fear 
generated by arms build up), as androgynous, kindly and apparently lacking in courage (162). 

"Camus" reproduces the "us/them" rhetoric of the Cold War, which demanded reified 
portraits of Russians and Americans as two opposing but undifferentiatd groups. Lamy is 
both attracted and repelied by the uniformity he witnesses, just as Richards's reader becomes 
both fascinatecl and put off by the static movement of his text The urge to recognise one's self 
within the group and the facelessness of its constituent members illustrates the authonal 
problematic of Cold War literature, wherein writers beekred between identification and 
alienation, w hic h also reflects the same/different ambivalence Nadel witnesses in the 
American rhetoric that feareâ its ultimate demise in pst-nuclear waste. 

in Lirny, Bukowski posits the writer in the midst of waste (equally the undifferentiated 
outcome of nuclear war, the "more of the same" postulated by Cold War dixourse, and the 
spill-over of the doctrine of conformity in a country renowned for blennce of difference), and 
illustrates the way the writer adapts to a system of feints, simulation and indekrminacy. The 
balancing act that Lamy must maintain in order to instate his power as  teacher and yet avoid 
living up to its responsibilities, valuable to the institution and yet retaining the position of 
power, presents another state of static equilibrium. 

The story pmvides additional instances of a "balance of power," for example, where 
Bukowski describes his fight with the "fat boy": "They kept circhg. Some of the students 
returned to the classroom for their belongings. Others left for somewhere else. . . . 'We aren't 
going to fight,' said Lany, 'we am afraid of each othef" (163). Neither the student nor the 
teacher can overcome the other, can definitively Wumph Power remains so carefutly 



- 

interdependent that to risk confrontation would d u c e  both sides to nothing, to the same. In 
order to maintain distinchiess and separateness, the two sides must remain locked in a "cold 
war of hostile equilibrium, in the ckularity also seen in "What Do You Do in San Francisco?" 
Larry realises that any definitive move against the fat boy (who, through family connections, 
can influence the fate of Larry's career) would end in mutual destruction: "One thing he knew, 
though, he was going to flunk that fat son of a bitch in the yellow jumpsuit. And wasn't that 
something? Arthur Koestler and his wife in a double suicide" (165). The reference to Arthur 
Koestler (1905-19831, author of, among others, Dmktress At N m  (1940), a novel delving into the 
nightmare of Soviet captivity and ideology, draws further altention to dissidence, east/west 
doubling, and highlights political programming as a central thematic of the story. Not 
accidentally, the literary allusions in the text-both to Koestler and Camus-reflecb the 
ideological, discursive difference behven Larry and the fat boy. Their stdemate is contingent 
upon institutional codes and the place granted to them within the discursive framework. The 
boy can deprive Lamy of status and Lamy can deprive him of a diplorna, removing them h m  
the field of signification, again positing hem as "same." Whiîe their relationship and their 
identi ties remain mediateâ and ci~umxribed by the metanarrative of institutional regdation, 
Larry realises that this metanarrative does not fundion independently of the student and 
teacher, but rather that they enforce it through a wihgness  to sustain equilibrium; 
metanamative becornes a choice and therefore not a metanarrative at al[. Within this discursive 
world, Larry's discursive tactics, his static operativity, enables him to subsist wittùn battle 
lines, lines that guarantee (provideci they remain untested) the indefinite postponement of the 
collapse of metanarrative and eventuating the "fall-out" of sameness that resulb from the 
possibility of nuclear war. The proximity of nuclear devastation, held ever before the public 
eye, made it increasingly difficuit to maintain an institutionalised metanarrative of difference; 
it continually threatened to expose the lack o f d i f i e m e  between the two super-powers. 



Four 

Dbty Realism: Theoty 

fnhodrtction 

00th naturalimi and the Cold War played a large mle in setüng the background for the 

development of dirty reaüsm, offering reaüstic writers in the latter half of the hventieth century 

new understandings of history, commodity circulation, metanarrative, hypoaisy and 

simulation. With this conceptual and sesthetic arsenal, diity realism conironied the swaiied 

postmodern societies of American snd Canada, societies characterised by both M h t s  such as 

Fredric Jameson and n o n - M d t s  such as Michel de Certeau, as fixated on discourse (and, in 

particular, text), overpowered by the sheer mass of capitaiistic cornmodification, and trapped 

within an epistemologicaily deracinated world of simulacm and ünguistic codes. As naturalimi 

offered a portrait of the reaüty of its the,  the postmodern reaüsts of dirty reaüsm responded to 

their society by adapting reaüstic technique to portraying a world dominated by an artificially- 

produced sense of "reality," thereby highlighting the discursive artifice that went into mating 

that reality. Dirty realisai remains radicaiiy confiicted between reaüsm's daim of vensimilitude 

and an episternological awareness of the impossibiüty of properly undertahg such 

representations. 

Michel de Certeau's nie Pructice of E q d q  Làfi (1984) remains a key text in 

conceptuaiising the contemporary notion of reaüty as a set of events, phenornena and conditions 

ungovemed by language. This text theorises the methods used to otfset rational modes of 

dixourse (scientific. political, religious) h.om the "eyeryday/ aafting for Uiem a space in which 

such discourses can continually reground th& phdates  and h m  which the "speaalists" in a 

spcific types of discourse (scientistr. încumbents, priests) may trade discursive cornpetence 

(knowing the lingo) for social authority (tramlating the codes and methodologies of a s p e a f ~  

discipline for those "common people" uninitiated into, or unaware of. those codes and 

methodologies). De Certeau designates t b e  thesedi sites with the term "proper," meaning 

that these sita are concemeci wîth maintainhg and elaborating speaahsed and formai (hence 



"proper") modes of discursive conduct through speafic referents and episternological strate@= 

(a certain set of terms for conceiving and portraying the world, various formulas for 

ascertaining and depicting reality); conversely, he uses the term "the ordinary" to designate the 

phenornena and events unaccounted for by " p r o p f  epistemological modes-the "reality" 

which specialised discoune attempts to convey and confine within ianguage. i-üs project, 

throughout The Prnctice of Eueryday tif& remah the meam by which the orduiary bears (and is 

brought to bear) upon dixourse: "1 shaU try to descrii the erosion that kys ban the orduiary in 

a body of analytical techniques, to reveal the openine that mark its trace on the borders where a 

science is mobüized, to indicate the displacements that lead toward the cornmon place where 

'anyone' is finalîy silent, except for repating (but in a different way) banalities" (5). De 

Certeau's project, then, regards the simulation of reaiity (and its atiempted control) by 

discursive nieans. the "mobiliration" of a science in the interest of neaüng "borders," cordoning 

off access to the ordinary by means of spcific, sociaiiy-sanctioned narratives. At this point, De 

Certeau's study dovetails-at least for the purposes of this discussion of dirty realism-with 

Fredric Jarneson's Poshnodmism, or the Luga'c of Lote Capitalkm (1991), wherein the theorist 

describes simulacra as "the identical copy for which no original eU;tsl' (1Q.l De Certeau's 

writing proves usefui for plumbing the notion of reality in contemporary, pstmodem, sobety, 

precisely because the proper conceives a dixursive "copy" of a reality which is not "original," 

insofar as the reality its language substitutes for cannol be represented in any originary seme 

(though this does not mean that the ordinary cannot invade and upset discourse, or that humans 

beings newr encounter the ordinary in an unmediatod faShion). De Cetteau's ordinary, 

therefore, becornes a working term for the intenection of an ineffable reality and discursive 

authonty. 

As Alan Nadel mentions in Containment Culîure: Ammicm Nmatius ,  Poshnodemisrn and 

the Atomic Age (1995), De Certeau's writine p r a ~  emblematic of an age ber& of Iaith in 

discourse. As shown, the 196as experienced r complete loss of faith in the notion of 

"metanarratives," discourses which daimed to iepresent the totality of the ml. DBty reaiism, 



as the li terature of post-19605 wality, grapples with the ordinary and the propet, bacing the way 

in which the loss of faith in the latter also marks a despair at attaining the former. Against those 

institutions still upholding the authority of the "proper" - particularly the state - dirty realism 

crafts a hypocrisy aesthetic that shimmies between a "pastiche" (Jarneson 18) of discursive 

authority, solipsism, and the leveiling effect of the ordinary to amve at, or orbit, the "common 

place, w here 'anyone' is finally silent, except for repeating (but in a different way) bamlities" (5). 

Dirty realism plays upon discursive authority to reveal the banal behind language, to expose 

society as a community beholden to "silence" (a populace beholden to the ineffable workings of a 

reality language anses out of and faUs back into. by necessity and contingency). h other words, 

language becomes important, in the words of Richard Ford, "in and of itselî' (Guagliardo 614); 

language becomes historical insofar as it illustrates the character of reality as a m a l l y  cotrshicted 

discourse at any given historical moment, the language of any given time refltxting the fusion of 

need and circusnstance. Dixourse is not, finally, fixed, but changes and alters as the pressures of 

a varying external reality affect society. One main project of dirty realism, then, regards the way 

that metanarratives becorne fïxed beliefs, become ahistorical, and the falsity, the simulatednes, 

of the methods behind such "permanend"' The nihilistic comedy found in much of dirty 

realism, its black humour, surfaces Ui relation to lampooning attempts to constitute a transparent 

metanarrative. De Certeau therefore enlightew us to the way dirty realisrn itself conceives the 

writing of reality, and the way the language of a particular historical moment lends itself to 

appropriation and subversion. Dirty realism, for i b  part, investigates the possibilities open to 

discursive appropriation and i ts  effsts. 

Dirty realists remain divided upon the hypocrisy aesthetic as a means of appropriating 

and critiquing the proper. Indemi, the works of Charles Bukowski, such as the stories in 

Septuagenmia~i Stm (199û), and the early works of Raymond Carver,3 especially the story "Put 

Yoursel f in My Shoes" (1976), revel in the hypocrisy aesthetic, neither conceiving, nor wanting to 

conceive, a way out of the isolation that resuib from the interplay of discursive simulation and 

the communal eff& of the ordinary; conversely, Richard Ford, in The Spattmnik (1986) and 



Independence Dny (1995). and Mark Anlhony Jarman, in Salvage King Ya! (1997), seek an end ta 

the impasse imposed on them by dirty reaüsm's hyponisy aesthetic. in any case, each of these 

works vanously reference the ordinary (broached through "death"), Kmtionality (as the means 

of thwarting the "rationaüst" scienofic discourses addressed by de Certeau, as weli as the social 

result of such discowses), what Horkheimer and Adorno c d  "monadism" (the social 

atomisation characteristic of late capital, which, both in Dialecjic of Enlighfennient, 1944, md in 

the context of this shtdy, is a terni that broadly characterises postwar Amenca),4 and the artistic 

and epistemological appropriation and pastiche characterisoc of Jameson's late capiial. The two 

sets of works - Bukowski and Carver's wrsus Ford and Jarman's - differ largely in the attifude 

they take towards the effect of the hypocrisy aesthetic on the surrounding community; to either 

side these works didose the operation of dirty r e a h  withui postmodemity according to hvo 

differing dispositions towards the social collective. 

The hypodsy  aesthetic preserves individual absolutes at the expeme of a collective 

plurality . It is symptomatic of Jameson's contention that in postmodernity, "for political groups 

which seek actively ta intervene in history and to modxfy its othemrise passive momenhun . . . 
there camot but be much that is deplorable and reprehensibie in a culhiral fom of image 

addiction which . . . effectiveiy abolishes any pracücal sense of the fnture and of the collective 

project.'*(46). The demise of history, the l o s  of the mal to the s i rnu lam,  and the abolition of 

diachronie for synchronie t h e  prevents, in Jarneson's view, the emergence of the necessary 

components for "the coUective prcqect." In depicting the death of history, the emergence of 

simulacra and the loss of causality with the 1- of diactaoflc time, duty realimi responds to the 

aises of late capitalism by deploying its hypocriq aesthetic towards a diaiectical appiedation of 

the his t oncal moment; dirty realisai follows Jameson's presdption, at tempting 

to achieve . . . a type of thinking that would be capable of 
grasping the demomtrably baiefd fea- of capitalimi along 
with its extraordinary and li'trerating dynambm simultaneously 
within a single thought, and wiihout attenuating any of the 
force of either judgment. . . . to lift [the mind] to a point at 
whidi it is possible to derstand that capitalism is at one and 
the same time the ûest thing that has ever happened ta the 
human race, and the wotst . . . to think the culhual evolution of 



laie capitalkm dialecticaily, as catastrophe and progress aU 
together. (47) 

Jameson c a b  for a fusion of oppsites-"best" with "worst, "catastrophe" with "progreçs"-in 

a moment of simultaneity, or "at one and the same time." The texts of dirty r e a h  ered and 

sustain the Hegelian contradiction Jameson speaks of by (in the words of Ridiard Ford's Pmis  

Reuiew i n t e ~ e w )  "authorizing everything" (69). producing objective morality in the same place 

as subjective authority. lhis "grasping" of opp i t e s  occurs within a m i t h g  that permits itseif 

the freedom of thinking, and endomhg a sixnultaneity of contradictions, of not üving up to 

standards that O thers accept (though the dirty realist may temporarily endorse such standards). 

Duty realism's texts adapt the unümited expansiveness and absorption of late capitalism into an 

contradiction-riddled epistemology-an absolutirni of opposites which does rot "attenuate" the 

"force of either judgemente*- whose practical extension a p p a s  as a fonn of hypocrisy. Dirty 

realism mimics the characteristics Jameson attributes to late capitalisut to iiberate itself. An 

acute awareness of the strength and weaknesses of the textual paadigm established by theorists 

such as de Cerieau e ~ b l e s  dirty r e a h  to carry out its hypoairy aesthetic. ihrough text, dirty 

realisrn establishes an aesthetic of individual liberation at the expense of "the coliective project." 

The vanous writers of dirty malism. then, differ in regard to ihis "expense," whether they teel 

cornfortable paying the @ce, or whether they find it too high. 

1. Texb About and Of Entrapmmt 

Post-l%as realism grew up on dacistrophobia. Laie capitaüsm gave it entrapment mithin a 

system, while, on a global sale, the Cold Wu ofleied captivity ktmmi a vapid, ungraspable 

consumer society and s st& authoritarian one. Dirty reaüsm reflects the North American 

reaiity of the p ~ ~ t - l % O s ~  a representation no longer worlring under the illusion of objecûve 

syntactical mediation Since the 196Q, simuhtion, self-conscious disamive formations and 

rampant appropriation of subversive artistic efforts have clwacterised American d h u e .  Oirty 

realism depends upon linguistic ambiguity to guarantee ils liberty-within-hypoarry. Rather 



than directly opposing kte capitalist practice, dirty realism appmpriates the+ of that pradice 

to its own ends. 

Dirty Realism chooses entrapment as its natural habitat, feeling completely aï home in 

Michel de Certeau's contention, that "there is no way out . . . we are foreigners on the inside [of 

culture and languagej-but there is no outside" (13-14). De Certeau suggests the impossibility 

of transgrcssing language and culture, that we remain embedded within particular discursive 

s ystems t ha t constantiy gesture towards a universal condition language camot fully conceive; 

dirty realism reveis in disamive simulation of reaüty. Its mobility depnds upon the inability 

of linguistic constructs to hUy determine reality, as well as the relational, contingent and social 

condition of such comtnicts. Language forms the terrain from which dirty reaüsm mines its 

CU rrency . 

Richard Ford's Indqendence Dq, Raymond Carver's "Put Yourseif in My Shoes," Mark 

Anthony Jarman's Salvage King Yu!, and Charles Bukowski's S e p h r a g e n h  Stew, aii deal, either 

openly or implicitly, with the craft of writing. Cfiaracters such as the former author, Ford's 

Frank Bascombe, or Carvefs author, Mye= (from the story "Put Yourself in My Shoes"), or 

Bu kows ki's purportedly au tobiogra phical protagonists, or Jarman's hyperîloquent Druikwater, 

address the power of the narrator to mediate, controt and escape from reaiity, while forcing 

others into observing his version, his representation, of the world. These works of dirty r e a h  

interrogate and critique the ways in whidi the usurpation of narrative primacy permits an 

almost unlimited license as the same time that it divides communities and isolates individuals; 

this interest, rather than distinguishing dnty ~alLmi frwi the aesthetic of "metabdion," 

implicates it in the same concems and the same historical moment. 

Critics such as Kristiaan Versluyss argue that the neoreah of the 1970s and lm, 

offered an alternative field of literary production to the then dominant pwtmodem fiction, or 

"metafiction," of the 1%ûs. Versluys, in her "Introduction" to Nc(~Wisrn in Contcntp~~my 

American Fidm (1992, supports the view that mxeaiim derives from a tradition paralle1 to, 

but distinct kom, the postmodem: "it has often been forgotten that next to the postmoâernist 



novel thcre has always been an important (neo)realist tendency in pst-war American ficti*on" 

(10). Versluys words. "next to," distinyish and offset n e o r e a h  (a group of authors in which 

she inchdes Carver) from postmodemity. In fairncss, Versluys does recognise neorealism as 

possessing, "within the strict and difficult ground d e s  of 'verisimilitude . . . the complexity and 

unpredictability aitics of the geme unfairly accuse them of lacking" (9). Nevertheles, the 

" unfair" critical persecution of neorealism that she identifies posits neoreakm in an antagonism 

to postmodemity; and, by ümiting her reaction to this antagonism to a defence of neoreaiisnt's 

"sophistication" (8). Verslup confines the s c o p  and context of dirty realimi. 

Venluys's defence pre-empts an investigation into contemporary realism as arising/rom 

contcmporary conditions. ather than simply reacüng to a dominant aesthetic. Whüe Versluys 

recognîses that "in (neo-) reaîism sophistication is manifest in simplicity. Or better, simpüaty is 

but the mask for underlying sophistication" (8), she does not r e a k  that this strategy of 

"simplicity," by reacting in opposition to postmodem fiction, owes its character as much to the 

program of ils aesthetic "opponent," as to previous forms of realism; this "simplicityf' simply 

marks, as Cynthia J. Haliett points out, in her essay "Minimalism and the Short Story" (19%). a 

different way of coping with similar conceno: "As neo-realists, minimakt writers seem to share 

with poshnodernists the conviction that the world ir random and contingent rather than defimi 

and governed by some stable set of rules, tniths and kws; they view hguage with much the 

same con~iction'~ (491-92). Accotding to Hailett. dirty realism exhibits the themes of 

"desensitization," "dislocation," as well as the styüstic characteristics of "condenseci stnacturef' 

and "detached narrative" (4n) indicative of ali postmodem Won, whether metafictional or 

realistic. Versluys, it seems. mises dirty realism's historical context by concenbating too dosely 

on superfiaal dissirnilarities behwen "neoroaüm" and "meta fiction." Her shidy additiody 

fails to observe that, by reading to metafiction, dirty reaiism also readed to the ciilhiral 

conditions informing metafidion? An accnrnt of neorealistic fiction must thedore und& a 

more sophisticated examinition of its lelatiomhip to the conditions of po~ûnodeniity~ one 

which largely feahued the problem of discilrsive entrapment 



By "metafiction," Versluys means fictions engendered by the 1%0s, bom from popular 

protest against existing societal n o m  and political agendas, as weli as the radical 

reconsideration of "traditional narrative structure" (10)-and the way it supported existing 

power structures-precipitated by "stnicturalimi' and "deconstruction" (9)? According to 

Versluys, the writing engendered by these theones' break with "an identifiable, psychologically 

and socially delineated ego" (10) proved "seif-reflexive" (8). constantiy interrogating platfom 

on which narrative rested. Metafiction questioned the latent authority behind its own modus 

operandi; it suspected the "objechvity" and omnipotence formerly taken for granted in the 

authorial voice. No longer could fiction depnd  u p n  the same notions of the stable, integrated 

ego that powered nineteenthxentury reaüsm; the hventieth-century individual, according to de 

Certeau, "is a locus in which an incoherent (and often contradictory) plurality of such relational 

determinations [such as sociology, economics, anthropology and psychoanalysis] intetact" (xi). 

"Conhadidion"8 and "incoherence" became characteristic n o m  of the human. No longer 

could authors conceive of a seif-motivated, objective, bias-free version of "reality," rince the 

organ for apprehending that reality, the individual hurnan, did not m o n  in an unequivocal 

manner; if the fin t-person narra tor wasn't victimised by indoctrination, then the "real" au thor 

already was. Writing became a mediation of the inescapable condition of the individual, which 

appears in dirty realism as a fixation on solipsism,g on individual perceptions of the world that 

do not necessady accord with the sum of general conditions. 

Versluys sees neoreaiism as opposing "the 'meaning of meaning' and related 

philosophical conundnrmsn t y p d  of pmtmodem fiction; accordmg to her, neon?alicm Rpded 

the postmodem recwsiveness apparent in the work of Coover, m o n  and Barthelme, a 

recursiveness sprin@ng not only h m  theoretical debates of the 1% but also from its politid 

scene (9)-a recursiveness that had at its core o need to consiantly question the source of 

authonty, politicai, social scientifk. 1 wouid argue that many of the neorealist wIiters Versiuys 

mentions-such as Raymond Carver-produceci (or are pmducing) a body of work as 

interrogative and adicai, as much a product of the 196Q (though maybe -out the 

"pyrotechnies," IO), as their 'poçtmdern" pers. Recursiveness faxmates dirty realists as 



much as their metafictional pers.10 Dirty reaüsm contends with the same ümited options and 

aes t heiic difficulties of postmodem fiction - using different formal strategies - in which 

"rccursiveness" plays as important a role. As aware as metafiction of its entrapment within 

discourse, within language systerns, dirty reaiism addtesses the epistemologicai boundaries of 

postmodernism with a writing dissimilar from metafiction on a technical levei. Like metafiction, 

dirty realism probes the ümits of individual efficacy (and the social ptessures a d n g  the 

individual) in ordering the world through language.11 

As seen in chapter two, "Dirty Reaüsm: Genealogy," solipsism proves a nahiralstic 

legacy tansmitted to dirty reaiism ihrough Hemingway. Paul Civeiio addresses tk naturaiistic 

legacy of Hemingway as one concemed with the individual consciousness and its perception of 

the world: "Hemingway . . . would bansfonn the naturalistic novel by depicting a distinctly 

modern response-one in which the self m a t e s  its own order and meaning-to the naturaiistic 

world of force" (67). The "world of force" hnds itself "transformed" into "order and meaning" 

by the governing "self." While the l%(k modified the individual to such an extent that the 

"self," properly speaking, no longer existed, dirty r e a h  nevertheles adapts Hemingway's 

legacy and degrades it to the level of pastiche. Since the individual-in Hemingway's sense of a 

self-mo tiva ted, disceming, non-indoctnM ted entity - no longer exists, solipsiSm appears in a 

highiy seif-consdous manner in dûîy reaiism. Solipsism is not a fact, as Civdo says it was for 

Hemingway, but rather mi opt ia .  a simulated way of viewing the individuai's dation with the 

real. While metafiction attempts to highlight soiipsism (and thereby de- it) in iiterary 

production by Wnting from and with multiple viewpaints or voices (as in Cmver's 'The 

Babysitter" or Gaddis's IR), dirty realism sirnulates an ironk soiipsism, iliustiating how an 

individudy-mediated reaüty lends itself to narrative conboi and, through that colrtcoi, liberty; 

for dirty realism, a pretence of solipsism deîïnes the fïrst strategy for liberation One can defy 

socid, contramid obligations and responsibilities by piadng oneself as (to bomnv from 

Sep hugmarim Sfeto) "the conductor of verisimiiitude" (222). 



Dirty realism continualiy contests the narratives - Iiberary, scientific, philosophical or 

religious- that tender or mediate our experiertce of the ordinary. The opacity of the language of 

discourse - which oftentirnes obscures or, at best, partly omib the reality it speaks for- accounts 

for the sense of isolation or alienation found in dirty realism. Conversely, this inability of 

discourse to bind or ground individuals or groups in a &finith relation to reality can also enable 

a narrator with infinite opporhinitis for syntactical attack, doubling-back, and passivity 

(allowing imposed discourse to undo itseîf in his or her favour); and if one teceives reality as an 

inescapable legacy of social conditioning through discursive noms, then tampering with 

discursive expectations may tesult in an alteration of reatity, or at least an individual mobility 

within the existing sociosconomic structure. As language prevenb the capture of reality it 

therefore releases dirty realists from linguistic obligations (accountability); if language camot 

fully account for my presence in reality, then one can detach it from the insistence for credibility 

vis-&vis that reality. One can utilise ambiguity to enable a kind of free-floating signification. 

Freedom, or at least a partial M o m ,  from the colonisation of the individuai by the discourse of 

capital arrives not through a boldface resistance to the dominant order (as ali facets of the 

individual arise out of the dominant order, such resistance is not only futile, but concephially 

impossible) but through a play upon the dominant features of monadism, discursive authority 

and the intersection of contradictory signals that charachrise late industrial life. 

If. Colonised by Grpitd 

Capitalism's infiltration of al1 aspects of North American life dunng the Cold War left few 

opportuni ties for a truly subversive or avant-garde literature. Authors could no longer outrun 

the accelerated Pace of cornmodification; Iiterature, including experirnental literature, became an 

exchange- rather than use-value, a component part of the WesYs inteiiectual rnachinery itself 

CO n tam inateâ by competitiveness. Horkheimer and Adorno, in Dklectic of EttIigIttertmrt, first 

wi tnessed the colonisation of everyday life (a notion that serves as an em barkation point for both 

Jamesan and De Certeau) by the discourse of capital: 



Everything down to the last detail is shaped accordingly [to the 
dictates impmed by capital]. Lüce its counterpart, avant-garde 
art, the entertainment industry determines its own language, 
down to its very syntax and vocabulary, by the use of 
anathema. The constant pressure to produce new effects (which 
must conform to the old pattern) serves merely as another mle 
to increase the power of the conventions when any single effeçt 
threatens to siip through the net. Every detaü is so finnly 
stampd with sameness [by the culhm indus* that nothhg 
can appar whKh is not marked at birth, or does not meet with 
approval at first sight. (128) 

Horkheimer and Adorno depid a society whose cultural program, whose mainstream, feeds on 

the innova tive and radical; in fad, constant change, constant turnover, guarantees continued 

notice and acceptance.12 With alteration and variance as cultural nom,  the Uerary market 

offers few possibilities for maintahhg an oppositionai or offensive art? Irony, recursiveness, 

even the scatologicai, no longer conduct a cultualiy transformative current. Capitalism has co- 

opted the subversive, confounding the would-be avant-garde by paradoxically requiring a 

radical art to sustain mainstream tastes. This situation, or dilemma, ocnipies &y realism as 

much as those witers habitually considerrd exprimental; since they work by "anathema" 

agaùist the dominant fonns of cultural expression, these witers continue to hirther a debate 

that sustains capitaüst expansion. The "threatt8 offered by a revolutionary art actualîy serves to 

"innease the power" of a "convention" that demands constant "new eff-." Revolutionary art 

assis& the occasional "himovef needed for the cycles of consumer fashion to keep spinning; 

"anathema" becomes a component part of the system by revivifying consumer trends g r o m  

stale or hackneyed. When the convention is to constantiy produce something "new,'' artistic 

revolution becomes a welcome k t ,  whether it momentarily "threatd  to "slip thmgh the 

net*' (before its absorption) of the esbbkhed system or not. Therefore, an oppasitional art 

proves more of an assistance to capitai's need for "constant tevolution" (as Engels and Marx 

write in the Mmiijkto of the Communist Pmty 421)l4 than an art tha t works from within capital (at 

any rate, Horkheimer and Adorno's point îs that there is no "without" capital, since ewn 

oppositional art forms end up advancing capitaüst production); the age of kte Mushial capital 

requires subversive writers to conceive a form of subversion founded mMthin the matru of the 



established socio-economic order, and, here, both Jameson and ü e  Certeau iliuminate both the 

situation of dirty realimi and its aesthetic response to that situation. 

Fredric Jameson, in PustmodBrism, or, The Cirltiiral Logic of Late Capitalism, builds his 

thesis upon the condusions of Horkheimer and Adorno. Post-1960s capitalism, or "late 

capitalism," as Jameson tenns i t  figures as a stage in the evolution of market economy 

characterised by an unlimited cultural absorption and recycling. "Postmodernism," Jameson 

wri tes, "û the connunp tion of sheer commodification as a procesa" (x). The dominant aesthetic 

of late capitaümi, postmodernism, cornmodifies culture, tunring and re-huning cultural 

artefacts into consumer objects. The "process" of commodification, not the commodity, 

occupies the postmodeni: the artwork itself is almost inelevant besides the act of purdrasing it; 

an artwork retainî power to the extent b a t  it lends itseif, again and again. to rnaking the sale. 

Its success depends on its abiüty to stay in fashion, to retain the gaze of successive waves of 

consumen, to satisfy various desires, to function on several registen of need, becoming a 

treasured object through successive trends. 

Postmodemism thrives on the "constant becoming of the artefact, a chamderistic of 

consumer society that Marx aitiqued in the Manifi ta of the Commrrnist Party (lû48): "The 

bourgeoisie camot elsst without constantly revolutionizing the instruments of production, and 

thereby the relations of production, and with them the whole relations of society" (a). Marx 

cements his abhorrence of "constant revolution" a little further on in the text, suggesting that 

thiç notion of "constant becoming" proves one of the seif-sustaining elements in capitaht 

economy: "Constant revolutionizing of production, unintermpted d i S m  of al1 sodal 

conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch." (a). 

Jameson acts as the evangelist for Marx's prophecy on the ultimate direction of capital towards 

"cons tant revolu tion," "uninterrupted disturbance" and "everiasting uncertainty," the traits of a 

consumer society that consistently disaedits then recycles its trends and directions in d e r  to 

seii more of the sarne merchandise to more of the same popdace. The artefact "combntly 

becomes" fashionable and hence desirable. then nan-fashionable and h e m  aispmable, th 



fashionable again, in a pattern that renews the cirait  of capital. The built-in imtability of 

postmodem society provides the flux necessary for the invigoration of hte capital. 

Jarneson's swietal mode1 for postmodemity conveys the end-point of accumulation as 

depicted in Capital (1867-95): 

Moreover, the development of capitalkt production makes it 
constantly necessary to keep increasing the amount of the 
capital laid out in a given industrial undertaking, and 
cornpetition makes the immanent laws of capitalist production 
to be felt by each individual capitalist as extemal coercive lam. 
It compls hirn to keep constantly extending his capital in crder 
to preserve it. (293) 

The preservation of capital, according to Man, demands the extension of capital. In order to 

remain capital, capital must accumulate; it must be constantly becoming. However, changes in 

the nature of population growth, commodity circulation-as welî as the replacement of use- 

value by recursive fashion-since Man's nineteenth century, while not changing the essence of 

Marx's thesis-that capital must continually expand itself-have changed strategies necessary 

for this expansion. Jameson tackles the job of tracing the route capital travels to "preserve" itself 

when the market no longer beaa room for expansion in Man's numerical sense. Capital. 

expanded to its hirthest h i & ,  must now recycle in order to maintain itse* it becornes 

recunive. Retro fashion, for instance, aUows for the re-acquisition and re-production of items 

discarded during the previous fashion "trend." Constant revolution prevents consumer items 

from retuming to mere use-value (which would slow the rate of expenditure and appropriation, 

s t a b g  the necessary reproduction and inmase of capital). At this stage in capitaüst 

production everything lends itseif for de; Capital extends itseif into, and colonises, thcm areas 

which previously sought to oppose the market. Revolutionary progranis serve the needs of the 

enterprise of "constant revolution." 

Jameson meditates on the options for aarüstic dissent in a system which not only 

enthusiastically welcomes and subsumes, but quires, products of an oppasitiod or 

revolutionary nature (the 'anathemas" of Horkheimer and Adorno): 

It har already been observed how the . . . expansion of 
multinational capital ends up pnetrating and colonizing thase 



very precapitaüst enclaves . . . which offered . . . footholds for 
mtical effectivity. The shorthand language of cooptation is for 
this reason ornnipresent on the left, but would now seem to 
offer a most inadequate theoretical hasis for understanding a 
situation in which we ail . . . dimly feel that not only punctual 
and local countercultural forms of cultural resistance and 
guerriila warfare but also even overtly poütical interventions . . . 
are au sornehow sccretly disarmed and reabsorbed by a system 
of which they themselves might weii be considered a part, since 
they can achieve no distance from it. (49) 

With the penetration of capital into (and its "CO-optation*' of) the leftist asthetic, Jameson 

despairs at the reemergence of viable "footholds" from which to mount a MKWst counter- 

attack on an artistic basis. He diagnosis a sodety bereft of any connection to history, a sodety 

drowning in "simulacra," in the l o s  of actuality as the dixourse of capital grows krge enough 

to include and re-seil the rhetonc of rebellion. Classical overt "political interventions"-as 

embodied by the punk band The Ciash (49). with their revolt against the "estabüshment" and 

"traditional va1ues'"s-serve as a "revolutionary" trend useful for the renewd of capital. The 

valucs championed by The Clash reinstate a consumer desire and are easiiy coopted by 

industry (in this case, the recording industry) for profit. Counterculture movements supply 

consumer fetish objeds (in this case recordings), in an alliance with the "enemy," thai guarantee 

hirther sales. Such a cultural apparatus offers no space from which to conceive &tance. 

if Jameson offers us a view into the symptoms of a late capitalist society, then de 

Certeau offers a means of operathg subversively within it. Extending the metaphor of 

colonisation, de Certeau îïnds his example of operativity in the colowl context: 

Sabmissive, and even consenthg to theil subjecûon, the Indians 
neverhiesi ohen made of the rituals, mpsentations, and iaws 
imposed on them something quite different from what tkir 
conquerors [the Spanish] had in mind; they subverted them not 
by rejecüng or altering them. but by umig them with respect to 
ends and references foreign to the system which they had no 
choice but to accept. (xiii) 

In the situation of the South and Central Amencan "In&," de Certeau d e s u i i  the 

possibilities for subversion within the context of a system so overpowering that it does not leave 

an alternative space from which to rnount plitical opposition. What remah to hand for 



rebeiiious elemcnts in the indian population also remains to hand for dirty iealist authors of the 

contemporary period, namely, the very "rituals, representations and laws" imposed upon them 

by the systern of late capital. In other words. they can take the dominant features of capital- 

pastiche, simulacra, absorption, discursive variance-and deploy them in the interests of "ends 

and references foreign to the system," or to escap commodifïcation, corsumption and 

recyciing. If Jameson dexTibes the "postmodem" reaiity of late capital, then de Cei ieau offers a 

means for navigaüng and addressing that reality. Dirty realism, iike de Certeau's Indians, hds 

itself faced with a reality whose very description qui res  surrendering to the means by which 

ca rital is colonising the mal. 

Both Terry Eagleton, in L i t w  T h e q :  An lntrodt~ction (1996), (117-18), and Jameson 

(drawing from h e s t  Mandel), view realism as the dominant aesthetic of a certain "epoch" in 

capitalisi production. an "epoch" Jameson cals "market capitalism" (33-36); realism promoted 

the reprcsentative aesthetic of a certain stage in the evolution of capital. Eagleton speaks of 

rcalism as  a transaction-it "interfere[s] with what it mediates as Little as possible" (117)-as a 

purportedly pure ünguistic exchange of q u a 1  values (which Eagleton condemns as dlusory, 

since language itself irnpedes any unequivocal or "natuai" communication, 117). 00th Eagleton 

and Jameson, though they differ in their leanings (Eagleton adhering to more ciassical Marxist 

lines, Jameson to a more poststnicturalist strain), both express, here, the notion that realism 

was the artbtic accompaniment to a certain stage in the growth of capitalism. For Jarneson, 

reaiism invokes a certain stage in the "systematic modification of capitalid' no l e s  than 

postmodemism identifies "not the dhval dominant of a wholiy new sobal d e f  bot rather a 

characteristic aesthetic of late capitalism (xii). In other words, tealism is a dated aesthetic 

affixed to a historical period (though Jameson does hedg his bets by noting that "shreds of. . . 
older avatars," including reaüsm, "live on," "rewrapped in the luxurious trappings" of 

postmodernism, xii). What remairis of interest hem is the notion of realinn as a tradition past, 

rather than one ongoing. A pastiche of tradition characterises duty realism's mutation of 

reaiism in accordance with the demands of pastmodemity. 



Dirty realism, aware of tradition, plays upon notions of empiricism and the objecûve, 

upon realist conventions, to disrupt transactions. If traditional reaüsm "sold the illusion of an 

unmediated recollection of experience, or dùect representation of reality, to its readership, then 

postmodem realism vadiates between myths of linguistic transparency and opadty und our 

attention shifts from the "reality" described to "reality" as de-ption, reaiity as a thing 

"colonised" by discourse-as ülustrated by the protagonist of Independencc Doy, Frank 

Bascombe, who reiies upon the way language aliows him to "make thing seem" (255). in 

Raymond Carver's second coiiebion, Whrif We Talk Abmit Wren We Talk Abait Lwr (1981). the 

constnctedness of the language works against the evocation of exprience. Charles Bukowski in 

Septriagrnarian Stav plays off the dispanty between ianguage as subjective epistemology 

(solipsism) and as the graspable presence of a stable, empiricaiiy dependable external order. 

Mark Jaman  in Salvage King Yu! illustrates the way lyricism alleviates Dnnkwater from ceding 

to the contractual obligations of language. The self-consciousness of languageuse in dvty 

realism often abrogates the reaüst contract hetween writer and reader (and at other times 

reaffirms it). The failure to distil certifiable meaning in the linguistic economy, the inabiüty of 

language to present phenornena in an unmediated fashion, becomes dirty reaiism's power 

source. Its shifting behveen the ordinary and the proper counters the rationalistic logic of 

consumer society whidi requires adherence to consistent discursive n o m .  In a letter to Gerard 

Melanga, Charles Bukowski opines, "someüma 1 think that the greatest mators  have been the 

greatest iiars" (168); he valorises lies as aesthetically prime. Frank Baxombe says he is "anned 

orûy with words" (Z'i7). M y  reaiism locates its arsenal in linguistic ~vveliability. It deploys 

simulacra. 

in keeping with the Jarnesonian postmodem, dirty r e a b  recycles and mutates the 

conventions of reaüsm to market an old product in a radicaily different form. As Carver, 

Bukowski, Ford and Jarman will iiiustrate, the relation between reality and discourse becomes 

wtable;  these authors offer the "realimi" of an untenable reality, in which elements of 

traditional realism often function as red herrings, ornound conventiom and disctirsive traps 



that enable an extension of an author's capital. Whilc Hemingway depended upon the "right 

word" to convey reality, dirty reaüsts such as Charles Bukowski depnd u p n  the "right word" 

not only to recall reaiity but, just as often, to lift thcmselves hPe of ii. lf late capitaiisml6 implies 

the furthest extension of multinational capital, and with it a necessary return to recolonise the 

consumen it has already bought and sold, postmodem realimi rehuiis to recast the practices 

and conventions of the realist tradition it amse fmn, thereby unveiling its partiapation in the 

postmodern process. By adopting the modes of late capital in its representatioirs of reality, &y 

realism at once reproduces that reality, but in such a seif-conscious manner that it ülustrates the 

agenda undemoring that reaüty. As the titles of Raymond Carver's stories illustrate, dirty 

reaüsm represents the manner in which a capitalistic discourse has colonised the ordiwy, and 

the discursive n o m  that have "colonised" our apprehension of reality; yet, at the same the,  

dirty realism adopts capitaüsm's discursive modes to enable its own resistance to such 

coIonisation. 

A. Carver's Miscues 

Raymond Carver deploys various techniques to subvert the "economy" of realom; for example, 

the tities of his stories prewnt easy, metonymical transactiom of meaning between reader and 

text. Roman Jakobson, in his essay, "The Metaphoric and Metonymic Poles" (1956), locates 

realism in a practice of "contiguity": "Foliowing the path of contiguous relationships, the 

realistic author metonymicaiiy digresses from the plot to the atmosphere and from the 

charaders to the setting in spce and the. He is fond of synechdochic details" (7û). Jakobson's 

"intimate ties of r e a h  with metonymy" (81) deümits an earlier strategy of realism; he 

proposes that reaüstic conventions of "plot," "atmosphere" and "character" conspire not 

symbolicaliy or metaphoncaily (as in the case of lyric poetry, 77) to create paraiiels between 

indepndent concepts, but associatively, or "contiguously," digreràng "hma sonrdhing "to" 

something e k .  Whüe metaphors bring hvo âisperate images, things, or ideas into contact, the 

cornparison is static, one of s h h i t y  and equüibnum, w k a s  the "contact" provided by 

contiguity provides trajectory, the m o m e n t  from particular to particular rather than 



contwst/similarity. Contiguity offers a diachronic, ather than synchronie, pradigrn; and tk 

destabilisation of contiguity (and hence the diachronic) occupies dirty realism. R e a h ,  

according to Jakobson, nioves sequentially, mirroring the process of ration- togic, where an 

argument progresses by acceptable comection to an axiom. 

Jakobson's mode1 conceives of a kind of Literary capitalism, where "wealth" accrues 

naturaliy from an initial investment in "plot," where the logic of the title or tllst sentence 

engenders acceptable further sentences. Abrogation of this "continguity" hpquently occm in 

Carver's misuse of titles as indicators of content; titles serve not to piacate readerly expectation 

but to antagonise it, not to aid the reception of message but to confound it and, by confounding 

it, to expose the dixumve matrix which regulates reception and resistance. Title offsets the 

reader from his or her position of narrative "decoder." According to Stuart Hall's argument in 

" Encod hg, Decoding" (1990), advertising, like the nineteenth-century realimi Jakobson studies, 

works on the basis of contiguity (91). Carver's realism, aware of the symbioses behveen 

consumption and convention, mixes the signai; his stones offer an anti-consumption, an anti- 

practice, by zmj ufthe conventions at hand, their tactics drawn from the system of consumption 

which they subvert. Carver then recalls, and by recaiüng props up, the system he works for and 

against. Unable to exit what de Certeau c a b  the "consumer grid" (xvii), or systems of 

expectation, contract, and exchange, Carver uses matenals ready to hand to oppose the 

accumulation of capital from within-by utüising expctations of contiguity to break the 

"circuit" of readerly purdrase. 

ûrty realism absorbs and recycles to offset the absorption and myûhg of laie 

capitalism; in this way it simultaneously exemplifies and protests &etal condifiom. The story, 

"What's in Alaska? -included in the collection Ml Yori PIease Be Quiet, Pl-? (1976)-leaves 

readen anticipathg the aptness of the titie to its respcüve narrative. However, Carwr's titie 

expectation by addressing the ïrrelevant, in e f f d  drawing our attention to the "ab" of 

titling, a manoeuvre every bit as seif-conscious as metafiction. "What's m Alaska?" no& 

towards an epistemological inquiry, a wrification we expect the story to enact. According to 



Jakobson's theory. the premise the story begins with (in this case a quest for bumiedge) should 

inform narraüve progress; however. in Carver's story the question of Alaska proves incidental, 

as the story probes not the b i t s  of the unknown but the limits of the known: the definite. 

inescapable boundaries of the narrator's Me, the limitations of lus marriage and material 

possibüities. 

"What's In Alaska?" follows an evening in the Me of a married couple. Carl and Mary, 

foilowing an invite to try out a new "water p ip"  at the home of another couple, Helen and Jack 

The couples proceed to smoke marijuana through the hookah and indulge in seemingly random 

conversational topics, through which we understand that Carl and Mary are preparing for a 

change in their Lives, though the nature of that change remains uncertain (M). Dwing the 

evening, Carl think, he spies Mary's intimacy with Jack though, again, the situation provides 

too scant evidence for Carl to draw conclusioins. Shortly thereafter, the couples observe with 

horror as jack and Helcn's cat drags a mouse into the room. sigmfymg the intrusion of 

inexplicable forces on their plans and lives. The story ends with Carl. who has retumed home, 

in bed holding his shoe in preparation for hurhg it agaimt a pair of presumably rodent "eyes" 

(93) he believes to have seen in the dark. 

Ewing Gmpbeii. in Rnymond Cmrn: A Stiidy of the Sha t  Fidia (1992). appiies the 

adjectives "uncornprehending" and "befuddled" (125) to the ending of "What's in Alaska?" 

suggesting Carl's inability to conceive an epistemological horizon beyond the limits of his 

perception (or ewn to import those perceptions into a more meaningfui cmtext). The k t  

sentence draws razor-sharp parameters: "He waited for it to move once more, to make the 

slightest noise" (93). The narrative n a m s  to isolation not only physid but mentai, a 

solipsis tic awareness of the "rat," whose presence Carl's conjecture. rather than knowledge. 

confirms. Answers exist withou t questions; questions cannot be answered. T h  epistemological 

register in the story seems more the resuit of habit than a genuine knowledge of s~uropnding 

actuaiities. The tihilar question prepares us for what dm not corne, mimoring ik coincidental 

and non-sequentiai conditions of Cari's life, the randomness he must either overwrite with a 



through-üne (history), or accept. Only intuition informs him: being in the right place at the right 

üme to observe his wife's relations with Jack. The story foUows a non-contiguous and non- 

causal sequence; it favours incidental acaetion (more closely resembling jakohron's notion of 

the metaphor, which combines/contrasts discrete elements that may or may not necssariiy 

seem immediate corokries for one another) rather than logical, rational continuity (or 

Jakobson's "contiguity"). The stories work against Jakobsoil's rationalistic, metonymical schema 

to iilustrate that a àiachronic history arises not from certain knowledge but in spite of its 

absence. The story illustrates the tenuous character of historical "stories," how much they leave 

out and how much they expect us to accept on the basis of trust (a commodity in short supply 

during the conspiratoridy-minded and paranoid 196Qs) rather than solid evidence. By calling 

so much attention to Carl's soiipsism, the story negatively refers us to other possile "answed 

to Cd's e~istemological conundrums, or the "other" possible readings for each event, in other 

words, towards a "synchronie" notion of history. 

Carvcr's table of contents in Will Yoir Piease Be Quiet, Pleasc? displays a high degree of 

self-reflexivity; readers scannllig the titles of the collection could as easily mistake "What Do 

You Do in San Francisco?" for "What's in Alaska?" Carver's use of terse, monosyîlabic titles 

verges on seif-parody, simulating an inierchangeability, a genenc blandness to the affixed 

narratives. The titles stymie Our voyeuristic impulse by tuniing the gaze back on itseü; we 

experience the fadure of voyeurism, of a transparent unmediated view into the other, since the 

titles fail to violate anythùig except the sense of an omnipotent and a ike ing  gaze. Concemed 

with how expectation directs the reading expience. how it eniightens or ocdudes awareness of 

seif and community, of the &ous posiile interpretative leveis made available by a singie 

narrative, Carver redresses the traditional strategies of reaiism to expose the limits of the 

venfiüble, of the mal, given the discursive expctations of traditional realsm. Reaiism is no 

longer a text that mediates reality transparently, but a set of expectatiorts derived from such 

formulaic techniques as metonymy. Realism is the hilfilment of expectation, the 'proper" 

decoding of an expected signak reaiity, on the other hand. si& somewhere outride the discursive 

traditions of reaiism. By ating and subverting traditional techniques, Canrer alkr upon us to 



question our own indoctrination inb the discourse of reality, into the narrative lines realism has 

taught us to force upon reality. The question marks in his  titles suggest an involvement in, 

though not necessanly a resolution to, interrogation; the opensndedness left by the unanswed 

question draws us into the ordinary, into a space beyond the artifice of the short story or realism, 

calling upon the reader to examine the ways in which discourse cordons off and directs Our 

apprehension of " reality." 

II!. "Making D d l 7  i t ~  Someow Ek's S I m  

A. Appropriating the Discourse 

Raymond Carvefs story, "Put Yoursef in My Shoes"- from Will You Pleme Be Quiet, Rem? - 
follows a looping structure typical of metafiction; the story finishes on the sentence: "He was at 

the very end of the story" (152). Rather than using this looping structure to expose the narrative 

as only one possibility among many, or to demonstrate the dangers of textual enclosure, Carver 

uses it to demonstrate the iicense permitteci to discursive authority. 

Taking place at Christmastirne, "Put Yourself in My Shoes" recounb a visit made by 

Myers and his wife, Paula, to the home of an older couple, a university professor, Edgar Morgan 

and his wife, Hilda. Here, the two couples become involved in an argument regarding the 

Myers's tenure as house-sitters for the Morgans. It seerns, though the story never clarifies this, 

that the Myen abuseci &eir privileges in the Morgans's home, taking advantige of their position 

and destroying or damaging many of the elderly couple's possessions. The story follows as 

insinuation leads to insult and linally to open hostitity, where the Morgans demand the Myemes 

acknowledge their culpabiüty and make appropriate amends. The Myerses refuse to endone 

this view and the story ends without reconciliation. 

The protagonist, Myers, appropriates the narrative to liberate himself from the 

responsibility of violating the Morgans's home. Through storybelling, Myen evades 

participation in communal issues while still exacting that participation h m  others. He 

simultaneously plays victim and criminal. The closing sentence describes Myers's cwptation of 

the conflict between himself and the Morgans, subsuming the variant versions of the house- 



sitting "story" (with its overtones of class coRflict between Lhc low-income Myerses and the 

upper middledass Morgans) into a single narrative that suspnds hvo contradictory 

viewpohts, and conceivably profits Myen by elevating his "name" to "the best-seller list" (132). 

Myers capitalises on the rift between the two couples' stories; rather than using fiction to lieal 

th& rift, or, in the service of pluralism. to show how both stories arise from equaiiy vaiid 

experiences, thereby g e s t u ~ g  towards a mutual, comprehensive understanding, Myers 

discloses bolh stories as contendhg absolu tes and pssively inhabits this binary. In the words of 

Kirk Nesset, in 7he Staies of Raynond Gmm: A Critical Stzidy (1995), Myers is a "plunderer of 

experience" (64); the violation and "plundering" of the Morgans's home serves as a metaphor 

for the real plundering in the story: Myers's exploiting and a p p r o p ~ t i o n  of the narrative 

staunchly put forward by Morgan himself. He exploits the problematics of Morgan's history to 

evade responsibility, and effectively stall communal agency. The kck of a unified story is the 

story, Mycrs's story. 

"Put Yourseif in My Shoes" offers an aiiegory of the aesthetia of late capitalism. The 

story h d s  Myers depressed. mentaîly and physicaliy on edge with his lad< of literary 

production; it fin& him "between": "He was between stories. and he felt despicable" (134). As 

we shail see with Bukowski's protagonists, Baxombe and DNikwater, the state of king "in 

between" (de Certeau 30) proves an essential cornponent in the "art" of "drawing unexpected 

results Crom [the oppressive] situation" (de Certeau 30). In the end an in-between state w i l  

inform the very story that liberates Myest that aiiows F J  to "laugh" (148) and "giggle" (Mg), 

and to appropriate Morgan's discourse "unexpectedly," to make it his own withaut actudy 

claiming ownership. At the end, Myexs respnds to the accusations couched in Morgan's 

narrative with exhilaration: he speaks "merriiy" (151) and answers Morgan's demand to "put 

that [Morgan's accusatory narrative] into words and not pussyfoot around with it, either," hy 

"just Iaugh[ing]" (151). Paradoxically, the telling of Morgan's story, rather than engendering 

g d t  or bothering Myers's conscience, instead releases him from a "despicable" feeling into one 

of joy. Myers aliows Morgan to rant-abont how the Myerses viohted his home duhg their 



tenure as house-sitters- without elaborating his own side of the story. Gwer establishes a 

singular voice- Morgan's dominant discourse, which absorbs or exterminates counter- 

dixourses; instead of ceding space to counterdixourse, Carver allows Morgan's nnting to 

exclusively infonn the narrative. 

Morgan's absoIutism undermines itrelf. Throughout the story, Morgan pontificates on 

the preeminence of his own aesthetic mode; after telling the story of the adulterous professor, 

and the various viewpoints to consider in writing the story, he binds it to a dominant aesthetic: 

"lt would take a Tolstoy to teU it and tell it right. . . . No less than a Tolstoy" (142). He considers 

a nineteenth-century realist mode as the one and only format for recounting his story. 

Hypocritically, Morgan extends and withholds the story-as-gift from Myers, first saying Myes 

might consider writing it and then insulting his talent through cornparison to a purporteàly 

more talenteci author (to an author whose standing is saialIy smictioned). Morgan controls the 

perception and appreciation of artistry, setüng Myers's literary endeavours within a greater 

narrative content (the liberary canon). (Myers, through a sirnilar tactic of embedding narrative- 

retained in Morgan's words, no k -wi th in  the greater narrative formed by the entire text of 

"Put Yourself in My Shoes," usurps ovenlt narrative primacy.) Morgan holds Myers and Paula 

(and, his wife, Hilda) hostage to his own discourse, which overwrites the scene with the dog 

(245), the carollers (144) or the fate of the "Jazz at  the Philharrnonic'' record set (151); the 

Morgans do not allow the other couple to leave (138, 142, 144, 145): '"1 want you to hear this 

story,' Morgan said, raising his voice. 'You will insult MN. Morgan, you will insult us both, if 

you don't listen to tliis story.' Morgan clenched his pipe" (146). By prescribing action for the 

Myers on the basis of how their leaving will supposedly affect Hilda, Morgan manipulates the 

scene through "contiguity"; he even directs Hilda's retelling of the "Mrs. Attenborough" story; 

"'Corne to the point, deaf" (147) he says. By controlling discourse, Morgan masters the 

si tua tion. 

Myers can only retaliate to discursive domination by repeating sentences From Hilda's 

narrative (which Morgan approves): "Myers began to laugh. 'Fate.. . sent her . . . to . . .die.. in 



. . . your . . . living . . . m m ? '  he said between gasps" (148). Not getting the expected response 

h m  Myen, Morgan explods and, in a rage, prodaims Morgan "no writef' (149)' effectively 

appropriating the writefs role for hirnself, as the story that follows indicab; after this nimative, 

his own in the guise of wrikr, Morgan hypocritically rescinds his own previous aesthetic 

demands by commenting: "'That's the mal story that is waiting to be written. . . . It doesnft need 

a Totstoy"' (151). (Ironically, a non-Tolstoy, Myers, will tell the stoy). Here, Morgan iwisk that 

Myers endorse the validity of his narrative, accede to his version, his discourse; he demands that 

Myers repeat the story of " Mr. and Mrs. Y" and " Mr. and Mrs. 2" (149) and by doing so affirm 

Morgan's discourse as the only credible one. Myers of course does so, repeating Morgan's story 

using Morgan's diction; but, in the process, he dethrones Morgan. 

"Put Yourself in My Shoes" traces the production of simulacra, since the lstory itself 

suggests that al1 discourse falsifies original events, subordinating the event in question Co 

discursive agendas or, simply, bad memory; the enormous rift between the narrative aesthetic 

and the events it manipulates effectively negates the existence of the original. The story hints 

that Morgan's narrative is a version of events, not an actual recreation of them - it is not the 

mgitral-and a b  that we m n o t  hou> what really happened. By granting Morgan a rnonopoly 

on discourse, Myes bankmpts him, exposing his story as a simulacrum, a false totality. He uses 

the tools of capital against capital itseif; by reproducing narrative capital, for Morgan, he 

transfers it into his own account "Put Yourself in My Shoes" indicates positional tramference, 

but not (as the title leads us to expect) transfer of empathy. 

Myers feels no n d  to s a p e  the "loop" of Morgan's monopoly through a discursive 

offensive; instead, he aHows Morgan's narrative to undo itself, and in doing so monditions the 

loop to serve rather than oppress him. By not opposing Morgan's attempt at reproduîing his 

narrative capital, Myers extends his own fund of narrative. Rather than akmpting to break out 

of the circuit of capital, Carvefs dirty realism exploits it; in doing so it becornes a form of 

capitalism. "Put Yourself in My Shoes" recaunts a conflict behveen thieves. In finally assuming 

Morgan's position @y pmsumably writing the final draft of "Put Yourself in My Shoes"), Myers 



excludes other "voices," leaving in his wake the same casualties as the older man. Myers may 

corne across to us as a more sympathetic charader because of class difference, because of an 

underdog status, but his appropriation of Morgan's narrative only reverses, rather than 

qualises, their social relation. Just as HiIda's "voice*' becoins an instrument of Morgan, 

Morgan's voice becornes an instrument of Myers. The dominant dixourse sub- eveqrone to 

its reproduction. "Put Yourself in My Shoes" pmvides a corollary for Jarneson's cowumpüon for 

the sake of consurnptiod8 The result of this tautological c i ~ u i t  of narrative capital, a result 

congruent with the tenets of classical Marxism, is the alienation of those characten on the 

margins of, or beholden to, the owner of the story's "means of production." 

Horkheimer's and Adorno's chapter (€rom Dialectic of Etrliglthurmit), "The Culture 

industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception," outlines the means by which the cultural apparatus 

reproduces a dominant discourse (in much the same way as Carvefs story does through the 

device of storytelling), at the expense of collective empathy, the circuit of cultural capital 

fracturing the populace into monads. Throughout "Put Yourself in My Shoes," Carver hints at 

Morgan's re j~ t ion  of the cwperation necessary for community. He extends drinks to the Myers 

not out of generosity but in order to capture them within social convention. He refuses to allow 

the dog into the house, just as he refuses to allow Hilda herself to keep a pet (137). He hkes 

command of the dixourse within the home by appealing to unbreakable social conventions; yet, 

through the illusory gestures of hospitality embodied in such conventions he means only to 

subjugate the other characters to his discursive machinery. His discourse aims at retaining his 

primacy at any expense, inciuding his wife's mental weU-being. 

Carver offers a window into the results of Morgan's selfish monopoly during the scene 

involving the carotlers. Hilda "knows" the carollen will not "cornet* to visit the Morgans, and 

when they bypass the house she begins "to weep" (144). Morgan denies her right to a separate 

explanaticin for this snubbing by "insist[ing]" (152) on her participation in his enterprise, which 

means disregarding the issue (lm issues) attogether (144), by leavuig them out  part of the 

"ordinary" which his "propef discourse c a ~ o t  assimilate. Horkheimer and Adorno point out 



the effect of the cultural "circuit" of capital on individuality: "In the culture industry the 

individual is an ülusion not merely because of the standardization of the means of production. 

He is tolerated only so long as his complete identification with the geneality is unquestioned" 

(154). Morgan permits, or "tolerates," Hilda UIsofar as she participates ùi his discourse. When 

she finaily contradicts him (151)' he only uses her disagreement to more firmly cernent his 

version of narrative facts, in other words, to override her claims: "But 1 am sure of it now . . . I 

am positive I saw those records just More  we left'* (151). The "now" of Morgan's sentence 

cames a conviction directly renilting from Myea's and Hilda's disagreement; verbal resistance 

only strengthens Morgan's position. His assertion of primacy occurs at the expense of the 

others, by canceiüng out their counter-discourses, reflecting Horkheimer and Adomo's view of 

individuality as something tolerated oniy insofar as it contributes to the "unquestioneâ" 

"generaiity," or Morgan's absolutist dixourse, his convictions (again reflecting the iautological 

character of late capital as i! manitests in discourse): "every advance in individuation of t h  

kmd took place at the expense of the individuality in whose name it occurred, so that nothing 

was left but the resolve to p u m e  one's own particular purpose" (155). Morgan's stubbom 

"resolve" to p u m e  only his "own particular purpose" undermines the individual voices of 

Linda, Myers and Hilda, and effectively seals off Morgan from the mutuality represented by the 

carollers. The individuality presented here reproduces Horkheimer's and Adomo's definition 

as the pursuit of aims that stymie collective perceptions, that subordinate collective accounts to 

the dominant discourse of a solipsimi simulating a reality in spite of contrary evidence it dearly 

apprehends; with such "individuation" as the norut, the political and sodal structure no longer 

pennit the formuhtion of ovemding "populaf ideologiesP W i M  his sphere of production 

and seif-promotion Morgan either subsumes by absorbing or rejects by explaining away, by 

"levelhg," those elements that do not contribute to his social vision (a vision very much 

indicative of the dominant system, since Morgan functions as a middle&ss, mahm male, 

prirnary breadwinner, a man enshrined his is la-z-boy throne in the living room of his own 

house while speaking domi to the marginaliseci members of the popolstioxc two wives and a 



failing writer). The other chitracters remain isolateci, unable to dhr s ive ly  unite with the other 

charac ters or to fully participate in Morganf s version. 

Myers's "silence" at the end of the story signifies not only the effectiveness of Morgan's 

appropriation but also the means whereby Myers takes control: out of Morgan's inscription over 

the silence of the other three characters cornes "Put Yourself in My Shoes," a story about the 

failure or unwillingness to credit anothefs experience, a story trot about putting one's self in 

anothecs "s hoes." Through silence, Myers achieves his own individual program, or " purpose." 

Permitting Morgan's inscription, Myets tells the story of a cheap, egotistical, insensitive man. 

Morgan's dixourse, by means of its circularity, its self-centredness, aiiows for the conditions of 

its own subversion; it dixredits itself most emphatically where it inscribes itself rnost 

emp ha tically . 

B. The Tactics and Casualties of Silence 

In me Prnctice of E q & y  Li&, de Certeau infiltrates the "closed c i ~ u i r  of a capitalist economy to 

determine the options remaining available for subversion and cesistance: "The panoramacity is a 

'theoretical' (that is, visual) simulacrum, in short a picture, whose condition of possibility is an 

oblivion and a misunderstanding of practices" (93). De Cerbeau stands upon the World Trade 

Centre (a suitable metaphor for Jarneson's late capitalist society) and beholds, at a glance, the 

"panoramic layout of Manhattan." The "condition of possibilitf' for this totalising view anses in 

an "oblivion" or misunderstanding of "practices" making deviant use of the space beneath the 

gaze. The bird'ssye voyeur misses those elemenb, those particularities, beneath his totalising 

view: the "microbe-like, singular and plural practices" (96) "below the thresholds at which 

visibility begins"(93). Morgan's simulated discourse elides or blinds itself to the contentious 

voices and actions constihiteâ by the other characters; his panoramic view of the situation 

overwrits those "murky inkrtwining daily behaviours" "aîienf' b it (93). Similarly, Myers's 

writing of the story reproâuces the conditions necessary for a view from the World Trade Centre; 

only this time it is ltis view. The circularity of the story encloses and diminishes Morgan within 

Myers's own panorama. Besides Morgan's insisbence on "knowing" (152) the 



"whereabouts" (151) of his possessions (which would infisse his narrative vision with 

credibiiity), stand the invisible, the "opaque and blind" "operatiom" (93), of Paula and Hilda 

that Myers u t h  to destabilise Morgan's mle as primary story teller. 

While Morgan and Myers battle for supremacy using aggression and passivity, 

respectively, Paula and Hilda remain the "daily and indefiniiely other" within narrative. Carwr 

gives occasional ghmerings of extra-textual opratiom: physical gestures occupy the shadows 

cast by the words. Whüe Myen remains content to do "nothing" (132) and thereby experience 

and reproduce the story (appropriately, at the start he a m e r s  Pauia's query on what he did 

that day by saying, "Nothing. . . . 1 vacuumed,"' 135, equaüng his "nothing" with absorption 

and g a t h e ~ g ,  the filling of the void with matenal "vacuumed," or plundered, from Morgan), 

Paula and Hilda süp in and out of dixourse through geshire and action. Paula starts events 

rolling by placuig a "call" to Myers (132); throughout the story she continually makes, and 

accepts, physical contact with her husband (135, 152), physically repels the attacking dog (136), 

and follows Myen's lead in not endorsing Morgan's discourse (144), which c a w s  the older 

man to "frown" (144). Her physical actions stand as emblems of the ordinary, phenomena 

which mingle with, and alter dixourse, but which cannot be spoken and hence displace one 

discourse with another. The alignment of physical agency with Paula gestures towards the 

commonaiity of all characters in a social real, a social mal, however, continuaiiy overwritten by 

Morgan's and, la ter, Myers's discourses. 

Hiida's a a  of weeping haunts the narrative. She enhances the subtext of lonelîness and 

isoiation by humming (143). smiling "faintly" (145). and. î i d y ,  after her husband's violent 

outbuat, waving at the departing couple from the porch (152). Here, withùi Carver's text, sit 

faint traces of activity "insinuated . . . into the networks of su1veillartce" (96). Fada and Hilda 

represent the constant "other," those who cannot access the trade centre and thereby gain a 

to talising vision. 

These practitioners make use of spaces that aumot be seen. . . . 
The netwotks of these moving, intersecting wriüngs compose a 
manifold story that has neither author nor spectator, shaped out 
of fragmenîs of trajectories and alteraticms of spaces: m relation 
to representations, it remaim daiîy and mdefhitely 0 t h .  . . . A 



migrational, or metaphorical, city thus slips into the clear iext of 
the planned and readable city. (93) 

Paulo's and Hilda's motions and reactions disturb and distort the frequency of the transmitted 

story; thcy suhsist as background static. Their actions (many of them performed in service of 

somcone e h .  as in Paula protccting Myes  from the dog, or to visibly effect another, such as 

whcre Paula causes Morgan to frown) serve as invitations rather than exclusions, signs that 

invite the consummation of a mutually participatory dixoune, one open to aU pesons. While 

Paula in many instances reinforces Myers's passivity she also alludes to a house-sitting story of 

another couple, a story untold and unseen, a story that "siips" uito the planned and "readable" 

text to displace the primacy of the dominant version. Though Morgan's story becomes Myers's 

story, the two men remain estranged from one anolhcc and rvhile Myers shows how Linda and 

Hilda reniain buried in text, he does nothing to disinter them, he does not even provide them a 

rclational space?O from which to articulate thcir disposition towards the house-sitting story. 

Myers appropriates Paula and Hilda's gestures into metaphors w i t h  his own field of 

production. The two women remain subordinatc to the contest between husbandç. Nowhere in 

the story does direct opposition or confrontation m r  behveen the women and men. 

Morgan (and, by extension, Myers) becomes a "subject of wi.ü and power" (xù) by 

turning his "subject" status into the all-powerful position of "author." Morgan's h y p e y  

isolates him from the community around him, allowing him to apply a set of normative rules he 

feels no compunction to üve up to hims& criminalishg the violation of his home while not 

taking heed of his omi  violation of the cognitive "homes" inhabited by others; and boih Morgan 

and Myers feel content within th& self-generating and self-hlfilling drcuit of judgement and 

evasion. The two men become authors of their respective tales while people like Hilda and 

Paula remain "common pople" whose alienation from text leaves them recourse only to 

a calculus which cannot count on a "propi' (a spatial or 
insti tu tional localization), nor thus on a bordedine 
distinguishing the o k  as a visible totality. . . . A tactic 
insinuates itseif into the other's piace, fragmatarily, without 
taking it over in its enürety, without being able to keep it at a 
distance. (xix) 



Though Hilda and Paula have a ümited agency in the extra-textual realm of gesture, action and 

süence, their power remains affïxed to the opnings discouise aUows hem; they cannot, findy, 

avoid inscription into the body of text that ovcrwrites their separate concetris; they inhw the 

text with a g h m e r ,  the vague suggestion of other possiiilities, while at the m e  t h e  working 

within its codines. 

Like most dirty realists, Myers has his cake and eats it too, telhg a story without 

having to stand behind one, playing vicüm and victimiser, proletariat and capitalist. De Certeau 

points out the way in which tactical operations such as dirty reaüsm liberate themselves at the 

expense of the roving comrnunity buried in their texts. By not having access to text, by not 

superimposing an aesthetic "visionJ' over events, Pauh and Hüda have recourse only to a 

"calculated action determined by the absence of a proper locusf' (37); in other words, by not 

cnfting, or being unable to craft, a discursive place for themselves, they must operate on and 

within a discourse that spak for them. Not enabled to speak for themseives-excluded from 

texhial operativity- their actions spak  of the reaüty Morgan and Myes overwrite, the reality 

outside the simulacrum, a pface of pure action, a dynamism not reducible to discursive 

configurations. though whose ascertainable existence. should demand the recognition of 

discursive partiality and, through that recognition, ai l e s t  the attempt at a more fuiiy-rounded 

accounting. "Put Yourself in My Shoes" thus avoids a complete fan into solipsism while at the 

same time ülustrating how Myers uses his subjectivity, his mode of apprehending reaiity 

(writing stories), to liberate himself from the narrative imposed upon him by Morgan. 

While Carver's text does tecall the ordinrry, and the invisible "other" in Pa& and 

Hilda, it ody does so to effecî its separateness fron it and thm. ïhc Prach'ce of E a e r y d q  l f i  

defines the relation between the "common people*' and the "system" as contingent: "They [the 

indigenous populace conquered by the Spanish] were othn within the very colonization that 

outwardy assimilated them; their use of the dominant socid order defiedeci its power, which 

they Iadced the means to challenge; they escaped it without leaving it" (xiii). Assuming 

command of Morgan's discourse, and approprlatin& as metaphors (for Morgan's sdfishness), 



the gestures of Paula and Hilda, Myers in effm "others" them exactly as Morgan's narrative 

"othercd" him. As de Certeau points out, indigenous poples. unable to "challenge" the system, 

used the powcr of the "dominant social order" against itself; such power structures, as "Put 

Yourseif in My Shoes" attests, imofar as they W o n  as text (as long as they remain dixourse), 

offer "cross-mts, fragments and lucky hi& in [th&] framework" (38); but, although these 

loopholes empower Myers, they do not actualiy let him quit the field of power relations; the 

structure itself remains. De Certeau can spak only of a collective-indiversity, of vanous and 

misceiianeous patterns established by the "actions" of the "common people"; he cannot speak of 

a united fiont against the dominant order. The conflict between indigenous peoples and the 

Spanish conquerors, and between Morgan and Myers, remains relational; Myers's subversion 

necessitates, and relies on, the presence of a dominant order, itseif offset korn the body of the 

ordinary, which would demand recognitions beyond the scope of the two men's agendas. 

Myers becomes Man's dreaded constant revolutionary; his method (passivity) requires 

an entrenched, dominant discourse from which to draw an arsenal. He finds pleasure (laughter) 

in not h a d g  to do anything but recycle and appropriate. in not having to assume, or even 

attempt to corne up  with, a definite position against the system. Myers deploys the system 

against the system without sighting an exit from it, his "poaching" (xü) on Morgan's narrative 

"property" (xii), empowen hun without offering a communal alternative. The refusal to 

commit to, or even engage in an attempt to produce, a communal or shared discourse 

emanapates Myers from depndency on another; it isolates him. Confined to a system of 

constant and continuai "otkiing," he Iaugla in the soiitary confinement of liberty-in- 

indeterminacy. In appropriating, and a b t i n g  Morgan from Morgan's own narrative, Myers 

endorses an economy of comumption and capital, profiking from poaching on the other man's 

story. Moreover, Myers draws his power hom inactivity, from remaining in one position with a 

view over the a ty  (or page); unlüUe Bascombe or Drinkwater, he never reihquishes narrative 

preeminence, knowhg that to do so wodd oust him hom his strategic positiow it would make 

him a player within another's text: he wodd cede authorship (and therefore authonty) for 

oprativity (and therefore operaüng someone else's disrumw machinery). in order to maintain 



his "text," he necds the equiiiîrium, the stasis of a iinguiror economy. Silence becornes Myeds 

primary tactic in overthrowing Morgan; however, his "silence," his unwillingness to hUy 

articulate Paula and Hilda as more than physical presences, also indicates the "borders" of his 

discourse, where his discourse off* itself from the ordinary, and the community it ignores. 

From Bukowski's fktfights, to Carver's gestures, to Richard Ford's basebaii machines, 

the authors bring language to bear on the ordinary (and the ordinary to bear on hnguage). 

Language offers escape hatches and deflectiorrs, a capacity to ovenmite the ordinary with a 

codified his tory grounded in systematic dominance or c o m m u ~ l  agreement, at the same tirne as 

its instabiüty and indeterminacy aîiows for it to dissolve in contact with reality. 

IV. Snarled in Text/Ordinmy Escapes 

Dirty realism's hypocrisy aesthetic funciions by süpping in and out of the social dixourse 

sanctioned by the "readers."=l This slippMess appears in Myers's sanctionhg of, and 

withholding sanction from, Morgan. Myers's paradoxical position as viaim and victimiser, his 

hypouitical playing of contradictory self-representatiom, a n  only occur if he pemits Morgan a 

sociaily authoritative space, and does not opnly appropriate that authonty. By remaining a 

subject of the other man's dixourse he avoids taking an active stand which would lead to his 

own openness to tactical subversion. By reproducing Morgan's discursive "signai" he can 

distort it without necessarily providing a signal of his omi. As a "tanscriif' rather than 

producer of the story he in effect reproduces Morgan's "story" in order to operate in the older 

man's space without providing a simiiar " s p "  wherein the older man might subvert hia 

Convedy, Morgan's continua1 cal for an a m e r  to his charges goes Pnheeded; in this regard, 

he receives no sanction from Myers, no communal support for hir narrative. Myers therefore 

derives his p w e r  from the ambiguities latent in the other man's language, in the hguistic 

economy of the dominant (or m e d y  "domineering") "story." By sanctionhg and not 

sanctionhg the older man's dixourse, Myers expses the way reality does not appear as self- 

evident within discourse but requires cornemual agreement. De -au's "whole soàety made 

into a book" (xxii) suggests the dûcursive charader of the "socîai," suggests the importance of 



the reader in undersigning the "book" of society. Without the consensus of his "readers," 

Morgan cannot properly mediate the "story." 

In recognising tha t discawsc! does not transparently render reality, dùty realiçm bctrays 

a latent empiricat and materialistic strain; because it views reality as exterior to text (though not 

to human expenence), it laughs at language. Dirty R e a h  r e a b  that a culture fixated on 

words (particularly the divide between sigmfier and referent) is a culture suscephi1e to 

manipulation by the wordsmith. Hem dirty reaiism differs hom Hemingway in rehising to take 

on the responsibüity of keeping the word-mirror clean; imtead, they exploit the "muddiness" of 

the hguistic economy. The inabüity of language to hlIy disclose the "ordinary" only further 

entrenches reaüty as a chalienge to be met. Reality certainly exists, as a corpus of material 

ob jects and sensual experience comprising a human knowiedge im prvious to discourse, an 

eniirety which confuses and destabüises language use by not Iending its substance to it (this 

divide offers dirty reaIists another "betweenD* state to disappear into or elide, as the mood 

strikes). You cannot speak of the ordinary (de Certeau 5). A consciousness of the actual 

absolves dirty reaiists from having to assume definitive accountabüity for the& linguistic 

(niis)use. 

In Capital, Marx responds ironicaiiy to the subordination of reality to language: "Does 

society desire to eliminate ai i  the inconwniences which trouble it, it has only to eliminate aii the 

iii-sounding t e m .  Let it change the language, and for that it has only to addrea i ~ l l  to the 

Academy and ask it for a new edition of its dictionary" (265). in this sarcastic comment8 

Manisrn and &y reaiism mingie, since Man betrap much the same apprehension of the 

relation between reaiity and language as dirty r e a h  does. Whüe the theft of Morgan's story 

may release Myers from the résponsibiiity of accounting for, or replying to, the accusations, it 

does not erasc material differences between the two men (unless, of course, the story he writes 

lands Myers, as it did Carver, on the best-seller list, which stiii suggests an attainment of 

material cornforts Myers hitherto iacked), and to ad with physicai decisiveness against Morgan 

would bring domi on My-'s head a hast of legal and social Wficulties. M y m  can only 

triumph in text, and his textual triumph does not necessarily permit him a greater store of 



mahrial resources. He can "eliminate" the "ill-sounding terms" spoken by Morgan, but he 

cannot, at the same tirne, eliminate material "inconveniences." Myers therefore remains both 

victim and victimiser, both hemic and vülainous, a master of discourse yet a social underdog, an 

overwriter of the ordinary and a slave to it. His liberty depends upon how successfully he 

manipulates this in-behveen status, his straddling of binaries, in the eyes of the other characters 

and the reader. Since both the discursive and ordinary remain fully-functioning options in his 

self- represen ta tion, a variety of "escape routes" from discursive fixity offer themselves to him. 

He is both the downtrodden working-class hack we sympathise with and the manipulative 

wordsmith who can refer us to his material disadvantage when his power-play hirns too 

rapacious for Our comfort The facts of the ordinary (poverty) can conveniently mediab and 

dismantle Myers's discursive authority (no matter how he manipulates Morgan's story, he is still 

a stctwittg artist). 

The gestures, touches and visual signals in "Put Yourself in My Shc& play around, and 

hint at, a commonality in the concrebe. Morgan can leave the carollers out of the story, explain 

away their bypassing the home, but only u@r the firct. Other inkrpretations cemain possible. 

Carver's text therefore suggesb that the ordinary remains always outsi& dixourse, ready to 

influence, and in turn be influenced by, words. Hilda's weeping and waving, Paula's touches, 

serve to s trengthen Myers's m u r i  t of Morgan's sel fishness, while also gesturing towards the 

exterior of al1 accountingfiom withiri it. Hilda and Paula remain within the field of "everyday 

practices" that de Cerbeau calls "tactics:" which "produce without capitalking, that is, without 

taking control over time." (xx). "Tactics" imply manoeuvres within "the space of the other," a 

"play on and with a terrain imposed on it and organized by the law of a foreign powef'; it (a 

tactic) " takes advantage of 'opportunities' and depends on h m ,  king without any base where 

i t  could stockpile its winnings, build up ik own position and plan raids" (37). Tactics, then, 

presents the ordinary in ib indefinability, its circumstantiallity, its particularity. A tactic cannot 

speak Jbr itself; it does not have a Ianguage; iis actions forever remain of itself, regarâing no 

deviation or separateness between itself and the ordinary, no interior/exterior divide as with text 

and the ord inary; tactics are a procedural tstimony to a non-textual reali ty. 



Carver's story recognises this exterior, this unreadable body of expiencet but Myers 

and Morgan refuse its impiicatiom. Rather than aplogise to Hilda and thereby extend 

friendship to Iicr, or fully endorse Paula's shock, Myes revels in suspnded opposition. His 

stratcgy subsumes the tactical oprations of the women ovenmting their meandering with his 

agenda (showing up Morgan). Myers takes plcasure in what Marx c a k  the "sphere . . . whose 

bou ndaries [are] sale and purchase" (83); Paula and Hilda - examples of de Certeau's "common 

peoplew-serve Myes's economy. He capitaüses on the situation. "takes control of tirne" 

preferring isolation in history, the silence of passivityt and the exploitation of "betweenness" to 

the cornmonality-in-the-ordinary referenced by the women's geshires: "By an art of king in 

between, he draws unexpcted results from ha situation" (30). He "draws" those "results" as 

letten on the page, transforming the tactics of action into a strategy of discourse (just as de 

Certeeu incorporates Lhe meanderings of his "examples" uito a dixursive and metaphoric 

projection). 

Dirty reaüsts differ in the degree to which they recognise and remain open to the 

ordinary. Their aUegiance to community, their wülingness to partiapate in communal 

discourse, depends upon their readion to the glirnmering of actualities on the margins or 

vanishing point of language. This inesolvable tension between specialised dixourse and the 

ordinary characterises an important binary occupied by dirty realism. To understand the 

ordinary as a common body, as an exploitation of contuigencies or "opportunities" that relate to, 

yet exist independenlly of, dominant discursive formations, requveS an understanding of the 

way in whidi de Certeau's "ordinaty" disnipts sûategic operations, those "calculus of force- 

relationships," or discursive modes, wbch "[assame] a piace that can be desa i id  as proper 

and thus serve as the bas& for generaüng relations with an exterior distinct from it" (xix). 

Throughout the texts of Carver, Bukowski. Ford and Jarman, the ordinary often intervenes on 

the establishment of a discourset disrupting its efficacy and M y  expsing it as the Cinguibtic 

simulacmm of an ungtaspable reality. 

Bodies of strategic discourse iruiude "politicai, ecaiomic and rationai" models (IBx). 

According to de Certeau, strate@ modeîs exist within the "ordinary," which, for its part, 



rernains the "whole" or "remainder" (6) excluded kom specialised focus: those elements of 

expenence that the particular dixourse - plitical, social, or economic - does not speahcaliy 

account for; de Certeau desaibes the scene of the propr-systematic discourse-as "scientific 

and dominant islands set off against the background of practical 'resistances' and 

symbolizations that cannot be reduced to thought" (6). As Carver has already shomi, dirty 

rcalism has one foot in a strategy, albeit a hy-ticai one, and one foot in the voiceless 

operations of the ordinary. These practices may include everything from concephial exercises, 

such as reading, to physical endeavoun on the assembly iine or construction site. M y  

realism's strength arises in its recourse to the "ordinary," its abiüty to slip outside of, and undo, 

its own discourses in order to evade entrapment from withui by the various systems that 

impinge on it and which it reproduces. 

De Certeau's notion of "distance" (xix) remains relevant for our discussion of Carver, 

because strategic discourse itseif ailows Myers and Morgan a distance from the ordinary; by 

embedding iheir relations in text, in narrative metaphors and moral platitudes, they mate a 

distinctness scparate from commodity; they remain a locus of power, an "island," an 

"enterprise" that capitalises on the silence of others to further entrench its own agenda. In order 

to function as objective spectator and subjective agent, Myers must occupy both the periphery of 

the text and its centre, must place one foot inside and one outside the story, iliustrating ius 

limitations alongside his ultimate agency. Myes's discursive success occurs in that he both tells 

his story and let's it be told. The hvo men differ in that Morgan assumes the role of discursive 

prime, thereby setting himself up as a target for discontent, and for "poaching," whereas Myers 

takes a more elusive position, remaining peripheral to Morgan's story, whiie central to the 

a u t h o ~ g  of "Put Yourseif in My Shoes" (Robinscm practices much the same tactic in "What Do 

You Do in San Francisco?"). Never adopting a fixed co-cirdinate, Myers makes the most of his 

in-between state. While Morgan remah snarled in his own text, and Paub and Hiida exduded 

because they cannot access the proper disamive modes, M y e s  reüshes an dtimate liberty by 

setüng up a foot in both camps. 



The simultaneity necessary for dirty r e a h ' s  hypocrisy repircs the ambiguous process of 

discourse. Myers retains the privilcgcd position of existing within and without his text insofar 

as he retains a discursive role. Myers depnds upon seeing the world as a text, nippianting 

agency (particularly that of the women) with textual metaphor, with h i t ing  the view to what 

de Certeau, borrowing from Merleau-Ponty, cab the 'prose of the world" (12). in this regard, 

dirty realists express an acute awareness of Raymond Williams's defïnition of reaiism: 

it [realism] is often alço a term for blame or limitation . . . that 
the medium in which this representation occurs, whether 
language or stone or paint or film, is radicaiiy different from the 
objects represented in it. so that the effwt of "LileWe 
representation," the "reproduction of reality," is at best a 
particular artistic convention, at worst a falsification m a h g  us 
take the forms of rcpresentation as mal, (219) 

The writing of realism itself involves a contradiction, a conjunction of reptesentation as "real" 

and representation as "falsification." Realists express the real in a medium that cannot. DUty 

realism realises that the mediation of words offers innumerable loopholes and rifts for evasion; 

it aiso knows that utterance can have a non-linguistic Muence, whether in the actual or by 

short-circuiting and/or buttressing the referential reliability that community needs in order to 

function. Moreover - as Independence D q  ilîustrates - the ordinary itseif can sha tter the facade 

of words. Reaüty remains suscephbie to the authorial consciousnes and elusively outside of it. 

Dirty reaiism manipulates the rift between realism as artifice (whidi dirty realists can 

and do occasionaily debunk) and r e a h  as umnediated reality (a concept they often use to 

defend the daims of th& fictions); they depnd on the reader beüeving the tnith of the& 

discourse and then relinquishing rqmsi%&ty for their words, shoald those words chah them 

down in any way. The use of "ordinary" language and everyday namators disguises and 

exposes the strategy of dirty reaiism: 

But when "elitist" language uses the "dgar" speaker as a 
disguise for a meialanguage about itself? it ako ailows us to see 
what dislodges it kom its privilege and draws it outside of itseIf: 
an Other who is no longer God or the Muse, but the anonymous. 
The straying of writing outside of its own place is traced by th& 
orduiary man, the metaphor and drift of the doubt whidi haunts 



writing. the phantom of its "vanity," the enigmatic figure of the 
relation that writing entertains with ail pople, with the loss of its 
exemption, and with its death. (de Certeau 2) 

By resorting to common speech and everyday charaders, dirty realism espouses an adherence to 

the ordinary. Yet this usage precisely implicata it in a convention, the reaiist one, of daiming to 

minimise the gap between the actual and mediation and by rehsing an elitist sensibility through 

sticking to the status quo (itself a conventional notion that conflates the dissimüar pracüces of 

the individuai members of the "status quo" into a single rhetorical figure). The plain, laconic 

utterance of dirty reaiism constitutes a "metalanguage about itseü," simulating a speaking "of" 

out of a speaking "for." The style of dirty reaüsm a p p a s  to lend it authentiaty (hence servùig 

as a metalanguage for its own truth-value), when in fact it constitutes a f o m  of dixourse 

separate from the rcality it addresses, a form that appears congruent with reality but which 

actually draws borders between itself and its suhject matter, as pointed out by Madison Bell: 

"Carver's characters speak an impoverished language distinaly less expressive than that of their 

real-lue counterparts" (67). As Bell, and elsewhere Richard Ford himself,2' point out, Carwr's 

dialogue, indeed his whole mode of writing, represents a style ofien at odds with lived 

experience, with everyday wcurrences and realities. Dirty reaiism's use of the style of the 

common man mates and sustains a "metalanguage" about ïtself (the lack of divide behveen the 

"speaking" of the author and the "spaking" of the common man serves as proof of 

authenticity), but a metalanguage differing from Lyotard's notion of metanarrative insofar as 

dirty realismrs metalanguage of working dass tnxth remains suscepbile to a scrutiny from 

within (a sautiny d e d  for by the vgr self~oRSCiotisness of the aestkoc tiirnigh which it 

expresses the common), a m t i n y  at odds with its daim to representing reality (conûictedness 

in dirty reaüsm remains the nom). Dirty t e a h ,  then, displays so vin2ly its own stytistics that 

it hstrates the formation of a transparent metananative. VisibIy inauthentic charaders and 

voices show the limited range of dirty Featism's mediation at the same t h e  as thwe charaders 

support the contention of authenticity.s The common man both inciudes and exempts dùzy 

realism kom the ordinary; it dows them to play on either side of the fence. Representation and 

simulation a r k  simuitaneously in the single figure of style. However, the issue of mediation 



hnds dirty realists divided, since Ford seems aware of the superfidality and imalism of many 

of hiç constructs, while (early) C a m  and Bukowski often cl- to present theu diaraders as 

they ore in real Me. Ford and Jarnian show an unease at the isobtion resulting h m  the 

conflictedncss and unreliabiiity of this aesthetic, while Bukowski and Carver revel in it. 

By i n t r o d u ~ g  charactcrs such as Mym, Carver attempts to resdnd his exemption, to 

show how he is not operating outside of Ihe ordinary, not spcialiy comptent.24 Rather than 

tramferring a specialised vbcabubry into ordinary language, he is aiready withui ordinary 

language, operating his claims from wilhin a tactical rather than strategic hguistic space; yet, 

t h ,  in effect, elevates his tactics to the levcl of strategy by dernanding a mognition of the 

siories as "of the ordinary" at the same time as his ünguistic spciality (style) becornes the 

simulation of ordinary language. As Liban R Furst points out, in Al1 is Tnie: nte C l a h  and 

Strategis ofRea1isf Fiction (1995)) we can no longer take language at face value: "No longer is its 

[realism's] language regarded as merely aimed at the communication of meaning; its figuration 

is now given close smtiny. The alleged simpücity or naivete of realist writing can indeed be 

seen as yet another comportent of its preteme" (146). As Furst suggests, sirnpliaty of diction 

now figures more as a NSC than as a genuine, open-faced, unprctentious gesture. Linguistic 

simplicity or naivete marks one of realism's pretences. Dirty realists such as Carver and 

Bukowski want us to accept that they've done the impossible, that they've articukted the 

ordinary (whüe others, such as Jarman and Ford warn agaimt that acceptance). They have 

become, in the words of Bukowslu, the "conductors of [our] verisimilihide" (SS 222). Tluough 

ordinary hguage dirty realism can arbitrate realify whiie leaving those same purportedly 

"orduiary" texts open to the rem of a reaiity that exposes aesthetic simulation, that exposes 

the dirty reaüst "stylet' as a site of the propers-in th& fashion indefinitely delayïng their own 

reification. Dirty realist tex& carehilly straddle the divide between the proper and the ordurary 

to offset their own aesthetic reification. Bukowski, more than any other realist, probes the effect 

of dirty reaiismts insisience on reader partiapation in the d t i n g  of a definite discourse îhat he 

then subverts. ("Are you speaking of me or for me?" the reader wants to ask; "Depnds," 



Bukowski might respond, "on what I want to attain at any one moment. Just follow my lead.") 

Bu kowski, even more explicitly ihan Carver, celebates the persona1 advantages accmed to him 

throu gh the hypocrisy aesthetic. 

V. Btikmuski's Stem 

In the short stories "Camus," "Bring Me Your Love," and "Action"-ail included in the 

collection of stories and poems, Sephragmurian Slm- Charles Bukowski Ulustrates how dirty 

realism negotiates and exploits language and expectation to occupy and defy its placement on 

soaetal "grids," institutional or marital. This negotiation always requires a set of expectations 

and norms on the part of soâety, requires that the dirty realist author grasp and subvert 

contractual, communal discursive expctations, especially as those expectations arrive from a 

dominant system of late industrial capital and serve to reground a society based on commodity 

circulation. In the words of Russell Harrison in Againsf the Amm'can Dream: Essuys on Charles 

Biikomki (1994), Bukowski becornes a "'post-modem proletarian' Miter, a critic of post- 

induskial capitalism" (18), but only by aping and reproducing the dominant discursive traits of 

capital, in a way that ultimately lifts him from dass-representative status.26 

A. ûelivery 

Charles Bukowski's short story, "Bring Me Your Love" (199û), inciuded in his coiiection 

Sephlagotarian Stew, depicts a manipulator of language and realism even more seif~onscious 

and hypwitical than Myes or Morgan. The story begins with the visit of a husband, Harry, to 

his wife, Gloria, in a mental institution. h g h  the nsit we leam that (aoN biantes H p y  for 

her incarceration and for the faihre of their marriage. Gloria makes a series of accusations that 

Harry refutes, and which the story suggesk renilt from Gloria's deluded state. iiarry's M t  

ends in recrimination. in the second haU of the story, however, we witness Gloria's vindication, 

as Harry rehuris to the hotel room he shares with lais lover, Nan. Slowly, each of Gloria's 

accusations cornes tme, und the reader begins to doubt the justice and Miidity of Gloria's 



incarceration. We also corne to understand the extent of Harry's manipulation, and his 

discursive authority over the two women. 

Whcn Hamy enters the lunatic asylum housing his mentaiiydamaged wife, she askç 

huli, "Are you . . . the conductor of verisimilitude" (222)? According to Holman and Harmon's 

definition of "verisimilitude"-"The semblance of truth. . . . The degree to whidi a work mates 

the appearance of the truth" (494)- the story, then, revolves aroind Hamy as a "condudof' or 

transmitter of "tnith," combined with the notion that verisimïiihide aliows only a "sembiance" 

or "apparance" of truth. Harry takes possession of the production of simulacra. 

Harry's proprietomhip of discourse cwpts the "institution," the ngid d e s  and codes 

of a psychiatrie faciiity, to curtail his wife's agency. Gloria's ability to see through Harry's 

simulation, his pretence of fidelity, threatens his h d o m ;  without her incarceration, she would 

greatly irnpde Harry's affairs. In the character of Gloria, Bukowski presents to u s  the attendant 

dangers of a practice that directly opposes an institution, rather than, tluough "deception" (37), 

offering opposition from within the insütution itseif. Hamy succeeds in his double Ufe through 

artdice: a play "on" the sodetal and institutional codes "of' verisimilitude, largely by absorbing 

and simulating the expectations of those codes in his discourse. He knows that gettuig others to 

"buy into" his reaüty depnds upon how successfuily he manipulates and flogs the "codes" of 

realisrn.7 He regulates himself and manipulates those around him by fitting into sanctioned 

patterns of behaviour; he invokes the apparaiice of tmth as the truth. He simulates the faithfui 

husband to Gloria, and pretends care for her, and when Nan threatens to expose him to hi.  wife 

he again invokes a dich&& sentimental code of conduct that he h W  does not practke: "ide 

Hell you will! That's a si& woman" (226). He pbys upon Nan's sympathy with the " s i M  

woman to prevent her from exposing him, as if the same humanistic sympathies informai his 

own conduct. The italicising of the word suggests how much of Harryrs power rests upon the 

codes and conventions surrounâing a fonn of discourse. The "tnith" of the word he uses to 

describe Gloria, "sick," must be mspected: it necessitates a type of conducî. When Nan a b  

accuses him of sieeping, or wanting ta sieep, with "whores,"he respnds: "there's fhat word 



again" (226). The italicising of " that" here conveys the opposibe tactic apparent in the previous 

quote: now Hany recalls how words do not mediate "truth"; now they offer simulation as 

opaque tools of accusation unfixeci from any verifiable reality. 

Whenever Nan or Gloria attempts to wrest "conductorship4' of verisimilitude from him, 

Harry destabilises their language, enforcing his will by demanding that they play according to 

his rules: "You knew the situation as well as 1 did. Yoii were the one who wanted to corne along" 

(226)! The threat of his inconsistency (not only to his wife but also to his mistress)-his own 

refusal to play according to the rules- frightens Nan into cornpliance. His hypocritical postures 

of consistent care and tnrthfulness towards Gloria, and inconsisbency towards, and lying to, Nan, 

superimpose "grids" of dominance over the two women, limiting and determining the range of 

thei r agency . 

Meanwhile, Gloria remains incarcerated because she only partiy understands that 

"conducting" vetisimilitude requires the player not to openly revel in contradiction, to deploy it 

tac ticall y. Gloria's na kedness and open contradictions prevent her from enjoying the social 

fredom of Harry, who hides his dissembling by temporarily adjusting to or appropriating 

various institutional and m i a l  codes. Her vacillation over whether she likes chocolates (223- 

224), her need for "love" as an action rattier than verbal constmct (something "brought" rather 

than proclaimeci, 223), her aping of sanify before Dr. Jensen (2î3-224), and, finally, her self- 

diagnosis (224) culminate in her most telling line: "Fishhead, my paranoia has often been the 

forerunnet of an approaching buth" (225). Gloria's open opposition to Ha+ simulateâ 

consistency suggesb paranoia; her paranoia, iwofar as it suspeck everything Harry says, insofar 

as it knows of the disparity between what he says and what he does, insofar at it fears putting 

trust in Harry, is not a pathological condition but one in tune with reality (hence inationality 

becomes the most valid form of behaviour). Harry has made Glotia appem paranoid, out of touch 

with the "truth," by simulating a normative discursive consistency (which is anything but) ütat 

clashes with her own open contradictions. In "Bring Me Your Love," Gloria begins to 

understand that ody acting (simulation)-a careful acceptance that maskf ib subversion of 



normative disc~rsive modes-wüi aliow her freedom hom the institution. By valoriring truth, 

dcmanding that words truly mediate reality (or at least amire a mutually agreed-upon 

discourse for reality, a fixed relation between word and deed), Gloria only further empowers 

Hamy and confirms her "insanity." By abandoning these demands and appropriating a set of 

behavioural and verbal CO-ordinates, she rnight become "a conductor of verisimiiitude" herself; 

and, yet. and problematicaily, Gloria views her recognition of Lhis possibiüty as a signal of her 

progrcssively " r e t ropded  mental state (224), het l a m g  into irratio~lity (Harry succeeds in 

his freedom by destabiîising the women's rational responses). 

To get out of the asylum, Gloria must be irrational. By basing the estimation of her 

sanity on reüable, logical discursive and ideological constructs, Gloria enables the Harrys of the 

world to have their cake and eat it too. If she did not expct  Harry to live up to his words, or his 

words to live iip to him, Gloria would effectively dethrone Harry from his role as "conductor," as 

arbiter between actuality and text. But at the end of the story she stiil expects him to confonn to 

n stable, venfiable Iùiguistic order, an expectation he exploits to maintain his desires. Gloria 

does not need tntth -she knows the truth- but rather Hamy's willingness to accord with the 

truths shc has chosen to stand by; she wants from him an act that salvages their communal 

discourse, their contingent history and relationship. But in this "act" of coordination and 

agreement, in this confirmation of rules and expectations, Harry becornes cottscious of his "key" 

role, his position as "conductor" More the orchestra (or orchestrations) of contingency. 

The hypocrisy aesthetic requires consistent n o m  of oprativity to play upon. It mimics 

and proceeds along iines of contingency, regarding ihem as suscephile to manipuiiation and 

contradiction, but the "lines" must remain in place; othenvise, as in Indepwdence Dry, dirty 

realism fin& itseif as stymied as those it manipulates. Were Gloria to suddenly begin 

simuIating reality, she would deprive Hamy of a c c m  points through which to manipulate her 

expedatiom. If she did not stand by any expectation he could not successfuüy manipulate her. 

Simüarly, if Nan stopped adhering to convention and told the "sick woman" the tnith, she 



would usurp Harry's power; but her act of standing by convention cedes him dominance. Dirty 

realisrn needs a hrget, a believer to dmeive, a dominant power to appropriate and disown. 

B. Exploitation and Stasis 

in the short çtory, "Camus," Bukowski presents an entirely different perspective on the 

deployment of hypocrisy. This story follows an average day in the life of Larry, a high-school 

teacher, follows him from his early moniing depression to the classroom, w here he elicib various 

favours and bribes from the students on the basis of his authority, where he becornes involved in 

brief fistfight with a student, and finally ends on his accepting sexual favous h m  a fernale 

student in return for good grades. "Camus," as the title suggesb, allegorises a vulgar 

existentialism, where Larry lives exclusively for mornentary pleasures, without regard for 

institutional or sociefal narratives of the rightness of traditional student/teacher relations, myths 

of educational reward, or of a society that tewards on the basis of merit rather than nepotism and 

class affiliation. Rather than hiding wi thin normative behavioural modes, Larrya shows how 

speaking "the plain tnith" can entrench one's position in the institution (in this case a school). 

Asked if he ever thinks about God, Lany answers that he "especially" does not (164); 

when a student poses the paradox, "if you especially don't . . . that means that you especially 

do," Lany answers: "You mean . . . that if I don't fuck it means that 1 do" (164). Lany exulb in 

the slippage between the abstract and pragmatic levels of language. Here, "not thinking" is the 

same as "not fucking." Rather than endorsing the studenfs valid point-namely, that to 

"especially" disregard someone or something means a constant vigilance against, or singling out 

of, that someone or something in question, that linguistic concepts mal1 their opposites by 

exclusion, which hightighb the relatimtnl exchange negatively reinforcing the status of the 

excluded concept- Larry resorts to empiricism, a dixourse that levels abstraction in favour of 

describing phenornena that either happen or do not, and which views words as transparent 

media tors of reality without intemal contradictions or ambiguity. Varying behveen 



epistemological and descriptive linguistic registcrs aiiows Larry a manoeuvrabiiity unavailable 

to his students. 

Bukowski iiiustrates how a deployment of language oppabite to Hany's m "Bring M e  

Your Love" can produce discursive suptemacy. Larry's place as the "most p o p W  (164) 

ieacher on campus hinges on an unambiguous discourse that allows him to subvert the codes 

and norms of the institution. Lamy's power resides in honesty and ü t e r a k  "AU right,'" he 

says, when the students, as a whole, rise to challenge him, "kit dom or 18m going to fiunk this 

whole class"' (164). Lany betrays his ulthate authonty not by manipuhting the rifts in 

convention-as in "Bring Me Your Love" -but rather by letting the dass know exactly where he 

and they stand; he says: "'Power destroys . . . and the lack of it mates  a world of misfits. But 

I'U let you off the hook. i won't flunk you [the enüre class] if one of you can name a fairly good 

writer for me. His name spelled backwards is 's-u-m-ad*' (164). Again, ironically, Lamy 

reveab his "misfit" position in the institutional system by unequivocaily exercising the power 

that system cedes him, by stripping off the camouflage behind which that authority hides. 

Exposing the educational system as a series of ahihiiry and subjective rewards and favours, 

based on a particular instructor's disposition (as diustrated by the "fat boy" incident), avoiding 

abstraction and ambiguity to instead "talk about [the straight] shit" (163). Lamy becomes the 

most sought-out teacher. 

At the same time as he behaves as a straight-talker, Larry adapts to a system of feints, 

seeming and indeterminacy. The balancing act he must maintain- in order for the students to 

h d  him interesting, and therefore valuable to the institution, whüe at ihe sarne tirne 

maintaining himself behind the desic, that "symbol of powef' (162)-piaenLP motkt "in- 

between" state one of static equiiibrium. This equilibrium appears where Bukowski d e m i i  

his fight with the "fat boy": "They kept ckling. %me of the students retumed to the dassroom 

for their belongings. mers left for somewhere else. . . . 'We aren't going to fight,' said Larry, 

'we are afraid of each othei" (163). Neither the student nor the teacher can overcome the other; 

the two sides remairi lodced in mutuai enmity (the equiliirium dirty reaiists maintain in the face 

of soàetal structures they appropriate and oppose, define and are defined by). Larry reaüses 



that any decisive move on his part against the fat boy (who, through family connections, can 

influence the fate of Lany's career) would end in mutual destruction: "One thing he knew, 

though, he was going to flunk that fat son of a bitch in the yeUow jumpsuit. And wasn't that 

something? Arthur Koestler and his wife in a double suicide" (165)?29 Lamy knows that 

flunking the boy, obstnicting his educational path, will eventuate a "double suicide," prove the 

demise of them both. Not acadentally, Bukowski couches th& relationship in J literary allusion; 

their stalemate is more ideological than physical contingent upon their places in tk institution: 

the boy c m  deprive Lamy of stahis and Lany can deprive him of a diploma; these two 

developrnents would have repemissiom on both men's lives but, for the moment, their 

relationship remains mediated and cimimscribed by institutional regulations. Their 

relationship remains a fundion of discourse. Within this discursive world, Larry's tactici, his 

static operativity, enables him to exploit both institutional codes and the student expectations 

that do not necessarily coinade with those codes. He can use language as a meam of remaining 

valuable to the institution (popular) and inflict punitive measures on its other favoured sons 

(flunk the class). Larry remains in power through a tactical exploitation of the codes and 

expectations of the institutional "grid." 

C. A Man of Action 

i. Text, Motion and Autobiography 

in the short story, "Action," Bukowski ptesents events from the vantage of a non-miter, a man 

depnved of dixursive operativity. Bukowski tropes on the home track as a place of defeat and 

disempowerment, as a metaphor for dasô structures and divisions. Like Lury and Hamy8 the 

protagonist of "Action," Henry, straddles binaries his Life of poverty and misery and his iis as a 

successful (though washed-up) miter, his allegiance to the poor and his welcome and notoriety 

among the rich. Henry &-as the names of the racehorses that gîve him his biggest "thriil" (128) 

indicate - between "Heu and Highwatef (127). But, <uiWre the previous protagonists, he m o t  

form "an art of king in between," and thereby draw "unexpected results fmm his situation." 



UnW<e Larry and Harry, Henry f a 5  to carve a space for himself within the discumve "grid of 

the dominant order. 

Henry fmds his possibilities entirely determined by the material world, whose 

impoverishment-artistic and financial-deprives him of an abüity to absorb and exploit 

dixourse in a way that would enable him to ovemnite the situation: "1 need the typewrüer, 

thought Henry. That way 1 can make things corne out the way 1 want them to" (127). Becaw of 

a long-standing writer's block, Henry lacks the power to renegotiate the ordinary. He finds 

himseü condemned to the "heli" (132) of poverty. As the titie of the story, "Action," implies, 

Henry exists in a world entirely of action, of physicality, those "events," as MKhael Tnissler 

says, that "we experience" with "no certain knowledge as to what its future implications may 

be" (35). Without the means to UIxnbe occurrence with an overarching narrative-with a 

metananative-a teleological history that reconciles past to present and provides a scope for the 

future, Henry can only exprience phenornena passively; unüke the passivity of other Bukowski 

narrators-whose passivity conceals an amplification, distortion and muing of dixourse- 

Henry can mort  only to provisional action, the meagre tactics of the "ordinary man" (3, and 

not the hypoaisy aesthetic of Hamy or Lamy. 

Bukowski locates his narrator, the one whose "ticket joined ail the others" (131)-who 

merges with the "cornmon" populace-on the other side of the fence kom Lany and Harry, part 

of the anonymous mas ,  the crowd whose sslvation reoides in "mirade*' (130). In fact, the story 

almost records a mirade the masses hope for in the actions of a horse. The one subversive act in 

the story involves Red Window, a racehorse whose name-conjoining "red" and "window"- 

and behaviour, invoke the Mamist solution of violent revolution, an agency fmded on "action" 

rather than discourse, for overcoming oppression. Red Window's refusal to finish a race he 

could have easily won, and his absurd hurst of speed a* the race, presents one tactic for 

obCaining "a ride" (131). Red Window refuses to participate in, and thedore endorse, the 

race, instead expending his enetgy in a way that mocks, and therefore subverts, the praess. 

Like Harry and Lamy's endeavours, Red Window's behaviour ultimately endom mi thwarts 



the system it preys upon: Red Windowas actions, in effect, "shit on the aowd" (131) of betters 

relying on him to corne in. He exernpüfies no miracle. The horse also illustrates the futility 

inherent to the capitalist spectacle- which will not ailow an instance of mass salvation- 

anointing individual "action," a kind of secular martyrdom, as the only meam of opposing the 

system.x The only recouse, for a man incapable of taking "actiona' sunilar to Red Window, such 

as Henry, Les in intoxication, going for a "vodka-7" (132) along with the rest of his 

representa tive social dass. 

Nowhere does Bukowski more expücitiy -nt the Jamesonian impomibiiity of getting 

"ouiside the system" of late capital; speaking )ir the poor, he says: 

All that shit they were fed about demaracy and opportu~Üty 
was just to keep them from buming down the palace. Sure, once 
in a while a guy cümbed out of the rubble and made it. But for 
each one of them there were hundreds of thousands down on 
skid row or in jail or in the madhouses, or suitided or dru@ 
or drunk. And many more working pitihl low-paying jobs, 
throwing away their years for the merest subsistence. (126) 

Yet, despite deploring capi tah ' s  rabid "expansion*' (126) into every facet of Met and the 

contradictions that "making it" forces upon Henry (by earning money frorn his niccess as a 

writer he only puts himself more in debt to the IRS, 119), Bukowski, as an example of the "guy" 

who "climbed out of the nibble and made it," also celebrates hîs ability to transcend the 

statistical doorn enumerated above. in lampooning the circulation, and symbolic d u e ,  of 

money (he considers it irrelevant whether he owes the IRS "$4iOt000 or $94û8000," 119), pointing 

out how accumulation leads only to further accumulation (a pmhase for the sake of purchase 

exemplified in the case of the "fiUy," which satirises the static, meaningiess cPcularity of life in 

the "winner's &de," lZ), and conbing how he himseif reiied opon the antagoniSm of the 

system in order to initially clear a space for himself (he dws, after a& drive a BMW), Larry 

reveak his dependence on the social elites who buy his work and the m i w y  of the white trash 

and other rnarguialwd groups he has spoken jix 

One thing abwt  the white male. though, he was wonderfiil 
materiai for tk miter. You couid write anything you wanted 
to about the white American male and nobody ever protested 
Not e m  the white American male. But if you wrote an* 



disagnxable about any other race or class or gender the critics 
and the public became m o u s  and your hate m d  stacked up, 
although book sales didn't seem to drop off. When they hakd 
you, they had to read you. They were aching to see what you 
would say next about their world. (124) 

The "white male," along with the "other race or class," pmvides the source of Henry's income. 

The maintenance of an active hatred-another of the "actions" investigated by ttUs story- 

requires fuel, which Henry gleefully provides. A direct relation exists behveen the amount of 

"hate mail" Henry receives and sales figures for his book. Though he deplores the social system, 

Henv plugs into it, exploiting marginalised social groupi (including his own) for the benefit of a 

middle-class readership. But this gleefuiness in exploitation ultimately rings as hollow as tk 

"false bravado" (129) of the boys in the stands. The bravado rings "false" beside the 

accomplishment of jockeys like Pincay, whose victory speaks so loudly he has no need of 

"swaggef' (127). In the end, Henry's stabement proves wishful, since, having lost the ability to 

write, he knows the formula for success but cannot reproduce i t  

Unable to transform the ordinary. the matecial conditions of the unde~iass and 

marginalised social groups, (as Bukowski does) into a literary construct-unable to present it as 

"the prose of the worlf-Henry faces the ordinary itself, in al1 its unmediateci directness; the 

ordinary swamps him in the moment Aîienated from the product of his literary endeavours, 

Henry can no longer envision a space for himself apart from the "white American male" 

underclass whose condition once propdled his career and thereby informed his sdf-worth; at the 

same time, this alienation makes him acutely aware of his monad status (and the monad rtatus of 

those in the stands). The one field of action wherein Henry excelled, writing, has become 

inaccessible; this loss results from bad luck, nothing else. In order to tehirn to writing, Henry 

will need luck at the track: "'It makes the typer run,"' he tells his wife, "Tve got to have the 

action"' (119). He does not get any "action" in the euphemistic sense of "luck"; but he does 

experience "action" in the literal sense: the material world he can no longer efface undet 

language. Depriveci of luck, Henry finds himself in the same situation as everyone e k ,  unable 

to act iipon society, eexcept in futile geshires of rage and despair; having lost the pridege of a 



"speciality," he reaüses: " I'm Lke everyone else" (de Certeau 1). Henry can no longer speak fm 

the poor, but his actions speak of them. The distuictness of his voice melts into the communal 

discourse of poverty and entnpmcnt. 

From an autobiographical angle, "Action" offers a hirther commentary on dirty reaiism. 

Throughout "Action," readers remain acutcly aware of the diçparity between Henry Baroyan, 

the washed-up h i e r ,  and Charles Bukowbi, the successhù writer who earned a good living by 

recounting tus days among the "white trash." Andrew J. Madigan takes carefd note of the 

confluence between purported autobiography and the resultant success that ensued for 

Bukowski in "What Fame 1s: Bukowski's Exploration of Self' (1996): "Charles Bukowski never 

became a household name but, by the thne of his death in March of 1994, had attaured a 

recognizable measure of çuccess. . . . Bukowski enjoyed a cornfortable incorne from the sale of 

books and t-shirts, public readings, video taps of his readings, films adapted from his works . . 
. and the screenplay for Bmjirj' (449). Madigan notes that Bukowski's fame largely emanated 

from his writing "the smaU hiths of the poor, lonely, wretched and angry" (449), those people 

who, likc Henry in "Action," formed the metal matrix which Bukowski rose fmm and 

transcended (48-449). Because Bukowski's writing always plays on the edges of 

autobiography, it invites a nitique of its self-referentiality, of what it says about the position of 

Bukowski the cultural icon, of the Bukowski industry, Bukowski as an institution. From this 

view, Henry's failure and fail into the actual contrast sharply with the success of Bukowski. 

Bukowski has, like Red Window, defied a system of production and reward by growing cich 

upon the writing of poverty, by exploiting the conditiomi of capitaiism to mate capital Lïke 

Red Window, Bukowski obtained a "free ride," by standing as the possibility, the dark horse, 

the outside chance, the combination of luck and talent, that transcended "the rubble"; also üke 

Red Window, he fulfils a function within the systexn, namely, offering the masses a visible 

manifestation of the "miracle" which stalk them from "buniing down the palace,'' as w d  as 

providing a scapegoat for the guilt of the middl- (they can traloforrn guilt into hate for an 

obvious manipulator and antagonist such as Henry); howewr, as Juiian Smith mites, in 



"Charles Bu kowski and the AvantGarde" (1985), "Bukowski's attifice disguised as 

autobiopphy" also cak  us to guard against the feints of discourse: "The intrusions of the 

author/narrator into the text are integral to many Bukowski stories. not merely winking to the 

reader but point up the text's artilicial, fictive status" (58). Throughout action, one remains 

acutely aware of the power of discourse to advance the individual program, whether in the form 

of Henry getting invited into a private seat or Bukowski writing stories about the middle class 

and thereby, through fictions, enabüng his own rise to prominence on the backs of a readership 

altemately delighted and dbgusted by the textual spectacles he enacts. As Smith points out, 

Bukows kits gesture towards "artifice" alwa ys m a U .  the "essential hero" of Bukowski's wriüng: 

"the irreverent writer stmggling with bath the world and the word" (59). The conjunction of, 

and similarity between, "world" and "word suggests that for Bukowski the "world is the 

"word." that social mastery depends upon an engagement with, and exploitation of, reality as 

discourse. In "Action," Bukowski presents the division between himself and his class as a 

difference of discursive shategy, of an empowered monadism. Calling attention to the power of 

the wordsmith, Bukowski's story renders an instruction on the feasibility and methods of 

subversion. 

ü. That Dirty "Strategy" of "Tactics" 

tike "the movies," Bukowski the cultural figure provides, for the poor, "that üny boost that kept 

them going" (128). "Action" affirms and celebrates Bukowski's consciousness of his hypoaisy; 

it presents his attempt to renew lûs liberty within the system. Though Henry ükes the "space" 

and "solace" in the private box seats, "far from the madding aowd," he ultimateiy it to 

return to the grandstand; Bukowski does not. Henry Baroyan camot practice Bukowski's 

Liherating hypocrisy; deprived of his abüity to "ad '  as an author, he is acted upm by the "reality" 

that foiiows on "the &am" (122). Trapped in the circula.. lottery of the race track, in its Limitîng 

and conEined fields of motion and choice, without the imagination and SM to subvert them to 

his profit h i ,  former success remains the one sure bet: he responds to the question posed by 

Edwards, the wealthy horse owner and breeder, regarding the date of his next book reiease 



with: "Any time now" (126). This meagre &tict this limitecl capacity for liest still represents an 

enonnous advantage Henry has over his feUow gam blers in the grandstands: if anything, it gains 

him bief entry to the private seab and a tip on the winning home (which, unforhinately, he 

ignores). 

If Bukowski's hypocrisy maintains a shategy based upoti tnctics, a sustaineà exploitation of 

indeterminacy, contingency and momentary opporhinity, Henry has only tactics left to him. 

Bukowski remaisu a Lhorn in the system, both as subject and as agent, while Henry occupies a 

position entirely su bject. ik The PIuctice of Emyday Li@ points out, the key to a mastery of tactics 

depends upon on a person's ability to grasp-as de Certeau does-the ordinary in a textual 

sense; this demands not only a consciousness of modes of operativity but a193 the ability to wnte 

hem, to write not an alternative to the system (an impossibility), but to write upon the space or 

page provided by dominant syskrns, to "take something from the order of knowledge in order 

to inscribe 'artistic achievements' on it and to came on [it]. . . graffiti" (28). While the actions of 

the poor naturally represent an activity of Uw sort, they do not grasp their actions as part of a 

generalised schema or pattern of particular mistances; to do so would mean writing them out as 

such, cteating a discourse based on tactical procedures, as both de Certeau and Bukowski do. 

By dealing with men like Henry and his social strata, and the small ways in which they 

can divert and destabilise determinant patterns of action, Bukowski m a k  "a kind of perruqire of 

wnting itself' (28). De Certeau calls "pen~que," "the workef s own work disguised as work for 

his employer" (25). Bukowski and de Certeau practice an art of pemrqire by iiisnibing m i r  work 

for institutions (publishing houses, academia) with the practices and graffiti of oppressed 

peoples. But they thernselves are rwt the oppressed peoples. While Heruy's activities remain 

provisional, mornentary, unpremeditateâ, Bukowski and de Certeau's do not; by depending on 

hypocrisy and indeterminacy, they mate  a shifting field of ins and ou&, movemenb and 

counter-movements, a self-undermining discourse that is neverthelesç biased towards non- 

patterned behaviour (meaning that it is, even if only partially, systematic). The text, in the case 



of dirty realism eMnces an aesthetic preoccupied with reinforcing its own slipperiness and 

hypocrisies. Moreover, though neither de Certeau nor Bukowski return central agency (in the 

sensc of "fme WU') CO the individual, both nevertheless centrc their inquiry on the individual 

who bccomes a locus of chance, determinism and tempral particuhn irreduable to generalised 

modeis or sciences of behaviour; if the collective action of individuals represents separate and 

unique instances of subversion that proceed to account for the unspakable ordinary, then we 

can begin to totalise on the basis of the theoretical "sum" of these movemenbs; "Action," to some 

degree, does t h .  

To speak tnily of and through the ordinary one should not speak of anything at ali, oniy 

repeat "hanaüties" (5) and ad (though this is not to say ihat society cannot a p  upon a 

discoune for experience. but this would take the form of a dialectical process outside the aim 

and subject of de Certeau's project). De Certeau and Bukowski both labour under the 

knowledge that their writing is, to a degree, hyponitical. They cail on the individual as social 

atom but then deny that their works reinstate individuaüty. They gesture towards t o t a h g  but 

profess to oprate against totaiities. Bukowski and de Certeau's consciousness of a body of 

tactio verges on a strategic discourse; the "common man?" aware only of the moments and 

opportunities provided by the system for the satisfaction of his immediate desires# functions 

quite differently, in a truly provisional sense, in a way h t ,  unaware of his actions as anything 

but taking advantage of an opportunity (and certainly not as a type of operativity cded  

"tat ia") ,  never quite tramcends the moment or conditions sumunding the said action; the 

situation of the "common man" mains  intimately la( situation, not seen in a h g e r  context nor 

reduced to simply a compnent part. For those unable to emct the ptocess of text, the world 

remains an unabridged set of ma tenal conditions they can rightly "poach" on but never envision 

any privilege for themselves within. 'T'heu "inscribing" is anything but inscription; it consists of 

theft, or insult, or lying or breakhg the law, the innumeable particukrities whose articulated 

sum already effaces them. The gamblers in Bukowski's grandstands do not have the privilege of 

metaphor, their situation is mal, unmediateci and utmediatable.'" nie abûity to write-to 



conceptuak the mal into the semiotics of text-is everything for &y realism. 00th de 

Certeau and Bukowksi know this. That they choose not to act, not to commit to revolutionary 

activity (except on the page), indicates a kind of complacency with th& position as authors (as 

well as their abhorrence of firing squads and poiitical rehabiütation). 

Irrationaüty and bughter consütute the options left to Bukowskt's poor. in a wurld 

governed neither by individual nor collective will (as the Red Window race demonstrates) but 

by "luck" (119), and where even the attempt to cash in on the randomness of ocamence 

translates into "adding more links to [the] chahsf* (124) of poverty, hope for bettement springs 

"etemal like the poison mushroomf* (124). Hop-the only choice left to the poor- in a hopeless 

world conceives the "poison mushroom" of irrationality to hrrther distort and sicken the general 

condition of "white traçh" and immigrants both, offering a tantalising glimpse of a possibüity so 

rare it verges on the impossible. Moreover, this h o p  s u  serves the dominant dixourse, since it 

arises in the context of a condition determined by that dixourse. Just as Red Window acts 

within the confines of the race-track, within (albeit against) the paradigmatic course, so the 

"hope" of the racetradc crowd only conceives of bettennent through the institutional symbol of 

capitalism: moncy. 

The story "Actiont' exempüfies what Horkheimer and Adorno, in another context. cali 

"the rihial of tantalusff (140). Henry's fi~tile yearning for the return of his authotial prowess 

colours his world black. The racetrack entices the grandstands to buy into the "mirade" of the 

individual who transcends his or her socid category. This hoping for a '"miracle" approximates 

the role M m  sees for religion in a worid under the domhance of capitak disempowered by the 

state, class and educationai systems, and tos~ed about by the arbiharsiess of lu& the spedators 

in the grandstands madly purchase tickets. hoping for the big win. Hope for personal 

tranxendence distracts them h m  the associations that pm-ede community recognition and 

community action: this h o p  mates a sense of individual, rather than collective. loss with each 

bad bet. 

Henry recognires the eflfect of a depondence on this msss irratiodity: "The road to hell 

had plenty of Company but ü was Jtûl so very lonely" (132). The irrationality of h o p  leads to 



loneiiness, depriving the poor of their one consolation: at least we're in this together. Loneiiness 

plagues dirîy realism. Whether empowered by the view hom the top of the World Trade Cenbe 

or disempowered by relegution to sidewalks and grandstands, dirty reaiism either places itself 

in relation to society as a collective (and in doing so isolates itself from it) or takes a place within 

a collective denied group identifications (no view of itself as a collective) because of its addiction 

to, and dependence upon, a luck-based system dedicated to the fabrication of a "wuuier" who 

rises above his or her peen ta the loneüness of the panoamic vantage. Personal hilfilment, as 

Horkheimer and Adorno note, cornes at the prke of communal attachments, and as a result of a 

society which prohibits and prevents such attachments through its divinon of communities into 

monads.3' By suggesting that pople  do exercise operational agency within the matrix of social 

forces in ways those forces cannot anticipate a deplopent of what is at hand in ways 

statistics and probabüity cannot fuily account for (xvüi), de Certeau invokes a vision of 

individuak isolated in partirticular responses to the greater system, rather than individuals who 

realise that the social fabric comprises systems and the individual responses to those systems 

(whose cornbined effort ultimately cause the refonnation/evoIution of social discourse, which in 

turn recalls the diaiectical nature of history as a social phenornena). Because de Certeau admits 

of no exit fiom the system, he necessarily amves at isolated instances of subversion and 

resistance that c a ~ o t  create a unified alternative not somehow already antiapated by the 

system itself (except in recognising the system as such). Since articulation depends on linguistic 

instruction, any articulation will, to some degree, reproduce its own conditions (uniess, as in 

Independmcc Day, the real intervenes and modifies, though not totally transforms. that 

articulation). The moment agency coaîesces to fonn a system it tenders itseif open to tactical 

opera tivity. 

ï he  instances of subverçion preçented by Carver and Bukowski, agency-momentary 

and provisional-never emerges from within the field of options provided by a parti& 

discursive system, or, if it does, as in Myers's case. the imtance of subversion reinsclrks the 

system it subverts (and d continue to subvert). Since tactics necessariy prove symptomatic of 



systematisation, the creation of new or alternative systems only inevitably mates a side effect of 

further tactics. Bukowski and Carver do regard and speak for gmups, but groups comprised of 

individuals, with an awareness that the moment these individuals dixursively corroborate they 

create the conditions for further isolation, as in the story, "What We Talk About When We Ta& 

About Love," whose last paragraph suggests t h  effed of togethemess: "1 could hear my heart 

beating. 1 could hear everyone's heart. 1 could hear the human noise we sat there making, not 

one of us moving, not even when the room went dark" (154). The characters at the end of this 

story corne together not out of mutual understanding but out of soiipsism; trapped within their 

own discursive modes, their own understandings of what "love" means, and the various 

narratives they employ to undergird their epistemology, the diaracters constitute a mutuality- 

in-isolation. The t e h g  of the story, in this way, retums us to the ordinary. to the uncertainty 

that finally overflows into ail dixourse and reunites speakers in the banal; it traces "the way in 

wiuch banality overfiows spciaiity and hrings knowledge back to its general presupposition: I 

don't have soüd knowledge of anything. I'm iike everyone else" (4). The silence and darluws 

a t  the end of Carver's story recognise a cornmunity in cpistemological unknowing; as long as 

this silence r e m a h  in place the narrator wül continue to hear "the human noise"; as long as 

they do not move they wili remain united. But as soon as any character begins to reiterate a 

position or attempt to customise a discursive -ce (define "love" according to h i ,  or her own 

ethos) he or she wiU once again exprience the isolation of the panoramic vantage, Like Ridiard 

Ford in Independence Dny, Carver understands that the preservation of the ordinary demands 

that he stop telling the story as it it were his and his dune, since text on the page iîseif mpresents 

a strategic discursive formation suscepMe to readerly tactics (xxi); unülre Ford, however. 

Carver's story d o s  not probe the formation of d i s c o r n  as intrinsicdiy social, meaning that the 

changing requirements of social needs themselves form and re-form discourse in resporise to 

events in the mal, a view that stiil pre~erves the possiiility of communal authorship whiie 

preventing the ossification of this "contingent" enterprise into an aktorlal discotuse that 

attempts to cordon itself off h m  the wonrings of mality. 



Fulfilment within dirty realism's systematic "hypocrisy amthetic" depnds on the extent 

to which individuals can iive with the isolation resulting from their subversion of given 

options - through the process of authoring- and their consciousness of how this strands them in 

a strictly oppositional paradigm. The situation of "Action" reminds us how words (such as the 

me tanarrative of "luck") conceal the actual. As Horkheimer and Adorno state: "The pecuiiarity 

of thc self is a monopoly commodity dctennined by society" (154). "Action" represents 

Bukowski's recognition that his "autobiographicaï' story-the "p l i a r i t y "  of his "self" -forms 

one of the legends of the marketplace, and how it allows for the displacement of the reality of 

"poverty." itseü a convenient handle or term deployed by other self-affiming, self-nistaining 

salvationist paradigrns. But "Action" never probes, or rehises to probe, the way actuality affects 

discoune, or how the effects of the real necessitate, as a response, a continual reforming of social 

discourse; Bukowski's stories only trace the way some characters can, and others cannot, 

overwrite the real through theù competence at authorship. Bukowski regards the people in the 

stands as reacting to Red Window's subvemion with ciichrhed expressions of disgust and 

outrage - in a manner typical of how they shorild react, given the social engineering behind the 

spectacle of the racetrack-and so he remains gmunded in Horkheimer and Adorno's 

pessimism on the possibility that anyone (apart from Bukowski the author himself) may 

recopise, in the defeat of their hop. the contingent nature between the sanction of proceedings 

ai the racetrack and theîr wüling participation in that sanction. The people in the stands, so 

thoroughly colonised by capital, remain biind to the options of this discursive contingency. 

When h o p  faüs, nobody questions what they had h o p i  for or who put that hope mto place or 

why they participate in the spctacie in the k t  place; to pose such questions would reveal the 

extent to which they coilaborate in and enable giwn social conditions. 

Bukowski's "Action" probes the ümittd options avaihble to people U e  Henry, those 

denied the dixursive competence to envision tactical operations in a shategic sense, at the same 

üme as the story makes fis aware that Bukowslci, on the 0 t h  hand, can, and does live by a 

strategy of tactics. T-ending the masses, and performing in isolation from them, d o w s  

Bukowski to reifj his pisona, to be the one and only Charles Bukowski, a "monoply 



cornmodity" up for sale. Ernest Fontana indirates the absurd tautology behind Bukowski's 

persona where he says that isolation "is the only availahle and honorable option" (8) for 

Bukowski, which paradoxicaily valorises as "honorable" a condition one has no choice but to 

accept (it is the "only" one). Since dixourse necessitates isolation, and camouflages the 

ord inary, isolation a n  simultaneously a ppar the "only available" (because he speaks) and 

"ho.iorablel' (in speaking out of isolation he appears honourable) option. It repments a choice 

ihat is no choice at all. Through "availing" himseif of this "option," Bukowski can make himself 

iconic: honourable for his unwillingness to accept social noms, but a& the same thne 

participating in them (selling himself as an icon). But, in order to remain Lirated frorn fixity, 

he mirst choose th& path. Those without discursive mobility find themselves isolatcd with even 

less available options. 

What emerges from "Action," then. is the difference between the discursive subject as 

auihor and discursive subject as subject. Bukowski, reaüsing the author's power within the 

dominant dixunive formation, rehws to relinquish authorship, even though the exercise of 

such power separates him from the surrounding community, even hirther entrendiing his 

monadic staie. Bukowski's discursive agenda rernains the occasion of woricing tactically within 

the discursive system adhered to by the other, be that "othef the state or the underrlass. Since 

Bukowski never look beyond soüpsism, beyond the options dowed the authorial seü within 

the discursive formation of late industrial capitalism, he never addrPsses what wiii appear in 

Ford and Jarman as the contingent aspect of the social mal. In Bukowski, history and actuality 

rernain a discourse emacted by the individual comciousness operating w*h and apon the aii- 

pervasive effects of his or her Society; unwilling to risk participation in history as a narrative of 

social contingency, Bukowski's characters remain outsiders, isolatos, cut off h m  the dialectical 

intersection of event, discourse and social necessity hom which communal authorship Springs. 

Resolutely "independent," Bukowski gains his limited liberty within the system but at the 

expense of never interrogatin~ and taking "action" against, the way hir hyporrisy aesthetic 

reinsaik that system. His pessimism on the efficacy, or possiiility, of collective enterprise 

keeps him resolutely detached. If history Îs dialectical, only Bukowski himself apprwiates that 



dialectic and, alone, he can only affect history in a limited fashion; to the imposibility of this 

situation he responds with bitter laughter r a k  than efficacious concern. 

Carver and Bukowski respond to 

circularity of the system incites an 

VI. Contempanj Laiighter 

isolation a d  inevitability with laughter. The tautological 

irrational entertainment. Horkheimer and Adorno desaibe 

the type of humour they find in late capital in tenns that presage the quality of laughter found in 

dirty realism: 

the Schadmfretrde that evcry successhl deprivation cab forth. 
ihere is laughter because there is nothing to laugh at. Laughter, 
whether conciiiatory or temble, always occurs when some fear 
passes. It indicates Liberation either from physical danger or 
from the grip of logic. Condiatory laughter is heard as the 
echo of an escap Crom pwer; the wrong kind overcomes fear 
by capitulating to the forces which are to be feared. It is the 
echo of power as something inescapable. . . . In the false society 
laughter is a disease which has attacked happiness and is 
drawing it into its worthless totality. To laugh at something is 
always to deride it, and the life which according to Bergson, Ui 
laughter breaks through the harrier, is actually an invading 
barbaric Life, seif-assertion prepared to parade its liberation 
f ~ o m  any m p l e  when the social occasion arises. Such a 
laughing audience is a parody of humanity. Its members are 
monads, aU dedicated to the pleaswe of king ready for 
anything at the expnse of everyone e h .  (14M1) 

In dirty realism, laughter- whether djrected at Lamy's blatant exploitation of the system in 

"Canrus," at the puking, swearing and cavalier attitude towards money in "Action," or at the 

uncxpected rightness of Gloria's propheq in " B M ~  Me Your Love"- testifies to the 

inevitabüity of power dations; laughter is "the edio of power as something inescapable" or a 

"capitulation" insofar as  it remembeft that Bukowski's text offers no solution to the system and, 

moreover, requircs it as the arrow requires its target. The laughter disappears in the aii- 

Fervasive "totality" Horkheimer and Adorno regard as the "barbaric life" of the culture of late 

capitalism. However, while Horkheimer and Adorno's examination of contempocary laughter 

rem- anatomical and therefore preSQiptive in the sense of identifyuig the maiady, duty 

reaiism, on the other hand. partakes of the monadk laughter without the distance and 

detadunent of the two theorists. "nie Culture Indusw remains a detached observation fiom 



without the system; but Bukowski, aware of how inlricately embedded tie is in the culture, no 

longer has the option of such distance, and his laughber recognises this loss of exemption. 

Paradoxically, by recaHing the exemption, he also points the laughber to a place outside of the 

system. 

The jettisonhg of scruples in "Camus" provokes humour, as it does in "Bring Me Your 

Love," proving symptomatic of prevalent power structures as udl as an act of resistance. The 

laughter in these stories continually remind us that Bukowski's Larry d a m  to behave in a way 

almost inconceivable to the average person. This laughter recognises that societal and 

institutional "power [is] something inescapable," and, in effect, not only offers an emotional 

release of dangerous or subversive energy that returns us, through catharsis, to our appointai 

positions, but also derides this return in recognising the character of the system. If the laughter 

of late capitalism testifies to monadic atomisation, to the loss of cornmunity values, Bukowski 

recognises atid rnocks the context of contemporary laughter. in effect, he rehumanizs the 

audience by allowing it a perspective on the forms of entertainment they pander to. The 

laughter capitulates but recognises what it capitulates to and, by making this recognition. 

recovers some of the distance enjoyed by Horkheimer and Adorno. 

If, as Jarneson and de Certeau point ou t  the only "universal" is that of capitalism's total 

and complete infiltration of everything fm the market to the individual, then laughter may 

coristitute the final platforrn for a cokt ive,  although passive, "action," a recognition in release. 

The laughter of Bukowski's white trash horse-track devotees pivots on tfreir participation in, and 

rejection of, the system. The laughter that greets their absurd situation-"robbed of everything 

but a determination to go on without h o p  . . . or even the slightest exptat ion of victory" 

(122)-satvages irrationality as a motive force; to perform the irrational, to laugt, at what is not 

funny, counters the humanistic construction that forms the cote of capitalism's rationalist system 

of rewards and hopes, atternpts and achievements-it brings into relief the unfunniness of the 

joke, the horror of the situation. To laugh at those who attempt to tramend the grandstands 

exempts the peson laughing from participation in the €utile, mas  orgy of want 



Liiughtcr remains the final pleasure of a social strata denied rational means of Liberation. It 

constituies a wilhil hypocrisy: enjoyment in and of the spectade it derides, dixlairning the 

activity at the same t h e  as it ads it out. The hilarious account, in "Action." of Marsden getting 

fired because "he had somehow foniicated with his machine in an illegal way" (122) at once 

despairs at the displacement of biological or need-bascd (in the sense of use-value) imperatives 

by the poùitless reproduction-for-thc-sak-of-reprduction lostered by the machine age, while at 

the same thne noting that this displacement merely regards an exchange of terms for an 

inexplicable behaviour or irnpuise (thereby mognising that the dixourse surroundhg human 

behaviour changes with history). Moreover, the word "illegal" in the sentence suggesb that 

there exists a "legal" way of "fomicating" with the "machine," o f f e ~ g  a metaphor of 

sanctioned and non-sanctioned methods of merhanical reproduction (an absurdity itself 

pdicatcd on social utility). In either case. the laughter sabotages the devotion capital requests 

vis-à-vis its fonns and procedures, a devotion it attempts to b t a t e  in the monads by defining 

the human in absolute, trans-historical tenns ("biologîca1," "mechanistic"). Bukowski's comed y 

highlights the absurd methods remaining open for subvexsion in a soâety that subordinates the 

human to the machine. The laughter therefore takes a twafold direction, obseMng both the 

complete colonisation of the notion of the human and the options remaining for playing upon 

and exposing that colonisation. In either case, the comedy illustrates the narrow spaces 

pennitted for acts of defiance. 

Isolation accounts for the bughter apparent in dirty realism. As Horkheimer and 

Adorno posit. the iaughing audience no longer presents a human face: "such a lauglung 

audience is a parody of humanity," humanity engaged in a laughter that simulates actual 

pleasure, that apes true laughter; the audience "parodies" humanity, suggestïng that the 

laughter reproduces Jarneson's famous "simulation" as weU, where humanity masquerades as 

humanity. Laughter characterises a humanity alienated fiom the human, for whom the hurnan 

has become a reified concept hpassfble to bdieve in, live ap to, or endure: in the alienated 

laughter the audience recognises the human as a social construction, as a quantity determineci 

by social (capitalistic) forces. The Lughter in Bukowski comtantly gestures towards, and 



reminds us of, the simulation of originary, "naturai" moments by the madimery of late 

capi talism. Laughing a t Marsden acknowledges the constructedness of capital's "nahual," 

"origmary" terms for activity, the way a mcchanistic definition cumntly determines the human. 

Horkheimer and Adorno note that those who laugh are "monads," or ifokted persons 

"dedicated to the pleasure of king ready for anything at the expense of everyone else" (141). 

The laughter cornes at an expense, but the "expense" itself presupposes the laughter, suice the 

nionadic, atomised state prefigures the type of laughter expressed in the rnidst of the culture 

industry. The l o s  of a communal habitus necessitates this irrational pleasure, which seems ta 

capitulate to humanistic relief; in reaüty, the laughter frees the monads from humanism. The 

laughing monad sees in the subject or target of its laughter an absurd character, an iâiot, whiie 

recognising in itself a similar idiot manipulated in laughter by the forces of simulation that 

inform every lacet of his or her existence. This laughter exposes the system of late capital as a 

set of tautologicai gestures that reproduce themselves for the sake of themseives in a manncr 

divorced from the everyday. The humour of dirty reaüsm arises from the continual reminder of 

how the capitaiistic systern has effaced the ordinary, has produceci a tram-historia1 "parody" of 

h umani ty, obscuring the temporal and social con tingencies tha t contrive the malleable definition 

of the human. The release from humanimi accompanies a reawakening to the social, relational 

character of the human. The behaviour of Marsden, so thoroughly colonised by the codes and 

conventions of capital, leads to a iaughter that reawakens the reader to the conditions which 

define the human, to the human as defined by conditions (even if capital so thoroughly controls 

these conditions as to make escape h m  the context that leads to momdirm impossible). 

A. The Cornedian Calied Death 

Dirty realism cames with it the implicit recognition of a reality outside words, a reaüty of 

extinction that Bukowski reîishes. The laughter that breaks through systems overmiting the 

mal condones an irrationality, an unwillingness to accede to any discursive point with 

eamestness, destabûûing expe*ation of behavioriral patterns, iipsetting logicd sysûms of 

prediction (de Certeau's "calculus") and leading to nihilistic gestures such as Larry's wühil 



"double suicide" in "Camus." As everything is suspect of capitalid colonisation, nothing is 

worth taking seriously: neither history, nor politics nor even art. Bukowski's narrative persona, 

his narrators, and the situations described in his stories indicated his membership in the school 

of "black humour" that, according to Max F. Schulz's Black Humor Fiction of the Sixties: A 

Plirralistic Definition of Man and ifis Wmd (1973) and Patrick O'Neill's nit Cmedy of E n t q y :  

Hirmorir/Navativfleuding (1990), developd from the radical critique of historical and societal 

dixourse begun during the 19&, as weli as the advent of non-causal views of the universe 

forwarded by scientists during the 1950s and lm. 

In Sephragrnmilm S t m ,  death providcs the primary source for Bukowski's comedy, 

proving the final arbiter of irrelevance: "the problem with the History of Man is that it doesn't 

lead anywhere except towards certain death for the individual, and that was drab and ugly, 

garbage disposal stuff' (162). The "History of Man" eats up the "individual"; ordinary folk, like 

Lamy thc instmctor, vanish, become non-cntities, in the discourse of kings and presidents, 

philosophes and priests, whose names history reproduces. The "History of Man" is the death 

of the "individual." Without recourse to historicai self-afhation, Larry and the 0 t h  

memben of his class stare straight into annihiiation. Alienated from the panoramic view of time 

(tustory), they encounter history's impertinence, history as just another lottery (and doing so 

indicate that history represents more than a canon of names and dates, but rather a construction 

dependant upon time and place, a s  weli as social needs and practices). Western historicai 

design excludes de Certeau's "absent figure" (v), those individuals who form the inefhble 

matrix, the "culture" from which historiai discoulse develops. Barred km full participation in 

the "triumph of place over tirne" (%)-meanhg the mspension of a spedalaed dixourse over 

temporal flow- Bukowski Gnds s o k e  in the ultimate Mctory of the temporai, the overflowing 

of the "ordinary" ont0 "the institutionai framcworks that it in fact gradudy erodes and 

displaces" (34). Ln Bukowski, the discoune of history (as opposed to the process of hiztory) 

highiights the one certainty of death, which, in ttrrn, rises to dixredit monumentai simuiatioiis; 

death reinstates a commonality, thoagh one outside of tirne and text. 



Certain extinction provides Bukowski's bny the energy for exploiting his situation on 

the outside of historical discourse. His inhuman laughter scoffs at discursive attempts to elide 

extinction. The "History of Man" instigatcs isolation; instead of trying to craft an alternative 

history that accounts for de Certeau's "anonymous" heroes (v), recognising in that crafting 

another evasion of certain death, Bukowski prefea to froiic in namelssness, in poverty's 

muteness, deploying its passivity to appropriate the various discursive formations insaibed 

upon it, always to destabilise, to bMg the ta& around to the funniest topic: "that neither person 

nor house can spak  . . . that no one can find another in the darkness through whkh each is 

condemned to have1 a long way by hirnself alone" (Shulz 8). If discourse a!ways reduces and 

exdudes, never conforming to the actual it addresses-if language, and iherefore knowledge, 

rests, as Demda says, upon a "void (327)- then one might as weil laugh at and play upon its 

claims. 

Finaily, death serves as an antidote to the contradictions, ambiguities and unreliabdity 

of language. lts void nvallows and reconciles discourse into silence. As long as dirty reaîism 

has death it needn't take its (or anyone's) discursive ckims seriously. Death negatively 

recondes dirty realists; it draws them into a "unity" outside of totalising discuisive formations, 

c ancehg  language with ineffable exprience; it draws them into the "whole" or "remainder" 

which discourse operates on. The recuning oblivion of death erases totaiities in the parücularity 

of its exprience. Death calls dirty r e a h ' r  "nothngrnen" to indolence and passivity. By 

sirn ply being, deaih is a non-being instiga ting a paradox tha t forms the locus of &y realism. 

in 7 k  Spmtswiter (1986), Richard Ford addresses the notion of dosure: "Life will 

always be without a naturai, convincing danire. Except one. Walter was buried in Cosdlocton, 

Ohio, on the very day 1 sounded the homs of my thirty-ninth birthday" (367). As Ford points 

out. death resolves ai l  texts; it demarrates the "border" which text can co-opt but not render as a 

totality. You a n  never speak "of' death, only "fof' it. The title of Ford's novei proves 

syrnptomatic of dirty realism's psivity, as its narrator, Frank b o m b e ,  presents a man who 

prefea to write a h t  action nthm than instigate it, since writing alows an ambigiuty not 

available to those involved in action, such as athletes: 



Athletes, by and large, are people who are happy to let their 
actions speak for them, happy to be what they do. As a result, 
when you ta& to an athlete . . . he's never likely to feel the least 
bit divided, or alienated, or one ounce of existential dread. . . . 
In fact, athletes ai the hcight of their powers rnake literalness 
into a mystery ali its own simply by k o m i n g  absorbed in what 
they're doing. (6243) 

Ford valorises the athlete precisely because he or she stands outside the ambiguity of "speech," 

who posses a rnystenous "literalne~s'~ because they connect with the world and s p a k  of their 

place in the world without the mediation of language (just as the jockey, Pincay, in "Action" 

need not spak to account for himsell). Ford intimately comects the iiteral (and literalness 

forms a dominant theme of both this novel and its successor, Independence Dg) world of sports 

with that of death, which proceeds from the same unambiguous, unmediated, direct reality that 

words continually set themselves apart from. Death in dirty realism, despite serving as an 

emissary for the ordinary, does not shed light u p n  reality; it serves only as a continual 

reminder of the limitations of discourse, and thercby prmits the dirty realist a mobüity vis-a-vis 

discourse. Through a continuous summoning of the "reai," through the presence of death (as 

weil as jockeys and other athletes), dirty r e a k  cross-examines discourse. Death continoally 

reinstatcs the matrix of the ordinary upon which discoune feeds, and within whidi the 

anonymous heroes evade and interpenetrate dominant institutions; it remains resolutely outside 

text and accounting while at the same üme "affecüng" the "drama." The abüity to poke fun at 

discourse, to create comedy from fontications with the machine (ineffable impulses conflicting 

the machinery of capitalist discourse), arise kom the inbusion of death and its rendering of 

discourse nul1 and void. 

Schuh, whiie dealing mainly with writers commonly identified as postmodem. suggests 

aitical strategies for readuig black humour that open possibüities for understanding the 

passivity and ambivalence of dirty realism. As in Bukowski and Ford. Shulz aies death as the 

one certainty in the world of black comedy "Like Bardamu's restlss movements bom France to 

Africa to Amenca back to France, life desuiibes a pointless jotuney with death as the only tme 

destination. It is this disjunctive world that moves the Black Humorist, in part, to amst the 

ûaditional comic reconciüation of individual and Society" (9). DMissing Bardamu-the 



protagonist of Louis-Ferdinand W i n e t P  \ountey to the End of the Night (1934)-Shulz echoes 

Bukowski's (and Horkheimer and Adorno's) sentiments on the lack of societal reconciliation in 

black humour. He points out that the comedy of black humour differs from traditional, pastoral 

cornedies in that it exhibits a laughing response to a world which offers no chance for a rehim to 

a utopian k a d i a , %  of a union behveen people and nature: "Black Humor . . . enacts no 

individual release or social reconciliation . . . never envisions . . . the possibilities of human 

escape from an aberrant envitoment into a forest milieu, as a ritual of the triumph of the green 

world over the wasteland" (8). in a world verging on nuclear war, dominateci by a slippery, 

ungras pable commodity circulation both visible and maddeningly invisible, and which has seen 

its narratives of beneficent governmental and societal mores shredded, dirty realism finds in 

bIack humour a response appropriate to the dangers, paralysis and stasis everywhere around it. 

Dirty realism's laughter anses in contexts that continually negate affirmative visions of 

individual response to societal conditions, regarding with a hopeless mirth the monadism of the 

contemporary scene as an inescapable reality, and the interpenettation of aU "enclaves" by the 

tautologies of late capital. 

Bukowski regards ail activity in the face of death, particularly wnting, as a means of 

" f d i n g  a / closing / spacett (375); action occupies, as Schulz points out, the vacancies of 

temporal fiow. Yet, as Shulz posits, unlike existentialism, bhck humour d i x d i t s  any notion of 

implicit heroism in human action. Bukowski pre-empts even the idea of writing as a "serious" 

activiv: "the typewriter is like another head / with a lucky brain / inside: / I hit the keys and 

things corne out. / the machine dws al1 the / dirty work" (241). Again, Bukowski produces a 

"fornication" with the "machine," where even the writer becornes beholden to the "means" of 

production, where he facilitates the technology rather than the technology facilitating him; even 

art cornes from the machine. Action, to a dirty realist, comprises an occupation in the purest 

sense: an inevitable filling of temporal "space," a dismantling of discourse that only enables the 

rise of a new discourse; the type of action engageci in is undifferentiated, imlevant: suicide and 

eating take an qua1 value. Schulz w a m  us that black humour constantly refuses "to take its 

implied moral position seriously" (13). Unlike existentialism, which views individual agency- 



"ihe negalion" through definite action "of many posibilities in favor of one &oicet'-as a 

"hcroic prima1 açsent to üfe" (61, dVty realism would say "whatever" to any course of action. 

As  Bukowski's stos, açserts, "action" (espcially Pincay's, or espcially the writer Bukowski's) 

cannot be assigned value since any such assignation eüdes Le ordinary with the proper, in effect 

cancelling out action. Moreover, movement becomes pointless in that it faüs to take the narrator 

"out of' the situation; it oniy confïrms a scrics of programmed and permitted activities 

determining "choi~e.'~ At k t ,  action, as in that undertaken by Red Window, caUs attention to 

the systems confinhg and governing the individual. 

Lauehter informs an attitude, a determination not to take any one parti& option 

more seriously than ariy other: "Black Humor [is] a somewhat iunited vinon capable of the 

spccific aberrations of comedy, ralhcr than the universal condition of riogedy" (11). No longer 

inhabiting a society governed by a sustainahle metanarrative, a master discourse that unites and 

makes scnsc of the disparate expriences of individuals, dirty reaüsm invokes bkck humour as a 

way of presenting the lack of universal nornis, the rule of disparity as the n m .  Since no 

discourse can totaily encapsulate the "universal condition." no "propr" behaviour (that would 

work in accordance with such a condition) exists. Dirty reaüsm's hypoaisy aesthetic, its 

endoshg  of simultaneity, offers a form of rendering the loss of a metanarrative alternative to 

that depioyed by writers of metafiction. 

No . . . (definitive] . . . principles are availabk in the pludistic 
world. The conwntionaiiy coherent üterary structure becomes 
patently impossible, the traditional form a defective o r d e ~ g  of 
aiien complexities. its cdguration disassociatecl fmm its 
content. . . . Bhck Humaist] can mite incredibly omnibus 
parodies of bwIedge, whkh attempt to master the hbyrinth 
of an illogical world by exhausting every twist and hini and 
bünd aiiey in it. . . . A workable aitemative for the Bkck 
Humorist is to hold a iimited number of viewpoints in 
equipoise, as literary counterparts of a world devoid of a 
discursive value system. (43) 

Here, Schulz depicts tke two strate@= o p  to an aesthetic of black humour. Writers such as 

Pynchon Coover, Gaddis chose to go the ' o m n i i "  and "exhaustive" route to the myriad 

options of the "plutalistic wor1d"-what Patrick (YNea in 77re -y 4 En-: 



H~imoiir/Nn~~ative/Reading (1990), caUs "opposing but "equal" tniths (11); these works constitute 

the canon of metafiction, Dirty realism, conversely, takcs the "workable alternative" to the 

problern of plurality by prcsenting works which "hold a limited nurnber of viewpoints in 

equipoise"; dirty realism's aesthetic strategy relia upon exactly this: deploying a series of 

"equal" and "opposing" particularities, the objective "iniths" of context which, when hamssed. 

fuel a liberating hypocrisy allowing the authon to slip free of any one particular dixunive 

system, to regulate the ordinary (as does Hamy in "Bring Me Your Love") and use the ordinary 

(whose ultimate action is death, the end of a11 storics, as Ford's The Sportnuriter indicates) to 

dissolve their narratives when convenient. Dirty realism realises omnipotence in the isolation 

and soIe arbitra tion of the subjcct: in solipsism. 

According to Shulz, information "implicitD4 (13) in black humour deümits the 

contradictory position available to protagonists, such as Bukowski's Hank, at once anonymous 

and rcsolutely individual, at once within society and outside of it: 

The Black Humor protagonist is not . . . an authorial leme for 
analyzing the real. . . . Nor does detachment mean for him 
withdrawal hom the world. . . . He is at once o k e r  of, and 
participant in, the drama of dissidence, detached from and yet 
affected by what happns around him. . . . His prison-house 
loneüness, forced upon him hy existence, becornes a C&nesque 
joumey to the end of the night (12) 

Bukowski continues to laugh because he continues to oprate in a multiple discursive space; not 

seeing any possibüity of escap in action, only capitulation to dominant discourses, Bukowski 

opts for isolation, for a "prison-house" loneliness that cornes from his tuwliability, hi,  

unreachableness, as narrative authority. He recognises no "mystery" or wmp&dm~ m an 

existence of sheer aaivity; every mow he makes, verbal or physical, remah premeditated. 

sba tegic, inciuding the passivity with which he ailows systems to constantly reinsuik him 

(making available a system he can oprate  on and foü). DVty reaüsm i.esponds to the reaiity of 

death with no response in particular, enacting and revelling in a series of mutuaily contesting 

discursive particularities or absolutes. This attitude itsei€ refkts the epistemological 

quandaries evident in the postwar sciences. 



B. Day-To-Day Science, Amusement and Art 

O'Neill begins his discussion of the background to black humour by describing an 

epistemological situation in the analogous to that seen in dirty realism; O'Neill's 

discussion dovetaüs with that of de Certeau by derribing xientific dixourse as a linguistic 

practice dedicated to upholding its own postulates, of c a h g  out a vace  separate fmm the 

ordinary in which, suspnded above the void, its paradigms prove seif-affhing, but which 

often clashed against contrary dixunive practices instituted by different "logical hmeworks": 

Mathematical statements, in other words, might well be 
unassailahly "true" within the hounds of the particular logical 
framework adopted by a particular school or approach, but 
opposing staternents might be equaUy 'tnxe' within the terms of 
reference of a different çchool or approach-and there was no 
way to decide finally which of the oppsing truths constituted 
the %al" truth, even assuming there might be such a t h g  any 
longer. (11) 

The work of ma thematicians -Gauss, Hamilton and Godel- demonstrated how mathematics 

embodied a concept (or a set of concepts) vedying its own principles rather than objectively 

embodying reality. Their works dixredited mathematics as an arbiter of tmth in the same way 

tha t Copernicus's revisioning of the Earth's relation to the cosmos coliapsed humanistic notions 

of centrality and hierarchy (5). O'Neill's discussion aliudes to de Certeau's notion that 

discourse, first and foremost, acts to preserve the efficacy of its language, mating, mapping, 

sustaining a set of terms ba t  mark its boundaries with the outside world undergirding a set of 

"truths" unassailable within those terms and configurations but often ineffktive outside of it; de 

Certeau's theory of dixourse sumrnarkxs the epistemological conundrum that preoccupies 

bladc humour, and, by extension, dirty reaüsm: the continual displacement of discourse by the 

real (most evident in the phenornenon of death). The dawning awareness of competing "truths" 

appeared not only on the Cold M'ar political xene; as various "stocies" atternpted to account for 

American demmcy-stories of censoxship and freedomO hissez faire foreign policy and 

müitary intrusion, political enfranchisement and racial dircriminstion-so, abo, did various 

conhadictory dixourses attempt to accaunt for events in the sciences. The reaüsm of authois 



such as Bukowski and Ford portays a vertiginous world-view dominated by competing 

"stories," whose sum total showed the inefficacy of rationalistic models. 

The authors of di* realism inherited a world of paradox, one abounding in mutually- 

exclusive, but individually supreme certainties, whose presence, together, merely confirmecl the . 
collapse of the pre-existing metanarratives that held to certain absolute and universal laws of 

truth. There was no longer a single dominant truth, but rnany, contradicbry tniths that 

individually supportai the various "stories" competing for mastery over reality. Çocietal 

reconcilia tion cannot occur, as the Cold War poinbed out by the 1960s, in a society wherein no 

dominant epistemological or societal code exists, wherein we camot a g m  on the main story. As 

û'Neil1 points out., the twentieth century no longer holds to "impregnabk" epistemological 

foundations (12-13). Conceptual systems now seem to offer "ludicrous" propositions in defiance 

of rationality and epistemological noms. Rather than conforming to reality, such systems only 

reinforce their own imer logic: 

The history of science is a hisbry of the abandonment of positions 
once judged irnpregnable for new positions previously held to be 
ludicrously mistaken. In the last halfcentury the adoption of 
ludicrous positions and their abandonment for even more 
ludicrous ones has k o m e  so rapid and so cornmonplace that 
rather than feeling the awe that primitive peoples must once have 
felt for the power of their shamans, or even the asbnishment that 
people could still experience in the fifties when the fint earth- 
satellite was successfully Iaunched, Our reaction nowadays to the 
latest miracle of space exploration or medicine or cornputer 
technology tends increasingly to be a mixture of dipia ou and 
something like incredulous laicgftter. Science, in fact, has long 
since passeci beyond the bounds of the reasonable into domains 
that can no longer be taken mously. (13) 

In a world of unhindered capitalkt expansion, which posib üttle or no avenues for s a p e  and 

resistance, where language unpacks itself to reveal arbitracy discursive constructions with no 

reliable co~ect ion  to the referent, dirty realisb like Bukowski no longer feel it necessary to take 

nrtythitzg seriously. Like the fast-paced, conshnfly recycling commodity circulation that Jarneson 

regards as characteristic of late capitalism, science enacts a dieying multiplication and q c l i n g  

of epistemological cornmodities whose "apid" turnover engenders not wonder but a sense of 

the "cornmonplace." Constant variance and tumaround, on al1 levels of society, d e m h  the 



. "everyday" ambience of postmodemity; this ambience attracts densive laughter throughout 

Bukowski's fiction. Smith connects Bukowski's usage of the racetrack with a "flippant 

treatment" of "existentiat states-exaltation and despair, hysteria and boredom" (58). What 

occurs in "Action" "parodies" feding, since authentic motivation no longer exisls. The depiction 

of the anger, resentment and despair of the people in the stands pmblematises authenticity since 

Bukowski's sympathies so o&n appear inconsistent or short-üved. Even in rqc l ing  

Hemingway, Bukowski proves slippery: "Hemingwais regard for the authenticity of words and 

feelings seeps through onto the Bukowski page. But Bukowski's humour makes the page more 

divided, fecund, ambiguous, and harder to pin down ideologically aian other writers (say, 

Mailer) who recycle Hemingway's male mythology" (58). Bukowski does not so much 

reproduce Hemingway as offer a pastiche of him. a pastiche with sizeable enough holes that we 

discover as much mockery as worship of Hemingway in Bukowski's wnting simply put 

Bukowski's writing recognises that, in -the postmodern world of discursive indeterminacy and 

the disintegration of self, Hemingway's solipistic reading of the world proves untenable. in 

Bukowski, ideology, including that of his artistic forebears, becornes an excuse for lampooning, 

for poking fun; and Bukowski's machisrno, which Smith regards as an inheritance from 

Hemingway, always cones with a built-in detonator of comedy: "At his best, Bukowski animates 

his stereotypes with great panache, investing 'ideological unsoundness' with a liberating humof 

(58). Bukowski's humour, finaliy, enables his liberation from ideology, from having to stand by 

any one particular social conscîousness, though this also prevenb hirn h m  hlly investing in the 

"social." The laughter in Bukowski anses in a context of continual abandonment of reverence, 

either social, political or even artistic, as nothing, not even his literary idoi, Hemingway,s proves 

important enough to take seriously. The "abandonment of positions" for new and formerly 

unthinkable ones becornes an operating logic "ludicroust' in ib variance; the transgression of the 

"reasonable," the emergence of "domaid  of a very short shelf-life leads, finally to an attitude 

which takes nothing "seriously." 

As O'Neill points out, even the region of the "commonplace" has becorne suspect, a 

source for comedy, since the commonplace (partidarly the epistiemology of "common sense'') 



now designates a world of variance and irrationality, two forces responsible for, and resuiting 

from, Lhe stasis of the acetrack in Bukowski's story "Action"; the "actiont8 of unpredictabüity 

paradoxicaiiy unfolds into "inaction" on the part of the bystanders. As Raymond Carver 

admitted in an interview: "My world was one that seemed to change gears and directions, along 

with its rules, every day" (F 26). The new, postmodem realism no longer approximates a stable 

accountable "reaüty." Reality "changesf8 every day; it no longer follows a parücuiar "direction." 

Dirty reaiism depias the shifting, mobiie discuisive uni& that jockey for position over a reaiity 

apprehended as the discursive fashion of the moment; in the wake of such rapid shilting the 

individual becomes inert, either tramfixecl on the bewüdering speed of change or despairhg at 

how to chose from among the discursive options a set of precepts to guide action. 

With reality a product of discourse, and with the hinction of multiple, mutuaiiy- 

exclusive realities, confidence in and loyalty to a particular "tnith" vanishes, replaced by an 

interest in "play," the offsetting of various truths a g a k t  one for the purposes of amusement 

and entertainment rather ihan episiemological or ontologkal inquiry; as this kind of inquiry 

inevitably leads to more spedalised verbiage, reaüJts üke Bukowski make "play'* out of the 

discursive enterprise, utilising it to enable freeâom from adherence io the oppressive regdations 

imposed by words. in this way, art itseü partakes of simuhtion, since the arüstry of Bukowski 

plays upon reified notions of what art is, or should be, rather than pertaining to, or advandng, 

an essence of artistry. The l a d  of a dtunl or artistic metammative preventr degiance to a 

particular artistic standard, or even a particular artistic purpose or, even, particularly, to art. 

The l o s  of an orig"ary, prime a&& leaves writers such as Bukowski revelling in 

artis tic irreverence; his poem "yeah" saeams of this irrevererice: 

just heard a c o m m d  
which told me 
Farmer f ohn smokes his own 
bacon. 
now, there's a tough 
son of a 
bitch. (227) 

This poem (quoted in its mtitety), plays upon variable iinguistic meaning to poke hur at 

"poetid' license and metaphor, as weii as seifsot\SCiously addressmg the cuituraî status of the 



"poem." Taking "baconf0 as a üteral part of Farmer John's own anatomy, Bukowski "reads" the 

commercial as a measure of the farmer's ability to withstand pain, or to perfonn an act (aut* 

fellatio?) of extrerne agility (itself as traditionûlly "perverse" as the imtance of fornication with 

the machine in "Action"), to make a value-judgement not worth the effort. Bukowski deploys 

poetry in the service of trivia. The coiIoquia1 diction the missing noun in the fgst sentence, the 

use of "son of a bitch" and the iimited sentiment demote p t r y  €rom an a d  of lofty sublime to a 

sound-bite or quip, and artistic process from an agonising adherence to aaft  to an effortles 

scribble. Smith addmses the apparent artlessness of Bukowski's formal methodology: 

The saüric aitique of capitalism, bourgeois moraüty and 
conventional culture is accompanieii by a deliberatcly 
disordered syntax, a "spontaneousO' type-writerese that mates 
its cffect by a radical difference from smoother. more üleary 
writing. . . . The tools in his [Bukowski'sj craftman's bag are 
used to mate  an impression of artless spontaneity. (57) 

Thc "disordered syntax" and uncrafted elements of Bukowski's writing effcct a "sat.iricW critique 

of "capitaiism" not by opposing the proiiferation of interchangeable consumer options but by 

aping them, by aeaüng a poetry as instantly readable and disposable as the Hollywood hlms 

Bukowski satirises in Hollyi>Ood; "Yeah," dislodged from its position as trammitter of 

tramendental or "deepJO tniths, becornes as instantly disposable and forgettable as the 

commercial it records. The poem enacts a cornmonplace in a fom fiom which we expect the 

extraordinary. The dose parallel behveen the pem and advertisement seko-ously addresd 

the poem's place as a node for discursive signals, as a tempiate ready for social inscription, 

rather than as a trarts-historiai beacon of permanent values mmpamuly apprehended in 

language. "Yeah" records a new historia1 understanding of art as a produa of sociai 

contingency. 

Aware of its ludicrousness, its obvious misreading of the literal and metaphoric, the 

poem addresses how language lends itself to readings both ambiguous and unequivocal. What 

is common sense, askr the reader, except a state of mind, a way of ''decoding'' îhe message in a 

way prepared by the sodetal machinery Oiat aafted the message (machinery itseîf dependent 

upon the compliaty of the sodety receiving the message); shifting the advettisement to a context 



outside the proper format (the poem) disarw and distorts the transmitted intelligence. In 

effect, this poem returns to the commercial to question why, in the first place, Farmer John's act 

of smoking his own bacon shoidd impress us. Why does that action commend a certain product 

to Our use? And should we take that verdict any more seriously than a value-judgement based 

on a fanner literally "smoking" his own flesh? The poem feeds upon consumer discourse, 

asaibing to it a ludicroumess that reduces its relevance to zero, at the same tirne as it raises our 

awareness of how poetry hides similar socid a p h  behind a veii of artistic loftines. By 

turning bacon into a "metaphof' whüe retaining the Literal sense of "smoking," the poem's 

language-use alerts us to the arbitrariness of inierpretation, the way we access and translate the 

body of useless information, or white noise, thst sut~ounds us. If communication results fkom 

white noise transtormed into meaning, Bukowski demonstrates that what "we experience as the 

rcal world is our own attempts to organize a meaning in what is essentially, in itself, as 

meaningless as a rondiach blot" (O'Neill 15). The poem therefore questions and confims our 

entrapment within the language of advertising and art, in fonw of presentation which attempt 

to control and determine inference. His poem rem- both deeply embedded in the culture and 

verged on escaping it. 

Art, like O'Neill's science, in Bukowksi's han& becornes a laughable instrument of 

subversion and reihcation. Bukowski knom that his writings may subvert consumer 

advertising, but that it, at the same üme, ako advextises Charles Bukowski himself. His art 

responds to and confirms a deeply mbivahnt reiatiomhip to his own endeavows and our 

appreciation of them. When asked. in the autobiographical novel HoII@ (1990). how he feels 

his readea will react to his new-found fame, Biikowski replies: 'As always th= fuckers wiii 

have to judge me on how weii I write8' (89). The word "hickers," used to s i m  his readeahip, 

suggests the irreverence which fuelled Bukowski's personal myth and popularity. Madigan 

ülustrates how Bukowski conhuaily "taunts" tk reader to messure h h  'arrogant dimension,'* 

hi.  prodamations of greabiess. against the work iîseif in a way that constandy iequires a 

questionhg of the "worth" of that work (4S9). Bukowksi's seif-ophion seems simultaneous1y 



"fixed," "ncar-parodid' and " k t  interpreted with ironyJ* (460); with the same rapid variance 

tha t O'Neill wi- in science, Bukowski's art altemates behveen dedaimhg supreme artistic 

worth and lampooning his aeations unül we respond with inaeduhty, nispiaion and, finally, 

laughter. Bukowski rerninds us of a subjective art; the "yeah" of the titie itseif contests and 

ironises the view of poetry as an "affirmative1* or " a f h i n g "  force. He regards his product, his 

"art," with dead earnestness and complete imveience; nor does what Bukowski says about 

wriüng always synch-up with the w ~ y  that he mites, and so his writings become emblematic of 

a vacillation between theory and pracüce completely in keeping Mth the contradictory 

drçcourse of his histoncal moment, 

Black humour occupies much of dirty realism, proving a comedic form representative of 

its age insofar as its humour responds to the variance, tumaround and continua1 recyding of 

discourse, epistemology and commodities that informs late capitalism. It proves an ideal 

vehide for Bukowski to exploit, since iis isolation, passivity, vadation and inaction serve to 

reground his "ambivalence," his "both acquiescence and disdain for his fate" (Madigan 492). 

U n w i h g  to attempt a regrounding of dixourse in &e social, Bukowski's writing, in the words 

of Smith, infuses "Hemingway with postmodern laughter, forming an utterly distinctive 

writing -allusive, anarchic and miraculously entertaixhg" (56). Bukowski d i s  an art out of 

"acquiescence," " dhdahtm "posünodern laughter," an art "dusive," "anarchic and 

"miraculously entertauung" -ail saiient descriptions for the "aiienation (psychological, ethical, 

economic) of the artist from society" (Smith 56). His chosen arsenal indicates a reluctance to 

cede any of his personal liberty to a larger discourse, apart h m  that of "entertainment," which, 

finaiiy, proves the sole reason for his humour: to f o r e g i d  his monadism and to faditate a 

delight in its non-delightfuhess. Laughter is the default mode for one who takes nothhg 

seriously (which is not to Say that, contrarily, he never takes anything seriously). As Smith 

writes near the end of his article, "for Bukowsk, the pleasure of the text b aiways hughtef' (59), 

indicating that his sbategy culminates in the void which confronts discourse with its own 

inefficacy at ascending to and sustainhg metanarrative, at establishg tmmhistorical value, 

always, as a result of this attempt, offering itself up to its subvdon by tactics and the worhgs  



of the ordinary (revolution leads to dominance leads to revolution leads to dominance leads to 

revolution, never cutminating in any actual change or bettement in the socio-political real). 

Never once does he stop hughing to probe whether contingency ibelf might not offer a 

decidedly dialectical alternative to the development of metanarrative; the comedic fonn of his 

monadic "pleasure" prevenk the risky investigation into "text" as communal property, into a 

pliable narrative of social d. Despairing at variance and sameness, Bukowski exulb in them. 

In effed, Bukowski's laughter proves another reified, tranihistorical response, writing off al1 

discourse regardkss of context, for the purpose of a paralysed entertainment. 

VIL Otlier T . :  \mm and Ford 

While Carver and Bukowski revel in the liberating power of paradox, Mark Anthony Jarman and 

Richard Ford confront isolation, passivity and paradox as problematic. Carver (in the early 

works) and Bukowski draw power from isolation, from the Cold War dilemma that no action, 

either to the right or Ieft, offers a more viable, less totalitarian, choice, and h m  the discrepancy 

betwen their codes of conduct (discourse) and their actual conduct itself. The discursive 

indeterminacy that guarantees their disconnecteâness from sociebl machinery fuefs their gleeful 

subversion; but isolation sits less comfortably with Jarman and Ford. They seek to end the 

impasse of the hypocrisy aesthetic, or to at least come to grips with it; through an openness and 

vulnerability to the ordinary they come to understand the contingent, sociallyconstructed nature 

of history. if Bukowski, in the words of William Joyce, "is an order unto himself" (59) and "the 

calm eye in the centre of the humkane," (64), and Carver (in his two early collections) offers "a 

study in voyeurism" (2), then Ford and Jarman crîtique the stasis and passivity that result from a 

policy of discursive indeterminacy and determineci isolation. 

Ford and Jarman contend with, rather than celebrate, the limitations of hypocrisy. Both 

authors admit to the current epistemological crises described by O'Neill: "The idea of non- 

significance has become a cornmonplace of entropic thinking: the world is neither meaningful 

nor meaningless, neither tragic, nor in the gnmmest sense of the existentiatists, absurd- it 

simply is" (22). No explanation accounts for the "why" of existence; it simply "is." Ço many 



factors ovcr-detemine behaviour that no behavioural model can posit an acceptable foundation 

for behavioural inquiry. We cannot know "why" anything happns the way it does. Denied of 

this "why," thcn, "how" (to proceed, to Live, to affect the world), ihen, remains the only question 

worth asking. While Bukowski responds to this dilemma by totally abandoning al1 consistency, 

rubbing his hands together in eager freedom from reason-bbg the devastatingly fragrnented 

conceptual horizon, the entropic condition that points to certain death ana the âissolution of ali 

dixoune, as a license to indulge in hypocrisy-Ford and Jarman question the implications of 

this attitude, and the effect of a text-centric world-view, on the community around them. If 

Bukowski wntes the eye of the "humcane" then jarman and Ford write the humcane itself: if 

Bukowski "eschew[s] any kind of orthodoxy, not because [he is a rebel) but because bel is so 

busy being [himsell]" (62), then Jarman and Ford consider the possibüities open for the 

implcmentation of a communal orthodoxy, of an abandonment of a sûnulated soüpsism. 

As O'NedI points out, the postmodem views the world's essence as irreducible to 

scientific or philosophical tenninology (in de Certeau this notion translates into the impossibiüty 

of discourse to hi ly  account for the ordinary). It simply "is." Recognising this, Bukowski drops 

aii attempts at reducing his behaviour to analytic terms; he simply lets his behaviour "be," in aU 

its incongniity, making no attempt whatsoever to address or overcome his inconsistency. 

Bukowski's disjunctures, conflicts and impasses prevent the emergence, from his work, of a 

unificd discursive model (though not necessarily of a discursive model of "disunity"); through 

the hypocrisy aesthetic, he avoids the regrounding of a cultural or sociecal metananative. He 

can say anything at al1 about himself, knowing ihat he wiü ultimately slip out of, and *te, ali 

defini tions. Bukowski always speaks jbr, rather Lhan O/, hixnseIf, unless one vie= the entirety of 

hs work as a conglomeate of the various, contradictory dixourses "for" that, in their 

irrcconcilabiiity, posit a dixourse "of," ùsofar as his body of work ptesenis a "world neither 

"meanlligful nor meaningless," neither "tragid' nor "abnud," but aiî of these, and more, in 

various, particuiar, temporarily absolute positions. 



In Independence Day and Salwge King Ya!, Ford and Jarman, respctively, cede-almotst 

altruistically- their authoritatiw positions to a discoursc they do not own; they stop witing. By 

reiinquishing textual explanations and hypotheses for sheer activity they begm to speak "of' 

rather than "for" themselves, insofar as action (ïliustrated in Ford's The Spartsurder) offers no 

explanations, only an effect. Regretting the isolation imposed on them by a strategy of iacîics - 
by the hypocrisy aesthetic-they reünquish theu hold on discourse and wülingly sink into the 

ordinary, As Jeffrey J. Folks suggests in "The Risks of Membership: Richard Ford's The 

Sportswriter" (1998), Ford's 'fhe Sportsuriter (and, 1 would argue, to a greater extent, in its 

sequel, Independence Dg) interrogates the problematic of the atomised, m o ~ d i c  sodety: 

"Indeed, Ford's writing expresses an urgency conceMng the collective future of American 

society, and, though his continual process of humorous satiric deflation, he suggests the 

absurdi ty of a privatized solution to the malaise of contemporary middle-class existence" (73). 

Ford's reaiism (Like that of jarman) conhionts the "absurdity" of Lhe "privatized solution," or. 

prccisely that shelter in solipism that Bukowski and Carver exploit. Instead, Ford's project, in 

these two novels, reaffirms the necessity of locating or delimiting the parameters of "the 

coiiective future," rather than of societal interests sacnficed to the predisposition and liberty of 

the individual authorial consciousness (though his investigation takes him deeply into the efforts 

and e ffects of tha t consciousness). 

While &y realism's entropic wüd card. death, as the presence of a reality always 

outside conceptual inscription, excuses Bukowski from guaranteeing his discourse, Ford and 

Jarman grapple wüh the riihnirm impM in dViy reaiism's hypocrisy; an "outside" empiricai 

reality unapproachable by language excuses Bukowski's indeteminacy within language (by 

exposing language as limited and ineffective), while in Jarman and Ford it problematises the 

application of discourse; the diffeme is one of approach to discourse. Jarman and Ford show 

how steppuig out of the conceptual reah into definitive action dishubs the cibmsive 

equilibrium necessary for the maintenance of h y p d s y ;  by king definitive, action foi21 the 

strategy of indeterminacy whereôy dirty realimi owwites  its de* it mates -8 or 



M f a ~ t ~ , ' '  at least temporariiy impervious to ovetwriting (before a sufficient passage of thne 

causes historical discourse to displace and obscure experience). if the Amencan govenunent 

depended upon the public buying its "stoties" during the Cold War, then Bukowski Likewise 

dcpends upon characters such as Nan and Gloria. in "BNig Me Your Love," buying into the 

codes which ovenwite his actions (which illustrates the way Bukowski appropriated and 

implemented the dixuaive strategy of the p h v a r  state); J m a n  and Ford, however, regard 

the inapplicabiiity of such mendaaoumess to the maintenance of communal demmatic 

projects (discursive unreiiability thwarts consemual practice). The "faas" crea ted by action, 

insofar as they affect groups of people, bring to the forefront the need for a language to express 

s h e d  experience; they recognise the need for a language p r a p a t i a  that would enable a 

group respome to crises. Reflecting the protest movements of the lm, which insistecl that the 

govemment adopt a dixourse that accounied, as weU, for the experience of youth in h e r i c a  

(not just the will and agenda of the govemment), Ford and Jarman consider theù resporrsibiüty 

to similar protests iaunched agaimt their own variance behveen word and deed. Çooner or 

later, occurrences in the ordinary (such the experiences of a population segment in Vietnam) 

multiply to the point where they "flood" the discourse that fails to address them, in effect 

sinkllig that discourse back into the ordinary (there are too many exceptions to the d e ) ,  from 

w hich i t mus t reconstitu te itself. Whüe one cari take ttS, cynicaly, as an opportuniiy to refonn 

a discursive dominance, one can aiso take th& as a caU to vigilance and a ceding of discursive 

dominance to demoaacy. 

A. "&cidental" Etas 

Ford's collection of novellas, Womm roith Mm (1997) grappies with the inchidual definuig 

consciousness. Speaking to Huey Guagliardo, Ford admits to the central issue explored by the 

volume: "They [the ihree noveiias] are . . . about varying de-, varying sorts of hiiman 

solipism. The ihing that defeats affection in each of these stories is one peison's inabiiity realîy 

to look outside him- or r?erself, so much so thst the needs, the preferences, the weii-being, the 



sanctity of cthers are. in effect, completcly ignored or misunderstood, causing calamity" (610). 

In a move opposite Bukowski. Ford explores the comquences of those who (like many of 

Bukowski's narrators) refuse to "look outside" themselves, those who wihl ly  subordinate 

communal relations to their particular, solipistic "take" on rcality, and the ensuing harm this 

causes to thosc around them. 

The final story in the volume, "Occidentals," foUows the travails of Charley Matthews 

and Helen Carnichael, two lovers who corne to Paris to oveme the translation of Charley's 

novel, nie  Predicamenf, into French. Through the course of the vacation we leam of Matthews 

life, his divorce, his teaching position as an inslnidor in "African-Amencan" literature; we also 

leam of Helen's terminal cancer. The story ends with Helen's suicide and Matthews's thoughts 

on its implications: 

But he had learned something. He had commenced a new era 
in his iife. There w r e  eras. That much was unquestionable. In 
two days it would be Christmas. They, he and Helen, had 
failed to make up a Song. And yet, oddly, this would aU be over 
by Christmas. He hadn't even written a letter to his parents. 
But in the time that remaineci hem, he would. A long letter. 
And in his letter he would try as best he could, and with the 
many compiications that would need detaüing, to explain to 
them al1 that had happned to him here and what new ideas he 
had for the hi ture. (255) 

Helen's suicide retwns Matthews to a discursive bcginning, to a "bordef' (de Certeau 3) 

between one "story" and its modified version. It has "taught" him that the ordinary (death) 

fonns the source of aiî discourse, and that "ewnt" can mark off the end of one discursive mode 

and beginning of a new one (a "bordef ): "There uirre eras." Matthews accepts a contingency, a 

genuine causal connedion, behveen language and actuality. Where Bukowski would use such 

an event to sigmfy the failure of language concepts to render the totaiity of experience, and 

therefore jusli[y his own misuse and appropriation of language to further his own ends, Ford 

uses it to show how language can -ce, however imprfedy, communal understanding. Ford 

does not suggest that anyone can mediate the actual trarisparentiy, but Matthews feeis enough 

of a responsibüity to events, and his role in them, to attempt-as ngoroculy as possible, to write 

"as best" as he can-to "detaii" the "many complicatio~~~," in order ta propose a future his 



parents can comprehend and share, a language that wiU condition subsequent memory of the 

event in a marner eff&ve to ail parties concerned. 

Matthews will attempt, as faiihhiUy as possible, to infonn the kuid of message hir 

parents take, or "decode" from his letter. He recognises hû and Helen's soüpsism, th& 

entrapment within theu ways of seeing the world, as a "failure" of community: they "had failed 

to make up a song." Ford finds that-uniike Bukowski in his reaction to Betty's death in Poat 

Offie (67-68)37-that the achial can implicate the self in discourse; if one can ovenvrite 

phenornena to crase or avoid it, then one can also ovenvrite it with communal possibility, 

aithough this means bearing responsibiîity for that parücular discursive formation. We cannot 

escape mediation, but we can agree on the form of that mediation. 

A desire to bear responsibility flavours the texts of Ford and jarman. Like a post Cold 

War America dcprived of the oppositional adversary by which it defined itseif, these 

protiigonists investigate alternatives to playing opposing options agahst one another; they 

examine the effect of an active, singular stand, of the "permanentf8 dioice, not because any one 

choice has any greater or more relevant bas& than another (or that permanence can be 

indefinitely sustained), but because ii provides thcm with something they desire, most often a 

release from isolation, simulation, and solipsism. 

The indeterminacy of dirty realists such as Camer and Bukowski represents a non- 

partiapation in social discourse, whiîe at the same time requiring that discourse; this vadating 

attitude eliminates the pdbüity of societal change or interpersonal connectjon, as it proceeds 

too unreliably for communal coopentioil. c o n v d y ,  Jarman and Forâ's duty mùkm attempts 

to convey a social real (by which 1 mean the contractual undeipinnings of sodal groups, not an 

unmedia ted condition). Bukowski subverts the interplay between materiai forces and discursive 

practices, which ovemrite those f o ~ e s ,  to guarantee his Liberty; Ford and Jarman face the 

possibility of accepting and participating in a nomtive discoume. 'Iheir entry into history 

occurs not at the expeme of. but as a compromise off@ to, the 0 t h .  For Bdcomki, Iiistory 

does not exist, except as a " s t o v  (Harry the faithhrl husband) in hun displad by a n o w  



"story" (Hamy the adulterer). To Ford and Jarman history implies events which constitute 

commonly rerognised touchstones for a variety of interpenehating dixourses. 

Jarman and Ford do not admit to one supreme history but rather to a field, an unstable 

mass, of past occurrences that societal discourse orbits; whüe they do not outright reject history, 

as Bukowski does (because it means "deah" for the "individuai"), they nevertheless remain 

tentative about its impiications. As the bas& for this "urdable mass," Jarman and Ford 

nomina te the event, that occurrence of a particular place, a particutar time, from which stories 

and counter-stciries, explmations and counter-e~nat ions  devolve, where one "era," or story, 

ends and another beguis (as the ordinary "overflows" dixourse and demands its 

reconstitution). ï h e  dirty realism of Ford and Jarman conceives a non-utopian history, one 

concentrated in the speafics of occurrence that determine history (36) and the way those 

occurrences translate in the various narratives that account for them at any given moment in 

tirne. nicir historical sensibility remains markedly dialectical history as a discourse suited to, 

and arising from, the social demands at the time of the discursive formation in question. In 

regards to history their texts supply that "thought about thought" (53) which Mmxism and F m  

(1971) describes as the central feature in dialectical thinking; in other words, history in Jarman 

and Ford is thought from the inside out, as an "era" detemined by an event conceptualised in 

lanyage acutely aware of its construction by the conüngencies of the history moment, a 

methodology described by Jameson as "concrete thought . . . which at the same time remains 

aware of its own iniellectual operations in the very a d  of Lhinking" (53). While B u k o ~ k i  and 

the early Carver also present such seif-awamess, they uithately use it to highlight the 

conditioning behind discourse and thus to elude accountability to that discourse, to escape into 

Linguistic deracination, while Jarman and Ford use theîr selfawareness to, in the words of 

Marxism and F m ,  "link together in a single figure two incommensurable realities . . . spirit and 

matter, the data of individual experience and the vaster forms of institutionai society, the 

Ianguage of existence and that of hisioiy" (67). The propct becornes not likration from causal 

history but a search (however îütih) for coMeCfions, a ~villingness to risk the defuition of eras 



and to confiont the social real as a manifestation not only of state-sanctioned discourse but 

"individual experience" and "the language of existence," of a confluence not only of various 

discourses but of discourse and "matter," the material conditions witnessed in the world. 

Rather than offsetting "two incommensurable reaiitief," Ford and Jarman attempt to "link" hem 

" together." Their project remah opomistic; they trust in the efficacy of communal response in 

crafting and reaafting the dominant discourse (as anti-war protests, to some d e p ,  helped 

alter the American "story" of the war in Vietnam). 

in Pmt OJfice, Betty d i a  because of a system cf capital that mates impossible living 

conditions for the underclas, or because a purportedly Christian s d e t y  refuses charity to a 

person incapable of taking care of herseif. The ideology, the explanatory discourse, precedes her 

death; in dirty realism, her death occurs; her death "is," and in this indeterminate occurrence 

originate the vanous ideologies that account for and "predate" it. In the utopian vision of 

history promulgated by Christianity and vulgar Manrism, the conditions that history comprises 

will disappear with the Second Coming or the overthrow of the bourgeoisie by the working 

dass; after these events, history will cease to exist; it will have passed from its final era. Ford's 

dirty realism does not conceive of an end to "eras," only a succession of them. As O'Neill points 

out, History, for postmodemity, "id' and "is not" essentially economic or metaphysical. 

Historiaty exists, first of all, as an occurrence, not discursive manifestation, secondly, as an act 

of narrative imposition arising from the various effects of the occurrence, ad, thirdly, as a social 

construction that remembers and records the occurrence according to materhl necessity and 

conditions (occurrence and discourse are thedore iinked but rot intedmgeable). û'Neill 

states the complexity underlying this rendition of historia1 formation: 

Life is what you make of it, indeed, but since of i ~ l f  it means 
nothing, anything we can "rnakew of it will overtly be a form of 
fiction, and its produclion a form of ploy, howewr earnest and 
non-comic our intentions may be. These substitute worids that 
we conjure up will be seen by those of an idealist tmn of mind 
as demonstrating the trimphant victofy of form over the Mid; 
for those of a more existential tum of mind the inevitable final 
triumph of the void over ali form wiii stül remain tk primuy 
consideration. (23) 



As indicated in chapter three, "DMy R e a h :  History," the 1960s ushered in the notion of 

reaüty as r "story," or, in CYNeiIi's words, "fiction." For dirty reaüsm, history constitutes a 

discourse enacted and maintained through an authorial disposition towards a certain kind of 

"play." towards the fabricated "story" of choice (stories provided by dominant sociai 

institutions). Bukowsiu and Carver decide to deploy indeterminacy against a series of discursive 

codes they adopt, overtum and rupture with every moment and whim; the "voici" shines 

through with every instance of narrative double-dealùrg. They set up d e s  to purposefuiiy 

break them. But one could as easily decide upon a set of niles one decides to a d k e  to, and here 

Ford and Jannan step up. Idealist und cynical, dirty realism rests, finally, not on scientific or 

philosophical precepts, but on attitude. 

Jarman and Ford thoroughly critique the psition of wiiful indetermuiacy represented in 

Bukowski and Carver's early fictions (it is a position) to choose dverently." The l e s  solipsirüc, 

far more communaily perceptive fictions of Jarman and Ford affinn O'Neill's diaiectical 

paradox: "The evaluating abject. .  . is wholly a product of that reaüty it presumes to evaluate. 

This paradox-life is what you make of it, as long as it allows you do so-seen as inherent in 

modem hermeneutic theory, is a very large part of the reason why so mu& of modem 

theoretical dixourse seems poised on the edge of comedy" (19). Ford refers to this devil's loop 

by the name of "contingency," aliowing that "reaiity" and langage begin and end in one 

another. Yes, conditions determine the subject, but certain conditions allow the subject to alter 

or overcome such determination (Bascombe relinquishes his detadiment, a resuit of the death of 

his eldest chiid and subsequent divorce? rher wttnessing the basebal1 fit  Paul). When Ford and 

Jarman experience actuality they return to the estabiished discursive mode, sdetal n o m ,  to 

re-estabiish discursive relations rather than debunk them. In other words, Ford and Jarman 

work towards furnishing the necessary verbiage that will invite contractual participation in the 

textual "era," in determining the mkrenk by which we vision and re-vision history. Nowhere 

does the notion of "eras" as a contractuai vision of time, history as communai pperty? axur 

more explicitly than in Ford's b o o W  noveb Tbc Spmkmriter and Indrpardcnœ Dq, wkre  the 



protagonist Frank Bascombe deiiôerates between leaving the "Existence Penod," a tirne of 

instability, rnutability and sdal  deracination for the "Permanent Period," a tirne of societd 

reco ndia tion, community values and an agreed-upon contractual commitment to history and 

reality. 

B. Bascombe's lndepndence 

Richard Ford's two novels, The Sportsuinsuinter and Independena Dg, fdow the exploits of Frank 

Bascombe, former short-story vwiter, teacher, husband, as he follows, in the former novel a 

vocation in sportswnting and, in the latter, in seiüng real estate. 00th novels deal with Frank's 

rootlessness, his desire for, and mistrust of, societal integration, and pat'ticularly the problems 

encountered by solipsism as it tries to define reality strictly according to individual t e m .  As 

F o k  wntes, in these two novelss in particular Ford probed the isolation and problems that 

resulted from the narrative pre-eminence celebrated by Bukowski and Carver; uniüce 

Bukowski's Harry, or Carver's Myers, Bascombe exploms the pmsibüity of agreement with 

society rather than the potential for exploiting, and maximishg his position within it. 

According to Foiks these novels by Ford illustrate the "compîicated relationships of family, 

intimacy, and labof' (76). Baxombe's "striving . . . toward an understanding of social reality" 

(77) and the "coherence [or la& thereofi of social existence" (84). if Bukowski and Carver show 

how the hypooisy aesthetic can serve to h i t e  khe individual from a abject position in 

society, then Ford's and Jarman's works probe the problems encountered by the exercise of such 

Liberty. i€ the hypoaisy aesthetic defines a strategy of tactics, then Ford's two novels probe the 

limitations evident in the monadic respolipe to the Soaety evident in both Horkheimer and 

Adorno as weii as de Certeau. 

nie S p o ~ t ~ i e r  takes place over an Easter weekend, opening on Good Friday, with the 

protagonist, Frank Baxombe, visiting the grave of his son, Raiph, with his ex-wife, calied (in this 

novel) only "X." Ralph died of Reye's syndrome just owr two years before the beguuring of the 

narration. A week short of his thirty-ninth birthday, Frank-a former author who published one 

collection of short stories More quitting literahule-now m*es for a "glossy New York sports 



magazine" (3) and conünues to Live in the house his f a d y  fomerly inhabited. The novel 

contemplates Frank's ps t ,  as weii as his immediate future. He attends meetings of the 

Divorced Men's Club and travels to Detroit with his girlfriend, Vicki Arsenault, to i n t e ~ e w  

former aihiete Herb Wallagher. Though Baxombe attempts to make the best of things, events 

often test the ümits of his optimism. Vicki ends up breaking off their relatiomhip and assaulting 

him. Walter Luckett, one of the members of the Divorced Men's Club, after having his 

homosexual advance rebuffed by Bascombe, commits suicide shortly before Frank's birthday. 

The meeting with Herb Waliagher ends in misery and madness. By the end of the book, 

Bascombe has quit writing sports, entered into a relatiomhip with Catherine Flaherty-a young 

medical student - and relocated to Fiorida on the pretence of locating a daughter Walter Luckett 

claimed to have had, but who, flliafly, does not exist. The novel ends with the undoing of ail the 

rcferents by which we have corne to know Baxombe: his departure (temporary, as it tums out) 

fiom Haddam, bis quitting the sports magazine, the end of his relationship with Vicki, and his 

exit from the solace of the Divorced Men's Ciub. Thc Sportsariter, therefore, mtnesses a process 

of divestiture, as Frank moves from a member of society to a virtuai non-entity, reduced to a 

noncharacter by the loss of those societal elements that gave form and shap  to his He: "And 1 

thought that one natural effect of Me is to cover you in a thin hyer o f .  . . what? A film? A 

residue or skin of ail the things you've done and been and said and erred at? Pm not sure" (374). 

Temporarily divested of the "effm of Me," Bascombe glories in the "rnagical instant" of sdetaI 

detachment, of a temporary escape nom p m n a l  and social history, knowing ai i  the while that 

the "residue" he has thrown off wili soon renime its hold over him. As Folk notes, then, 

existence in Ford represents a sociai rathe-r than phdosophical condition (81), an acceptance of 

one's place in the accretion of history, though by the end of nit Spormun'ter Bascombe desires 

only a simulateci and ephemerai release from this fa& nie Sportsftrtlter represents Bascombe's 

dawning awarenes of his hypocrisy-tiis deployment of indeterminacy, contradiction and 

narrative primacy in much the same vein as Myers or Harry-whiie his refusai to cede to 

accountability for his past and his place remaiiis the f o w  of I n d ~ ~ c e  Dq. 



Independense Day pick up rive years after 7 7 ~  Sport-ter. Frank Bascombe has changed 

profcssions from sportswriüng to mal estate. Poised on the eve of the Bush/chhkis 

presidential elections, the novel charts Bascombe's activities during the July weekend of 1998 

and cuIminates in the July fourth celebrationç. If 73e SpofLstirtiter recalled the personal 

advaniages of an unrestncted individuaüsm, Independence Dny turns around and critiques the 

very indetenninacy that enabled Bascombe's earlier individuaüsm, expanding upon Ford's 

frame of reference to indude a more comprehensive vision of contemporary Arnerica.40 Unlike 

nte Sportniriter, Indepmdrnce Duy opns with a description not of Bascombe, but of Haddam, a 

town suffering the 1 0 s  of communal values and t h  tecent economic d o w n t m  and its failout: 

joblessness, destabiüsation of accepted values and, most importaniiy, heightened uiminaî 

activity; the opening recounts Bascombe's men t  mugging one street over h m  where he iives; 

Ciair Devane, Bascombe's former CO-worker and love interest, was nped and murdered while 

attendhg a routine showing of real estate io a client. 

Ldce the eariier novel, lndependence Day deals with Bascombe's day-to-day existence. 

While foUowing Bascombe around as he tries to find a suitable dwelling for his clients, Phyilis 

and Joe Markham, Ford introduces Bascombe's vision of real estate as a pragmatic rather than 

idealist solution to the disparity between desire and reality: "The premise [of real estate] is that 

you'rc presented wiih what you might've thought you didn't want, but what's avaiiable, 

whereupon you give in and start finding ways to feel good about it and yourselt" RePl estate 

offea an allegory for acdimaüsing to a world that does not coincide with one's drearns. in the 

course of the novel, we leam that Baxombe oinently mides in a house formerly owned by his 

ex-wife-no longer the shadowy, insuutable X of ïk Sportsuriter, but now christemxi Ami 

Dykstra. Ann has remarried, to an archiiect, Charley O'DeU, and relocated from Haddam to 

Deep River, Connecticut, with her and Frank's childten, Paul and Qarissa. Frank is now 

romantically involved with Sliy  Caldwell, a divorc& whose husband inexplicably disappeared 

several years ago, waîking out on the marriage, never to r e m .  In addition, the novei fin& 

Bascombe taking on the role of smsn entrepreneur. As an owner of a rmt-beer stand (m by 



Karl Bcmish, staunch Repubiican), and two houses in a predominantly African-American 

neighbourhood, Basconibe must contend with economic matters not only in his chosen vocation 

but as a businesman himsclf. 

Ind~poidmce Day denves its dramatic impetus from events surrounding Bascombe's son, 

Paul, recently arrested for shoplifting condoms and assaulüng a security guard. The latter half 

of the novel focuses on the relationship betwecn father and son. lntending to teach Paul a few 

valuable lesons about self-hood, Baxombe devises a trip for the two of h m ,  a tour that wiii 

take them to baseball and baskethall halls of fame over the July long weekend, with the ultimate 

destination heing the Cooperstown BasebaU Hall of Fame. However, the trip proves as much of 

a learning expenence for Bascombe as it does for Paul and almost ends disastrously when the 

teenager purposcfully steps in front of a batting machine and nearly loses an eye. Through the 

relationship with tus son, Bascombe comcs to realise the weakness of adopting a position that 

straddlcs the "fissures hetween the literai and the Magined (343). Becaw Paul so equally 

matches his father at wordplay, free association and the strategically deployed evasions and 

ambigui ties of narrative, Bascombc's educational attempt fails. The tout reveals to Bascombe 

the isolationism and ineffectuaüty of his narrative indetenninacy when the other (unüke Gloria 

or Nan) refuses to buy into the "story." At the Hall of Fame an errant basebaii deprives Frank of 

his abiiity to overwrite reaüty. In the end, Baxombe trades persona1 License for mutual 

agreement. The family, like sodety, is predicated on a s h d  language. The novel, then, 

concerns itself not so much with Bascombe as individuai but with the societal context Bascombe 

atternpts to navigate. 

i. Factualists Versus the Everyday 

Throughout n t e  Sportamiter, Bascombe valorises the mysterious, the inexplicable, the 

contradictory, making, in dirty reaiist fashion, a coherence on the basis of the indeterminate, 

making lack of essence the essence of his ontology, makhg the tmsayability of reality the excuse 

for his own discursive indeterminacy. Bascombe derides "factuatiStsW throughout. 



X . . . is not taking Paul and Qarissa to chtuch, a hct which 
worries me- not because they will hm out godless (I couldn't 
caw less) but because she is bringing them up to be pe&t little 
factualists and infonnation accumulators with no particular 
reverence or speculative interest for w hat's not known. (204) 

Bascombe finds religion relevant not for i î s  deism but for its openness to mystification, for ib 

reverence of a partial or incomplete epistemology, for "whaYs not known." He appreciates 

irrationality not for mystical purposes but precisely because irrationality allows for flexibility in 

a world dominated, on one hand, by regulatory Mies, and, on the other, by unexpected, 

accidental occurrences; factualism and "information" accumulation-something Ford comments 

on in the comical figure of Karl krnish in lndependence Day-only serve an authority that fixes its 

parameters, its syntactical frontiers, by excluding, or setting itself apart h m ,  those elemenk in 

the everyday -or "banality," as de Certeau calls it (4)-exterior to its "artificial languages [which 

articulate] the procedures of a specific kind of knowledge" (6). Bascombe would like his 

children to remain open to occurrences which defy fachiality, that offer phenornena that resist 

FactuaI representation in a generalised discursive schema (as the movement of particular bodies 

at particular times lend credence to the mechanical laws of Newtonian physics). He would lend 

his children a scepticism on the accountabilijl of dixourse to the real (an ironic position, sime 

religion in fact purports to offer a metanarrative accounting for ewry occurrence). 

Throughout the two novels, factualism represents a fixed world-view incapable of 

sustaining the dynamic tensions necessary for "unprogrammed" human interaction, for the 

dialectical process. Factualism prevents the ernergence of contingency as the bais of social 

interaction. In Iridepetrdence Day, Bascombe describes Karl Bemish, his partner in a hot-dog stand 

business, as the perfect representative of those systems continuaily attempting to set themselves 

apart from, and to displace, the provisional nature of everyday existence: 

His mrt Bemish's] idea of a worthwhite give-and-take is to 
confront you with something you've never dreamed of, an 
obscure koan of history, a rash of irrefutable statistics such as that 
New Jersey has the highest effective property-bx rate in the 
nation, or that one of every three Latin Americans îives in Los 
Angeles, someihing that explains nothing but m h  any except 
the most banal response inescapable, and üien to look to you for a 
reply-which can only ever amount to: 'Welf, what d'you 



know,' or 'WeU, I'U be goddamned.' Achial, spculative, 
unprogrammed dialogue between human beings is unapptizing 
to hun, his ergonomie training notwitktanding." (138) 

Bemiçh's statistics operate on and elicit the "banal." As Bascombe notes, Bemish's "factuarism" 

creates facts. "irrehtable statistics" and "obscure koans," which serve only as such, and 

"explain nothing." Bemirh's statistics mate a discourse that supplants "dialogue between 

human beings," and prevent "spculation." Bemish's facts isoiate him from othen. Exduded 

from the other man's specialised knowledge, Bascombe responds for the "banal," the residual 

"remainder" exterior to Bemish's "facts," meaning by this the "common verisimilitude" (de 

Certeau 8) from whidi spedalised discourses-such as ûemish's- take their raw material, and 

which, because of speciality and specialised discourse, they pnetrate with authority; Ford 

shows that this kind of spcialisation always mates subjects of dixourse, posits an exterior that 

it operates on, an exterior "we caU culture" (de Certeau 6)' from which it draws examples to 

furnûh its own position, which remains, only, a position. Bemishfs bcts ultimately "know 

nothingf* because they recaii only their position as "facts"; they contribute nothing outside of 

themselves, creating Little or no contact with iife as an interactive, or sucial, reaiity, a condition 

de Certeau describes with the word "banaiity," suggesting not so much "boredom" as the 

"average" or "most cornmont' (supported by Bascombe himseü seeking solace in the iifestyle of 

suburbia and the consumer culture of stnp malis). If reaiity in Ford, as Folk suggests, is 

essentially a social dixourse, then staüstics stymie sm*d interaction and hence reaüty. Bemish 

can exercise an "irrefutable" authority by deploying a language that detennines the "frontiers" 

of its own operativity, that determines what it sees by its chosen meam of lwking, but this 

process does not enable communication "between human beings"; rather, hi, statistics 

continuaiiy short-circuit communication, subordinating the contractual, provisionai, contingent 

"Mefe" of language to a dixursive authotity Bafcombe cannot respond to except in the pre- 

prepared t e m  of that dixourse. 

Ford, then critiques disovsive formations (uuluding that of dirty realism). Like the 

scene between Bemish and Bascombe, Indrpndmœ Day reveais ''th displacements that lead 



toward the cornmon place," the field of the "banai" which recognises no speciality, which 

comprises a place of cornmodity, the di~ted condition. Ford hvestigabes how to avoid 

simulation, how not to isolate the self. Bascombe is the normative subpct upon whom 

specialised knowledge, such as statistics, imposes its competence, and whose eponse to such 

competence, since he lacks the power of a specialised discoum (Bascombe does not know 

statistics), must remain "common" or "banal," subordinal. Bascombe at once accepb Bemish's 

propositions and at the same time remains rooted in a banatity independent or unconfinecl by 

them; he remains the other which Bemish's statistics need in order to operate. But since the 

banal escapes totalising articulation, Bascombe knows that Bemish's project must ultimately fail 

to gain a purchase upon him: "cultural specialisk . . . no longer designate the obpct of discourse, 

but rather its place" (5). Bemish crafts a space offset fkom the mutuality Bascombe regards as 

living "dialogue," as the fluid, mutable awareness of language continuatly renegotiating its 

contract with reality to create a text played upon and subverted by the "common" people as the 

occasion demands. language used and re-us4 rather than pmduced and then reinforced. While 

Baxombe cannot refute Bemish's discourse, he finds himself independent of it, not ilr "obpd" 

but merely, and only for the moment, in its "space." 

Bascombe would prefer an "unprogrammed" dialogue, an "achar' and "speculative" 

one, in other words a dialogue outside the predictable self-reinforcing codes of statistics and 

factualism: 

nie strength of these [statistical] computations lies in their 
ability to divide, but UUs ana-lytical abibility eliminates the 
possi bili ty of representing the tactical trajectories w hich, 
according to their own criteria, select fragments taken h m  the 
v a t  ensembles of pduct ion in order to compose new stories 
with them. (de Certeau 35) 

As de Certeau notes, Bemish's use of statistics to examine and enclose the American "culture" of 

his moment resulb in a stale and one-ciimensional view of the dynamic foxes operating within 

the "banal"; his responses elicit not the dynamism of bue "play" but rather the stale epithets or 

clichés of Bascombe's temporary defeat, which otdy further entrenches Bemish's purpose of 

inquiry: to prove himself correct; but grasping or articulating a culture's "effïcacious 



meanderings" remains outside Bemish's ability. It remains the "mystery" of "everydayness" (5), 

neither a "stak" nor a "flad' nor "grace," something that " c m o t  be spoken." "Everydaym," 

to de Certeau, is "something which coma into king'' (5), an occurrence whose ultirnate 

unspeakability spial ised fields of inquiry attempt to draft into their dixourse; the "everyday," 

however, ultimately eludes the stability of a totalising vocabulary, remaining the "culturet' that 

speciaiised inquiry speaks about or in rehtim to, but cannot encompass. Everydayness arises as a 

series of particular practices and ocamences, a "productive experience of QxY' (5) - meaning an 

experience ofa text rather than the poduction ofa texe everydayness comprises the "particulaf' (4). 

The everyday, then, recalls contingency, the development of "text" from the occurrences and 

actualities that constitute human "experience," rather han  a "LxY' that precedes and overwrites 

those experiences. To "experience" the "text!' of the everyday is to facilitate a dialecticai 

historicism. This "experience of a kxt" rather than a "production of a text" remains the lesson 

Bascombe will learn in the process of Independence Day. 

ii. Hypocrisy as Specidity 

By rejecting "factualism," fearing that his children will k o m e  "factualists," Bascombe means 

for them to remains aware of, and open bt the "mystery" bordering d l  discursive modes, the 

"everydayness" that discursive speciality albempts to transcend and fix; he wants the possibility 

for "new storiesf' to remain viable to his children, as it remains viable to him. The "actual, 

speculative, unprogrammed" dialogue Frank refets to, a dialogue outside that of "programmai 

codes" of " industrial or administrative production" (M), most closely resem bles the "prose of the 

world," a disjunctive and surprising movetnent that ambushes rational processes. Throughout, 

Baxom be's project remains similar to that articulate by de Certeau: 

Far from arbibiirily assuming the privilege of speaking in the 
name of the ordinary (it cannot be spoken), or claimîng to be in 
that general ptace (that would be a false 'mysticism'), or, wone, 
offering up a hagiographie everydayness for its edifying value, 
it  is a matter of restoring historicity to the movement which 
leads analytical procedures back b their frontiers, to the point 
where they are changeâ, indeed disturbeci, by the i r o ~ c  and 
mad banality that speaks in 'Everyman." (5) 



Bascombe's banal responses indicate the impossibiüty of statistics to encaplate  the totality of 

Bascombe's experience, hcnce leading Bemish's specialised knowledge back to its "frontiers" or 

i t s  Limitations in a way that changes and disturbs its program. History, then, k o m e s ,  as de 

Certeau puts it, an "overflowing" (5) of the everyday into spedalised fields that returns them to 

t h e ,  that marks the social occasions and events in the teal (an appk falling on Newton's head) 

from which they emerged; in Ford's novel, this "overflowing" is synonymous with 

un programmed dialogue between people, meaning, in other words. that history is interaction, is 

sot id  and continuaiiy returns to regard itselfas a contat. This overflowing "restores histonaty" 

to spçialised pmctice, i.e. reveals to pradice that dixourse cannot account for moything, that 

discourse remains contingent upon occurrence, upon speaker and upon the tirne spoken, i.e. 

upon the history of its articulation. 

In nie Sports~uriter, coliege teaching serves as a t r o p  for the invention of a spciaiised 

discourse: 

the place [school] was ail anti-mystery t y p s  nght to the core- 
men and women both-aii exprt in the arts of explaining, 
expiicating and dissecting, and by these means promoting 
permanence. . , . Ewrything about the place was meant to be 
lasting-iife no less than the brick in the übrary and books of 
üterature, especiaîly when seen thiough the keyhole of their 
Uicumbent themes: etemal rehvns, the domination of man by 
machine, the continuing saga of choosing middüng Me over 
zesty death, on and on to wormy stupor. Real mystery-the 
very reason to read (and certainly write) any book-was to 
&hem a thing to disrnantie, distiU and mine out into rubble they 
could tyrannia into sorry but more permanent expfanations; 
monuments to themselves in other words. (222-223) 

Hem, Ford exposes in practice whai de Certeaa speaks of in theory. Bascombe's expience in 

coilege teachirtg cornments on the institutional attempt to elude t h e ,  to m a t e  a "space" 

delimi ted b y " i nmben t  themes" and "permanent explanations" or a codified linguistic practice 

dcdicated to monumentalising itself, to creating a "permanence" at the expnse of "mystery." 

This exactiy reproduces the process eumined by de Certeau: "the 'proper' is a triwnph of phce 

over time" (36). For Ford, history mtmdes upon spedality and causes it to shift and alter, to 

"reexamine" its " frontiers." Mystery uitima tely "disturbs" the equilibrium necessary for the 



"promoting" of permanence: "%me things can't be explained. They just are. And after a while 

they disappar, usualiy forever, or becorne intemting in another way" (223). Again, Ford 

echoes O'Neill's statement that reality simply "is," and any attempt at perrnanently d e M g  it 

remains an affront to i k  unsayabiiity, as weU as the obstructing of egaiitarian relations, of the 

shared or common expience: "Explaining is where we ail get into trouble" (223). Ford doesn't 

even go so far as to properly define what he means by mystery, simply referring to it as "a 

thin&" by which he not so much enutpsidates but rather affùrds an opening into the variety of 

happenings that we grasp always in the prticular, in a fragment or moment, rather thjn as a 

general totality. Explaining, however, also refers to Bascombe's evasiveness in proposing a 

discourse, and "explanation," that he may have to live up to later. Like Bukowski and Jarman, 

he fin& death "zesty" because, hem, it figures as the intrusion of the ordinary into totalising 

projects, into permanence promotion, and the way such projcds süHe communal experience. 

Again, death serves as the reminder of the reality that spcialised discourse attempts to master, 

but which ultimately "overflows" and modifies discourse. 

The "reason" to read or to write mmains deeply rooted in the inexplicable, in "real 

mystery." Literature embodies a "temprary" (223) exprience, one susceptible to variance by 

the very process of "life" that surrounds it; fixed systems of interptation cobpse and re-form 

from contact with the everyday . But even at this point in Thc Spomwiter, Bascombe only pr t ly  

ta kes his own advice. 

Corrsequently, when these same people are suddenly faced with 
a reai ambiguity or a mai regret, say somethîng as simple as 
teiling a semitive young colleague they probably üke . . . to go 
and se& employment eisewhere; or as compiiated as a fuii- 
bore, roliicking infidelity right in ttiell own homes . . . they 
couldngt be more bunghg, Iéçs ready, ot more willing to faii to 
pieces because they can't explain it to themselves, or wanting to, 
wongt or worse yet, willing to deny ihe whole beemax. (223) 

Unable to accept the permanence of hîs son's death, Bascombe gives up on permanence 

al toge ther. Although he daims to have "faced d o m  regrettt (4) eady on in the novel, k o m b e  

has uistead taken refuge in p<Pcisely the "ambiguity" that he regards the faculty of Berkshire 

CoUege as unable to accept. k o m b e  chooses "bungiing" and "unwillingness" as his excuses, 



as thc way hc "explains to himseif' his failuigs in Ne. Perceiving in monumentalisation a 

weakness, the subjugaüng of self to discourse, Baxombe becomes impermanent in evmy 

respect, in effect choosing impmnanence as his discoiirse, rendering his self with the hypcrisy 

acsthctic that deprives him of the means of crafting explanations and discourse to overcome 

l o s  Bascombe's love of mystery and impermanence becomes another strategy of tactics. 

Rather than participate in the "dialogue" b e k m  pople, he isolates himseif in a discursive 

ambiguity of failure and acceptance that keep the ordinary, and its lessons, at bay. He admits 

of no ultimate arbiter of reaüty and beyins to sirnulate solipsism, to use worâs in an entirely self- 

rep la  ted, seif-enforced marner. 

üi. Realty Versus Reality 

In lndependmce Doy rea1 estate serves to dclimit the range of community, to reinforce the social 

contingencies undergirding history as social phenornena. Throughout Independence Dq, Ford 

tropes on real estate to discuss the grounding of his world-view on "mystery" and "hidden 

asseis," crafting, in effect the ungounded grounding in contradiction and particularities that 

characterises dirty realism. The job of realty serves Baxombe's iniüal agenda as a trope for the 

indeterminacy that empowen his shifting discursive strategy; spaking of mal estate, he says, 

"It has mystery and the unexpaed as its hidden assets" (66-67). Both 'mystery" and "the 

unexpected" precisely characterise Bascombe's operativity, since he continuaiiy subverts 

commu na1 accoun tabilit y by excusing his behaviaur as ineffably mysterious and by ta king 

"unexpcted" advantage from the ambiguity of words to subvea contractual expxtations. 

Realty, as Barbara Ehremeich notes in "Realty Bites" (1995). ako allows b o m b e  to Rmain 

superficial, to simulate an interest in Me without actually participaMg in it: "Realty beats 

reaiity. It lets you enter deeply into the lives of people üke the would-be homebuyers from 

Vermont, but in a relationship mediated entirely by issues of square-footage and adequacy-of- 

wiMg" (49). The maintenance of the monadic state (and its exploitation) depends upon a 

"mediation" through the discutsive standards of the prevaiiing culhue, which fixhues 

community and keeps its mernbers isoiated. hgmented. cut off from one another. What Frank 



craves, what hc requùw, is the ordinary itself. He's a setller aU right but in a landxape so 

sparsely populated that the nonhuman details-the bülboards and the iumpike exit sigm and 

the s trip m a k  - almost take over. If he can't focus on the humans in his Me, it's partly because 

he's dazzled by the suburban detriius aIl around (50). Bascombe's interest in commodity 

culture features as a resistance to the affirmation of community. In the midst of the very 

commodities 2.1d speciaüsed language ("issues of square-fmtage") of the late industrial society 

that aeates and sustains the monadic, Baxombe cfings tenaaously to mal estate as  a means of 

retaining his powen of simulation. Rather than resist the e l f e  of monadism, he uses them to 

guarantee his f~eedom from accountabiiity to his feiiow citizem. 

The novel traces Baxombe's dawning awareness of the dangerous power exercked by 

those-such as Bukowski-who subvert language, psrticuJarly the bnguage of advertising, to 

facilitaie their own social mobiliiy. The play of signihcation appears most notably in his 

rclationship with Paul, but also in realty, where PhyIIis and Joe Markham examine the house for 

sale in Penns Ne&. Joe admûes the house for its achial diaracteristics: "You're sure leaving a 

goddamned good house. . . 1 had a look at the floor joists and the siiis. They don't cut 'em that 

wide anymore, except in Vermontf' (72). He gws on to praise the electrical wiring and the 

fittings. Joe responds to the acfual assurances of the home, connections and assurances that 

language can displace, as his wifefs reation illustrates; P h y b  concentrates on what the house 

signihes, what it portends, choosing and a d h e ~ g  to one interpretation against al l  others: "'1 

thought Lhùt meant somethhg else,'" she says, after Frank reads to her from a "iisting sheet" 

(ïî). PhyWs aiarm signifies one possible interpmtation for the süuation of a house adjoining a 

state penitentiary; it suggests one possible "reading," as kt 'reading" of the "listing sheet" 

accords more with her desire, her expectation, than it does with the conditions of the home as 

mutually understood by realtor and d e r .  Inxniing " d a n g d  owr the offerings of the 

property, she remains dosed to other intqretatioirs, particuiarly Houlihan's and Bascombe's 

assurances of community values. Ln this instance, then, real estate reinforces the monadic 



experience, in which Phyliis uses the language of adveitising to o v e h t e  the actud assurances 

othcrwise offered by the home and community. 

However, Ford regards real estate and commodity culture not so unequivocaliy as 

Ehrenreich suggests, and lndcpmdence Day highlights the positive elements in real estate. Fred 

Hobson, in "Richard Ford and Josephine Humphreys: Walker Percy in New Jersey and 

Charleston" (1991), addresses Ford's sincetity in dealing with the redemptive aspects of an 

America glutted with consumer culture: 

Ford is indeed a discriminating writer, but he is also a wtiter 
who would object less to the excesses of popular culture than to 
a particular view-call it elitist or privileged-that would pas  
judgment on culture. It is precisely this resistance to easy uony, 
a resisting the temptation to be ironic in dealing with popular 
culture, that distingu ishes Ford hom numerous other 
contemporary writers; for if an ironic vision is generaliy assumed 
to be a Literary virtue, such a transcendence of accessible irony- 
or, perhaps, a deeper irony that tums on itself, ironizllig the 
ironistç - may be even more desirahle. (4647) 

ï7re Sportszuriter does not treat popular culture with condescemion; rather it addresses the way 

in which one man uses the reality of contemporary society to elude the expectations placed upon 

him. Hobson valorises Ford's discovery of transcendent values within the Arsenaults's religious 

bric-a-brac and the mail-order catalogues Baxombe loves to pruse (47); he also considen 

Ford's "ironiring the ironists" -discoumghg the cliched view of consumer culture as the 

repository of all that is meaningiess and illusory about Amencan Me-as a higher, "more 

desirable," c a h g ,  a more committed xnitiny of American culhue. In the catalogues used to 

while away the hours during his tenure at Berkshire CoUege, Bascombe fin& not advertising's 

continuaiiy mthheld promise of enridiment through materiai ~ o n s ,  but rather a mystery 

that leads to "salace," an instruction on stoicism and hop: 

In me it [the images in catalogues] fostered an odd assurance 
that some things outside my life were okay still. . . . Things 
were knowable, safe-and-sound. Everybody with exactly what 
they need or could get. A p r f e d  itlustntion of how the üteral 
can become the miidly mysterious. (1%) 

In the "abundance of the purely ordinary and pseudo-exotic" goods o f f d  by catalogues, 

Bascombe fin& an "assurance," not that his life will somehow become more interesting, 



exciLing, or glamorous through acquisition, but how the Literai straightlomardness of consumer 

advertising-not purchase itself-can temporarily overtum the terrible factuality of Bascombe's 

life with the mystery of possibüity, appealing to a belief in an "outside" or enterior world where 

thines are "safe-and-sound." For Baxombe, catalogues render a narrative that staves off the 

vcry feeling of want that advertising panders to by stripping away the certainties promised by 

material acquisition and replacing them with quite the oppsite: a u i m t  w y  of consmting life 

us if alreody stands. By offering variant possibüitics beyond Bascombe's current conceptual 

awarcncss, catalogues provide the relief that the world is not entirely comprised of, and defined 

by, his dixourse; a greater plenitude exists "out the& for revisionhg what is "right here." 

Through thiç vantage outward, adveriising c a b  Bascombe to question lus own peaprtival 

framework, the iimits of his self-perception, thereby widening and dissolving the boundaries, 

ihc spccificaiions, within which Bascombe views his exprience. The passage simultaneously 

rcbels against the empüness of advertising and "receives" the utopian narrative it foçters 

(though receiving it in a way that distorts the intended effect of the advertising signal). 

Advertising, and real estate, therefore perfonn a dual function in these noveis, serving as buffes 

against communal contacts, as a way for Baxombe to Frevent his endosure in the communal, 

and of aliowing him, through a recognition of the o h r  desires, dreams and possible reaâings of 

~ I S  tùne and place-and the h i t s  of his own conceiving of reaiity - to grasp the social, 

contingent. dialectical nature of the ordinary. Advertising faditates his "thought about 

thought," io contextualize his epistemological parameters. 

Throughout the novel, Bascombe continually sorts various shategies for apprehending 

experience in the best possible way, and more o h  than not fin& it in ordlliary Living. At the 

beginmng of the novel he reads to X "a pwm about letting the everyday make you happy" (19). 

As in this poem, the narratives promoted by consumer culture aUow Baxombe a partial 

recovery-or at least a reconciiiation to-the iife lmt to him through Ralph's untimely death 

Normalcy and the ordinary, then, as promoted by adverosing, television and the "siidc 

magazines," rather than carrying an oppressive connotation, imtead offer consolation against 



the irrevocable. Ford fùrther evinces a non-ironic apptoach to normative modes of living in his 

article "My Mother, in Memory" (1987), where he praises his parents for encouraging him to 

"seek the normal in life" as a response to adversity, for portnying "a world, a private existence, 

that coiild be that way" (47). Nonnalcy becornes an aspiration in The Sporkwritm and IndepenrlPrice 

Dny, a possible condition, a way of Me that "could be," a beneficent way "to see thingsf' -a 

particular position whose rewards differ xnarkedly €rom the isolation and simulation of the 

hypocrisy aesthetic. Rather than inciting a need for material acquisition, advertising reconciles 

Bascombe to existing material conditions; it also provides him access to the "ordinarf' by 

allowing him to take a consolation in advertising-advertising ifse5 rather than the acquisition 

of the thing advertised - that advertising was never meant to convey. As in de Certeau's 

description, the ordinary "overflows" the parameten of the dominant discourse in a way that 

enables recognitions, actions and responses outside of the iwtitutionalised program. Through 

advertising, Bascombe can grasp the social underpinnings of reality, and his participation in 

them. 

iv. Bascombe the Authot 

Though Baxombe may have given up writing as an occupation within the narratives of The 

S p o r k n ~ t e r  and f t i ~ d m c e  Dny, he nevertheless remains-as the above quotation on college 

teaching attests-fixated on "reasons" to "read and write," an aesthetic theoretician who has 

transferred his writerly activities h m  the page to life; throughout the nwels Ford depicts 

Bascombe as a conductor of verisimiiitude. Having stop@ crafting narratives on the page, 

Bascom be applies a discursive strategy, aesthetics, to life itself. 

As mentioned in chapkr the, "Dirty Realism: History," the notion of passively 

regarding the world as a "readef' -a passivity that, as de Certeau points, out, effatively selects 

and te-orders the "text of the world (Dupuy 98), becorning a "writing the world" -proves 

Frank's essential tactic: "Frank is a man who sees the world as a text to be read" (Dupuy 98). AS 

Edward Du puy, in "The Confessions of an Ex-Suicide: Relenting and Recovery in Richard Ford's 

7'7fe Sportswn'tef' (1990), points out, Frank's reading of the world, and his willingness Co "claim 



no system - no myth- to order his rcading" (98)' prmits Bascombe to luxuriate in "the wonder 

of tcxt i t s N  (98) without ever needing to attempt an explanation: "Frank does not f e l  

coniycllcd to figure oui the text, to get a firm p s p  on it. Hc does not feel the 'rage to expiain"' 

(981.41 While Dupuy sees Frank's "relenting" to the "text of the world" and its inherent 

mysteriousness as a necessary step towards accepting the inevitabiiity of change, the 

unexpected, his easy acceptance of the way things simply "are" provides him an excuse hom 

having to exphin, from undertaking the necessary geshire of reîiability so necessary for 

community action. In Frank's situation, Ford expresses his awareness of a view that sees the 

worid fractured into an infinite a m y  of individuaüsed "tex&"-as in the case of Horkheimer 

and Adorno's monads-and through Bascombe's actions critiques the way in which such a 

fracturing occludes the social, contingent nature of reaüty. If everyone were to speak according 

LO a customised discourse there would be no grounds on which to enad a social, communal set 

of codes. Whilc this attitude of "relenting" does give Bascombe access to meam of süpping 

bctween social expectations (explanations for conduct), its instabüity, its passivity, its 

subjectiviîy prevents exactly the kind of communal enterprise that Marxist theorists such as 

Horkheimer, Adorno and Jameson regard as utterly l a c h g  in late capital. 

The novel's lyricism exem pîifies Bascombe's wilful transformation of pain into an 

affirming aesthetic display. Yet, this transformation is also strategic, a means by which 

Bascombe removes hirnself from the demands of a consensual verbal reaiity. Frank avoids "seif- 

pity" by subordinating reaüty to an ambiguous exhibition of language, thewby avoiding a 

cornmitment to anything but the fm play of rendering. By contînuaily sorting thiough tk 

means of representing experience, Bascombe remainç essentiaiiy passive, an observer rathm 

than an agent. 

The notion of Bascombe as writer-figure mrs  throughout Ford mitiBsm. D. G. Myers 

points out in C o m m r n t ~ ~  that Frank "talks about writing itseü just as much as he ewr did, and 

SU regards himself as the author" (131); B a b  Ehrenreich in the New ~ b l i c  vïews 

Bascombe as a man intent on "writing his Me irrstead of living it" (51); Fred Hobson, in "Richard 



Ford and Joscphine Humphreys: Waiker P e q  in New Jersey and Charleston" (1991), calls nie 

Sportstirifer, "a novel about wriüng for writers, a work of literature which is among other Uiings, 

a rejcction of 'Literature,' which, as Frank Bascombe tells us, teaches us 'lies"' (54). Dupuy 

illustrates the problematic of Bascombe's authorship: " Although no longer a writer of fiction, he 

[Bascombe] neverthcless narra tes the evenis of his own Me. This 'double reflex' of the novel -a 

nian who says he has given up fiction, yet who tek us, in a work of fidi014 that he has given it 

up and who nevertheless recounts his story - points to the importance of telling for Ford. Ford 

sees writing as telling" (94). The "double reflex" observed by Dupuy indicates the way in 

which Bascombe, iike other protagonists of dirty realism, deploys the hypmisy aesthetic for 

purposes of ambiguity. Bascombe abounds in doubleness-no longer a miter, he mites; 

disdainful of teaching, he instnicts the reader; wary of dupLiaty and favouring common sense, 

he distorts and revisions his narrative. Dupuy's h l  statement, in which he invokes "writing as 

telling," suggcsts that, for Ford, the person who tells a story authors the story. By telling us his 

story, Bascombe becomes its writer, and, as the writer of his tale, serves to conduct (or 

niisconduct) verisimilitude, as it pleases him. 

As Hobson reminds us, Bascombe has "little regard for the past" (46), and Frank himseü 

corroborates th&, saying, "1 cannot say that we all need a past in full iiteary fashion, or that one 

is much useful in the end" (371); in refemhg to the past as a "literary" creation, Bascombe 

suggests the degree to which narrative inhrses every as* of bis existence, the degree to which 

history renders itself susceptible CO his "literary" refashioning. 'Ihroughout the two novels, 

Bascombe writes and rewrites hi9 present, viewing the distant and n o t d t a n t  past as 

irrelevant stories that he can alter at wili, relying on the ambiguüy of ianguage to free him nom 

accountiibility to üme. Bascombe's unwillingnes "to say . . . îhat anything is ever the sole cause 

of anything clse" (IO), his reluctance to adopt a dearcut deterministic view of occurrence, 

permeates nie S p ~ r t s t ~ t e r .  As long as there is anothn way of saying, another way of 

representing experience, Frank will never have to struggle with accountability; he cm offer a 

wide variety of explanations for h i ,  actions, picking h m  among them the one that suits him 



k t  at any given time. Ambiguity pennits Mm to ascribe different meanings to what he has 

said, as rquired by the moment. He adopts the word "mystery" as a catchall for his behaviour, 

without realising that he alone decides when mystery invades and overhirns dixourse, which 

"institutions" shall collapse under the weight of their own verbiage. He becornes Iike 

Bu kowski's Harry, a conductor of verisimilitude, an orchetrator of constant discursive shifts and 

variations. In this way he takes command over the "realness" of "ambiguiv and "regret"; he 

decides what is mal. 

Despite Bascomôe's penchant for action, Aiice Hoffman and Dupuy, respectively, note 

Baxombe's unwillingness io depart from discursive abstraction into the "action" that speaks 

differently, l e s  ambiguously, of existence: "He never trades Cheorizing for actionf'(14); 

"Relenting demands personal involvement on the part of the reader, not detacheci analysis" 

(Dupuy 98). Bascombe isolates himself from comrnunity and lives a simulated existence filled 

with what Folks, in "Richard Ford: Postmodern Cowboys" (1997), calls "the illusory myths of 

individuaiist society" (224). Hoffman, Dupuy and Folks, in their own ways, recognise 

Bascom be's reluctance to leave the abstract plane of speculation- w here the am biguity of words 

permits him to simulate reality to his liking-and descend through "involvement" and "action0' 

into " paticipa tion" wi th society; moreover, Foiks's statement suggests that Ford's critique of 

Baxom be is also a critique of Amencan wciety as a whole, a society imasingly marked by a 

radical ind ividuaiism. When Sally, in lndependence Day, responds to Bascom be's disdosure that 

"Everything's up front for a change1' (311) with laughter, he cano t  join her: "And then 1 try to 

laugh but can't and have to fake laughing" (311). Every utterance, every daim he tnakes, 

exercises s im dation, including his response to Sally's obvious (though sarcastic) response to just 

how simulated an existence Bascombe lives. He engineers the othefs space, pretending b join 

them in i t  al1 in full conxiousness of his fakery. "Writers . . . survive . . . better than anyone, 

since they understand that almost everyhing-e-ver-y-t-h-i-n-g4s not really made up of 

'views' but words, which, should you not like them, you can change'' (248). Baxombe's 



continucd activity as a producer of text, or former producer/pment evaiuator of literature wiü 

ultiniately catalyse the crisis point of Indepoidmce Day. 

Near the end of Independence Dmj, Bascombe begins to understand the problematic of 

pcrceiving the world as tewt: "Or possibly he should take up words, pen some stones of his own 

to fling out into the void. But as for me on that score- I'vc been there. The air's too thin'' (449). 

Ford cquates writing with "fünging . , . in10 the void" and low atmospheric pressure, precisely 

the suspension over the vacuum of ineffability that Demda posits in his essay "The Principle of 

Rcason: the University in the Eyes of i b  Pupils" (19%), where, in attempting to explain the 

"reason of reason," or to locate the "ground" on which concepts like reason can take "root," can 

derive from, he States: "This very grounding, then, üke the university. would have to hold itself 

suspended abovc a most peculiar void" (327). Demda questions the possibility of "the prinOple 

ot reason" accounting for itself, to give a "rcason" for its own insistence, for its primacy in 

guidine scicntific and philosophical inquiry. This conundrum applies cqualiy to Bascombe's 

project - rendering the total available options underpinning his and Paul's situations, to, in 

short, strip away ünguistic spciaiity or authority, and present Paul with the gdt of the ordhry 

whose groundless "mystery," whose nearly infinite "hidden assets," wiii empower the boy with 

new viintages on his daily practices; instead of accompüshing Lhis project, however, Baxombe is 

Ieft with qucstions, and suspnded above a "pcculiar void." 

Bascombe wants to teach his son not to totalise, not to spakfm the present situation- to 

abandon the problems, witnéssed by Derrida and de Certeau both, inherent to metanarrative- 

but to recognise that epistemology irises in dialectical relation to conditions in the mai, thet 

epistemology is predicated on material rather than metaphysical values: "He (Paul) has likewise 

told nie about what he refers to as 'thinking he's thinking,' by which he tries to maintain 

continuous monitorship of ail his thoughts as a way of 'understanding' himseif and king under 

control and therefore maàing Me better (though by doing so, of course, he threatens to diive 

himself nuts" (14). Paul's 'thinking he's thinking' threatens him with the lapse into solipsism, 

into viewing his own conscioumess as the sole arbiter of reality, instead of recognïsing in that 



consciousness the dialectical "play" of history; one cannot, finally, step outside the parameters 

of one's historical indoctrination and conditioning (at best one c m  recognise this contingent 

aspect of thought and rigorously interrogate or remain vigilant of it) and Paul's attempt to do 

so-to render and account for the totality of his thought processes-threatens to drive him 

insane. Rather than seek a (nonexistent) ultimate vantage hom which to maintain a corrective 

"monitonhip" over one's thinking, Baxomhe wants to impart to Paul the untenabüity of such a 

vantage; instead, he wants his son to reflect upon his actions through the discernible markers of 

the social real- fiiends, family and other societal representatives (secuxity guards, psychiatrists, 

step-fathers)-and to think through the effect of hiç actions within a sooal context, to become 

aware of thought not as thought itself, but as thought conditioned by circumstance. 

Bascombe wants his son to quit th& attempt at transcendence, in favour of recognising 

the social constructedness of thought, as suggested by Jameson in Mmrism and Fonn (372-73), 

and echoed by Bascombe in Independence Day "1 don't after all, know what's wrong with him, 

am not even certain anything is, or that tirong isn't just a metaphor for something e h ,  which 

may itsclf already be a metaphor" (289). The italicising of the word "wrong" suggests the 

iqossibility of seeking an ontological basis for the verdicts we deliver, verdicts which always 

serve as metaphors for spcihc social phenornena (in Paul's case the trauma of losing his older 

brother and witnessing his parents' divorce, which in themselws, as Ford indicates, stand as 

metaphors for something else, a need. p r h a p ,  for security and love). instead of attempting to 

fmd the "uncawd cause" of what is "wrong' with him, instead of asserthg the ontologicid, 

Baxombe wants Pau) to trade trarrscendence for acceptarue, and, throcigh acceptance. a 

recognition of hD place in the social "stream": "he has become compdled to figure out iif'e and 

how to live it far too early, long before he's seen a sufficient nurnber of unfixable oises auise 

past him like darnaged boats and realised that fixing one in six is a damn good average and the 

rest you have to let go" (14). Bascombe wants Paul to mcognise the contingent in Me. In effect, 

Baxombe wants to give his son access to the power base of dirty realimi: the linguistic 

unreliabiiity that empowets his own hyPoavy, the indiscriminate acceptance of unfixable aises 



that enahles black humour and passivity both. Yet, there is a social respomaiüty missing from 

Bascombe's lesson. 

Bascombe's understanding of real estate follows Demda's own concept of the "peculiar 

void": 

We want t o b l  our commu~ty as a fued, conünuous entity . . . 
as king anchored into the rock of prmanence; but we know 
it's not, that in fact beneath the surface (or rankly aii over the 
surface) it's anything but. We and it are anchored only to 
contingency üke a bottle on a wave, seeking a quiet eddy. The 
very effort of maintenance can puli you under. (439) 

If real estate t r o p  ûerrida's notion of iinguistic uncertainty and serves as the basic mode1 of 

community, then social organisation becornes malleable, unfixed, without definite "ground." 

We want not only linguistic assurances of permanence but ais0 to actually "feel" them (Ford's 

italics emphasise this notion); we want Our place guaranteed by more than language, a desire 

forevcr unsatisfied. Ford employs a water metaphor to suggest the unanchordness of modem 

society, just as de Certeau uses a water metaphor to depict "the oceanic rumble of the ordinaryf' 

(5). which continuaiiy debunks the "permanence" of metanarrative or dominant discursive 

systems. Ford meets Demda and de Certeau in recosiiçing the constant shiving to account for 

and totalise experience, and the way in whim the "ordinary" continualiy "reorganize[s] the 

place from which discourse is produced" (de Certeau 5). resulting in a constant mutation of 

dixourse. something Bascombe initiaiiy revels in (before, finaily, as k does here, admitting to a 

communal "want" or need, something outside his own seif-centred body of desires). Ford 

recognises that any "effort*' to "maintain" a k e d  point or stance wi& in fact, resuit in a 

contingency alone; you cannot' for long, be d e  arbiter of tidal motion. except as a hypocrite. in 

which case you must face the threat of isolation. Ford does not deny hem what MaoFism calls a 

social real. 

Throughout the nowl Baxombe cornes to understand de CerteauOs comment on 

ordinary ianguage: "It enconpasses ewry discourse. even if homa experiences cannot be 

reduced to what it says about them" (11). As in de Certeau, Ford's text rem- vigiiant against 



the view b a t  lanyage can offer an index for ail human expience.* Independence Day 

continually acknowledges that language always finds itself trapped within L own discursive 

body, unlike other forms of mediation with the world, such as the skin or the nerves or the 

circulatory system, which interface with the world "porously" (as in the experience of pain)- 

without any clear demarcation between world and body, between environment and 

individual-and t o m  another type of "communication'' with the real that conditions 

community. If words stray too far fiom an acceptable pragmatic rehtionship with social 

experience, the ordinary wül intrude to fom%ly dismanb the dominant discourse, supporting 

Marx's sarcastic contention on the inabilîiy of language usage to erase social conditions (Capitai 

265). By rccogmsing "mystery" Ford in fact endorses a social real, an entire body of exprience 

outside language, in "the momcntum of [the] shared physical act" (353). Ford draws power 

[rom the "grounding" of community in the "shared" character of the exprience of Living, in ils 

coniingencies; neither he nor Paul outright "owns" the effect of the basebail; their mutual history 

of it (should they take responsibiiity for such a history) depends rtpon the other's experience, the 

wa y the two of them co-operate in acknowledging occurrence. 

In Indqmdmce Day, Ford locates a social real both within and without language, in a 

field of oprations language can or cannot conform to, depending entirely upon the prerogatives 

of the author, hence his constant references to Jefferson, "the practical idealist qua grammarian," 

who plumbed the "mysteries of the status quo" in order to more "nmily" grasp "the future" 

(352). Jefferson desired to undemtand the text of the "other," recognising in the ordinary the 

triumph of üme owr place, thus providing access to 'the hiture." if an awareness of the 

ordinary constitutes an awareness of the hitations of language as supetimposed on experience, 

and the means by which experience can rekindle social sensibility through a redrawing of 

discursive üminality, then Ford's novel, üke de Certeau's study, recognises its hinging on the 

particularity of experience (and, in the case of Bascombe's hypocrisy, its wiiful, conscious 

divorce from it). Bascombe exposes authorship (authority) as a simuiation of reality, as a 

conduding of vensimilihide, whose power arrives kom otu belief, our willingness to cede our 



experience to his dixourse. He retums to the comrnonality of occurrence. The novel starts from 

an authoritative discursive mode that slowly unraveb into the han& of readers, inviting them to 

re-knit the novel according to the way they sit in rektion to experience. The novel invites an 

"idealist" frame of mind, O'Neill's -ph of form over the void; it shows that communal 

narrative can arise in relation to the "mysteries" of the status quo, oulseIves, in other words- 

our experiences in the unsayable ordinary and our willingness to participate in and develop the 

dixourse that arises from them. Ford exposes the "prose of the world," a language aware of its 

inadmissibility into the ordinary, yet, because of Lhis inadmissibilityt in constant contention with 

it. Ford knows that his novels remains open to the "efficacious meandering" of the reader's eye: 

"1 think the t e h g  of stories is in and of itself a way of pemading the reader away from 

whatever is plaguing her or him, and of asking the reader to believe that another and more 

felicitous order can be put on exprience" (Guagliardo 614). For Ford, storyteüing extends an 

invitation to the reader to participate, or not, to accept, or note the possibility of communion 

between the storyteller's "ordef and the reader's willingness to adapt that order to "her or his" 

experiences. However, Indqmdence D q  also shows that the mal of socialy shared experience 

can and wiil overflow any storytelling "ordef that sbays too far afield; there uill be violent 

revolution. Wiîh this acknowledged, the novel surrenders itself to readerly sauüny, becoming a 

"gdt" rather than putting the work of reading "at the senice of the machine" (de Certeau a), 

i.e. its own disamive mechanisms. Ford traces Bascombe's recodation to the giving and 

obtaining of such gdts and his relinquishing of discursive madunery. 

Choice and attitude remain paramount in the two mvels. ?he SpWsuriter uses the 

"concept of team sports as a way of tall<ing about the position of the individual vis-à-vis 

dominant discursive mechanisms: 

Ody the way these guys u x  team concept is too much like a 
machine to me. . . . It leaves out the player's part-to play or 
not play; to play well or rot so welL To giw his all. What ail 
these guys mean by team concept is just c o s  in the machine. It 
forgets a guy has to dedde to do it again ewry day, and that 
men dontt work like madiines. . . . If everyboây deddes [to 
work together as a team, and wid that's what they want, it is 
(the d t ] .  if they can perfonn weIi mugh and long enough. 



It's just the ifl'm concemed ahout. . . . 1 wony about the d c c i  
part, too.. . . We take too much for granted. (280) 

Thiç speech, deiivered at the dinner table Ui the Arsenaults's home, raises the central concerns 

that Bascombe negotiates throughout the two noveh: the pprimacy of discourse, of "concept,"its 

faiiure to account for individual attitude, the mistaken notion that concept rather than human 

interaction explains and accounts for historical phenornena (winning or losing the game), and 

the service individuals render to the discursive "machine." Bascombe, here, returns to social 

contingency (the italicised "i)" and "decide," taken for p n t e d  by the &course of "team 

concept"), repounding it as the indispensable component in effoaing and maintaining the 

dominance of a certain dixourse. The efficacy of the "team concept" in dexribing and 

occasionhg the histoncal moment depnds upon "everybody [decidina to work together," or 

endone, to become "cogs" in, its  machinery. The machinery of dixourse does not fwlly mate 

iustory, but rather the decision of community to L w  by, and sustain, a particular dixourse, 

which depends entirely upon the needs and dispositions of that communiiy as necessitated by 

circums tance. The two novels chart Bascombe's changing disposition in regards to participa ting 

in this notion of a contingent, sociaiiy-founded discourse. 

v. Solipsism and Rwlve 

Frank Bascombe's trials in Indepmdmce Doy dialecticalîy examine the relation of the actual to ihe 

discursive, their interplay and mutual undoing. Hi. hamition from the "Existence Period into 

the "Permanent Period" will depnd u p n  his relation to the "mystery" of the orduiary that 

words interpenetrate but canot resolve. He wiîi iïnd ihat th& duaiity, t h  birraristic play, wiil 

grow ùweasingiy medianical. Unüke Bukowski, who dows binaries and dualities to co-exist in 

an unresolved tension so as to continuaiiy play, in a strategy of tactics, oppoJing sides against 

one another, Baxombe rejects the isolation of "simulation" (434). Whiie Bdcowski continues to 

"play," continues to deploy hickery within ihe discursive space both sodeiy a d  he endorse 

(and whose maintenance depends on the partiapation uf the other), Ford does not ddde and 

lampoon society as completeiy. 



While Bukowski reveis in his outsider status, Ford fïnds himself attraaed, with some 

reservation, to the securities and assurances of the human community; in Independence Dg, 

Bascombe says to SaUy: "1 said 1 had a tidal attraction to you. . . . It's hard to put into words. 

Ifs just strong and persistent. Lem sure of that" (306). His attraction to others camot find 

words. It remains fluid, unfïxable, "tidal," in the same way that de Certeau describes the action 

of the ordinary in metaphors co~ot ing water, flow and fomiessriess. Independence Day marks 

the coliapse of dirty r e a h ,  a sober critique of its hypcritical practice; Bascombe wiü 

relinquish the freedom of hypocrisy in favour of negotiaüng a less isolated, more communal 

project. The novel moves towards resolutions. 

Early in Independence Duy, Baxombe sets the limitations of narrative: "My beiief had 

always bcen with the ancient Greeks, that the m a t  important events in Me are physical events" 

(97), a sentiment he echoes near the end of the novel, saying to his fiend Carter, "Most 

important ideas stiii probably start with physical acts" (449). Yet, despite this insistence on the 

primacy of physical expression, throughout 77ze Spfmnitn, and for the most part of 

Independence Dq, as critia çduoth, Ehremich and Hoffman have pointed out, Bascombe faüs 

to act, preferring to stand back in the passive posture of dirty reaüst protagonists. As Dupuy 

argues, reading the "text of the world" dcpnds u p n  more than textual interpretation: 

"Reading to satisfy a system or to justify an abstraction is rot real reading; it is antithetical to 

relenting. Relenthg demands personal involvement on the part of the reader, not detached 

analysis" (98). n ie  reading demanded of Baxombe, then, wül benwe one of "involvement" 

rather Lhan the "detachment" which he has hitherto pmaped. Like Robimon the postman in 

Carver's "What Do You Do In San FraKixo?"U Bascombe hum "reading" into insuiption by 

remahhg distant, by becoming involved in another's Me whüe remaining unstable and 

inSmtable himself; by staiiing mutual identification (which as Ford himseü points out, is 

necessary for "unprogrammed" discourse) Baxombe, üke Robinson renders the other 

susceptible to his ciiscmive "system," which he "satisfies" by refusirtg to cede authorial controi, 

refusing to locate his own position, and by emblematising the other's ggtures and actions. In 



order to "relent" to the text of the world, Bascombe wiil need to involve himself p e a o d y  in 

the socicty around him. However, the evcnt that ultimately sigrtais Bascombe's relenting occurs 

in spite of Bascombe's best attempts to remain aloof from his surroundings. 

Events in the novel themselves stress the primacy of the ordinary, as it overflows 

discursive formations and renders them inoperable, demanding new "stones" to account for 

happening. Ford flirts hem with determinim. the openuigs and revelations offered by actual 

events and the way they change the "trajectory" (de Certeau 5) of a shiitegic movement. For 

example, when Bascombe, near the opning of bdependencc Day, malises that he "jumped 

behind" (96) AM when a man threatened them with a gun at the sports stadium, he fin& the 

seif-concept he operates from drastically shaken: "it bothered me that in. . . the last opportunity 

1 might've had to throw myseif in front of my dearest loved one, it appeared I'd pushed my 

dearest loved one in front of myseif as cravenly as a slinking cur" (97). Hem, Baxombe reaches 

the "end point" (de Certeau 5) of discourse, where his knowledge of hùnself, through contact 

with the actual, enters "the realm of fiction'' (5). Through this incident, Bascombe apprehends 

his selfconcept as a "localization," a "fictive detachment" of his character as an "object" in "the 

very space where . . . mastering history is produced" (10). In other words, his sekoncept, until 

that point, operated in a monumental space suppsedly free fiom temporal, causal alteration; 

he "mastered" his place in history by positing himseü as a brave seifiess man. After the event, 

however, to again quote Alan Nadel, Baxombe reaüses that, as an author, he has "complete 

control over history and no control whatsoever over events" (39).45 Event remains outside of 

history, accounted for by histoncal discourse but only aper the Rd, and therefore not 

subordina te to it; moreover, event often rehtrns to correct or alter a historical discourse that has 

strayed too far from actuality. Soiipsism, in Bascombe's case, is a lwap  a simulated condition 

aware of its limitations. 

In Ford, adual occurrence, hiead  of releasing the author (as death does Bukowski) 

hom maintaining any one pose or vantage, antagonises Bascombe's soiid, stable history of his 

self-limiting his abûity io make pronouncements baseà on example-and resolves rather than 



relcascs him from his definite place in relationships (AM a n  always a te  this example to counter 

his daims of bravery); conüngency irritates Bascombe's discursive formations. The 

manifestation of the ordinary obütemtes solipsim; events in the world make and remake Frank 

Baxombe, who continuaily overwrites them with "fictions," which become undone in turn by 

the counter-examples offered by event. The relation behveen the ordinary and discourse 

provides both the diiemma of and solution to the "Existence Period." a stage in Bascombe's üfe 

characterised by that subversion of the definitive typical of dirty realism. 

In the first three quarters of l n d e p n d m  Duy Baxombe happüy inhabits the circuit of 

the hypocrisy aesthetic. Speaking of Paul's wordplay, he says: "He. like me, is dawn to the 

fissures between the heteral and the imagined (434). The play between the literal, or socidy 

constructed, meaning of words and the imaginative or metaphorka1 exercise of wordplay 

describes the strategy ihat Bascombe uses to explode the normative systems that would curtail 

his freedom. By existing in the "fissure" he can play sccietal expctation against his own abiiity 

to manipulate the language of that expctation: 

This may be the only way an as-needed paient can in good faith 
make contact with his son's üfe problems; which is to say 
sidereaily, by raisirtg a canopy of usefil pstuiates above him 
iike stars and hoping he'ii con& them up to hir own sightings 
and views iike an astronomer. . . . I don't, after aîi, know 
what's wrong wiih him, am not ewn certain anything &. or that 
wrong isn't just a metaphor for something eise, which may itself 
already be a metaphor. (289) 

Initiaily, Frank evades direct agency in his son's düemma by resorthg to solipsimi. the inabüity 

of a private vocabulary to enable the reality of another. Bascombe defines his (and aii) verdicts 

as  "metaphoric," as an obscuring of his son's reaüty, as aiready oduding the condition it 

prescriis rernedy for or judges; this ni mind, he considers his son's upbringing-and the oniy 

way he can make "contact" with him-dependent upon an elaboration of aU eùsüng 

possibilities, in other words, presenting the very unlimited field of options made available by 

Linguistic indeterminacy itseif (embodied in his metaphor of "astronomy" and his view of 

himseif as not an qua1 "agent" but as a "faditator," 249), aliowing Paul to see the myriad 

options and, in doing sot as he tells Am, to choose h m  these the qnalities necPssary for a more 



productive self. However, Frank fa& to see that thir exeicise or interplay of avaiiable, 

sometimes mutually exdusive, options, empowers Paul with exactly the same hypocrisy 

aesthetic that Bascombe himself opts for, and thcrefore the ability to evade representation as a 

definable other and to remain isolated from communal responsibility. Like Bukowskï's 

characten, Bascombe depends upon the fixity of the other, his or hcr wilhgness to strive for 

consistency, his or her acceptance of systematic codes and n o m - a  role Paul rehws to play. 

Paul eludes history, setting it free of contingent codes by subjugating it to his own shifting 

verbal CO-ordinates, his own simulated soiipsism; he ignores the presence of the actual in 

k tory ,  whüe at the same time aiiowing the ordinary to enter and redefine the "frontiers" of his 

discourse when that discourse oppresses him (such as when he purposefully s t e p  in front of the 

oncoming basebaiî to shatter the discursive impasse between himself and his father). Son 

confronts father with the rarnilications of dirty realism; face to face, for a change, with another 

hypocrite, Bascombe acutely feels their mutual isolation. 

Frank's initial approach to Paul's problems only further entrench those problems. In 

dixwutg  the Limitations of parental language, Frank addresses the iimited options avaiiable to 

two people determined to maintain mutual isolation: 

The worst of being a parent is my fate, then: being an adult. 
Not owning the right language; not dreading the same dreads 
and contingencies and m k d  chances; the fate of knowing 
much yet having to stand üke a lamppost with its lamp lit, 
hoping my child wiii see the glow and venture doser for the 
illumination and warmth it muiely offers. (17) 

The avoidance of "iîi~mination" and "wannth" characterbes Bascombe as mach as it does Paul. 

Bascombe reaüses that his linguistic indeterminacy might guarantee him 1i-y hom 

responsiiitity or definite choice (especially in relation to A .  and Salîy) but it also hampers the 

transference of his own "knowing" to Paul. Yet, he stiü avoids drafting a communal expression, 

the right "language" will permit him to penetrate his son's reserve, that will allow for better 

cross-generatiod reception (he v iem the p<irchase of this language as an impossibility). He 

continues to take the passive pose of dirty realism, opting to "stand ME a hmppost" in the hope 

that his son w i .  "venture closer" out of attraction. He still chooses to rem& "mate" (enclosed 



within the silence generated by his private, shifting discursive codes). Through this procedure 

he intends to maintain his distinct vocabulary, his "own" knowledge, w h .  Rd can approach 

but not overwrite. (Here Bascombe displays exactly the sort of evasiveness that Saliy desmibes.) 

He resists giving up "ownership" of his "aduit" language to mate a communal discourse (in 

much the same way as Paul remains passive to his father's diatri&, thwarting communication 

through non-involvement and non-resistance). The events of the novel wiil teach Frank that if 

linguistic deracinaüon lends iiseif ta a discursive multipiicity undone and refonned under the 

influence of the ordinary, then that deracination can ako adapt itself to a contingent or 

contractual discourse, to the needs of a group; linguistic deracination cm faditate a mutuaiiy 

enforced, rnutually desired order under adverse circumstances. Though Frank and Paul exploit 

the indeterminacy of language for themselves, they have yet to do so for tach ofha. in "The 

Risks of Membership," Folks envisions the piigrimage enacted in Independorcc Duy as predsely 

this journey out of solipsism and indeterminacy and into a dialectical recognition of the social: 

it is a pilgrimage of a postmodem and not a medieval khd, 
conducted by a pair of tight-iippd, stteet-wise, cynical 
detectives bent on unmasking the contradictions and m y h  of 
American culture at century's end. W i W  this culture, 
purportedly the land of opportunity and universal happimss, 
father and son encounter their own images in the mirm of 
Amencan society. . . . Most important, they encounter their 
own grief and despair (metonymically faused on the loss of 
Ralph and the divorce of Frank and X [Am] but g a n d i n g  to 
embrace a much larger society). . . . They are faced with the 
need to divest themselves of their security and contentment 
within a deadening suburban environment, and to take on risic, 
involvement, and pain - the attributes of tme responsibiiity and 
membenhip. (86) 

The pilgrimage effected by Indcpmdmcc D q  charts the metonym of divorce as ü serves to 

illuminate an entire society divorced from "membership," a society hatued into monads 

detemincd to maintain isolation at aii cos&.* Both Bascombe and Paul avoid "risk,'' 

"involvement" and "pain" by sustainhg a delemive, "cyiical," disamive detacfunent Erom 

their surroundinp uMware that their detached observation of the "contradictioms and myths" 

of their soàety iW comtitutes one of the characteristics of the tirneo. The unwillingnes to do 



anything but "observe," to do anything except passively "read" (and thereby "write") th& 

society, in fact accountr for much of the atamisation they witness. 

InitiaMy, language serves as a mechanical (Paul speaks in a "mechanistic monotone," 256, 

and Sally accuses Frank of living in a "mechanical isolation," 434) contrivance- an apparatus 

functioning to maintain its own operativity and subject those around it to itfelf, to put "work at 

the service of the machine" (28), to make those around it accept and adhere to ik Literal daims 

and codes of conduct, in the same sens as Marx sees the work/machine relationship in the 19th 

CentUr).: "it is not the workman that employs the inshumenb of labor, but the instrumenb of 

labor that employ the workman" (207). in this caw, Marx's economic view serves as an 

appropriate metaphor for the subjection of characters to discursive machinery. Bascombe's 

language demands that Ann and Sally not merely accept itr literalness, i b  "truthfulness" - much 

as Morgan's discourse in "Put Yourself in My Shoes" demands that Myers, Paula and Hilda 

accede to and assist its production-but actively work to maintain its self-hilfilling operativity; 

meanwhile, Bascombe, should he feel in any way imprisoned by his words, can open the doors 

to the ordinary, to actions and experiences which collapse that speîific discourse, allowing him 

to bring about a new or different one (Bukowski does much the same with death, in a discourse 

w hose machinery likewise exacts obeisance from others). However, confronted with an unstable 

other, Paul, (and, to some extent, Sally), who refuses to assist in the production of fixed CO- 

ordinates against and within which Bascomk can "play," an other who maintains the same 

invisibility and isolation he dws, Ford's protagonist makes a descent into the ordinary from 

which he will not retum; instead of overhauling his "machine," he willingly loses himself in the 

social organisrn, in the non-mechanistic, irreconcilable and unsayable activities of the d e r .  

Frank begins to redise the shortcornings of a simulatecl solipsism when Sally resists his 

discursive strategy: "'Everything isn't just about how you say it,' Sally says, very formally. 'And 

1 wouidn't know what to say anyway. 1 don't think we mean the same things when we Say the 

same things.' (As predicted)" (311). This passage highlights the Linguistic paradox that 

Baxombe relies upon. Fint, Sally makes a statement suggesting that language does not solely 



arbitrate "everything." Yet. she announces this "very formally," implying that her notion, her 

saying ikeif. constitutes a "form" or common practice, a banaiity, an intellechial &&-a 

voicing of "silence." This banaiity destabilises Bascombe's careful poise between the literal 

(what the dedaration of love means in a pragmatic. accepted sense) and the imagined (the many 

ihings it can abo mean), suggesüng to him "Lhe cmmon place where 'anyone' ir M y  dent. 

except for repeaüng (but in a different way) banaiities" (de Certeau 5). Çaiiy's dixourse 

threatens to pierce Baxombe's isolation by intemgating his imagination, by rudely reminding 

him of the banaüties he hiniseif repats and the Linguistic ambiguities in ianguage, the 

solipsism - (Oh, you thought I meant that? WeU, what I redy meant was this)-that he 

undemines these banalities with; she thwaters his privilege as hi-person narrator telhg his 

çtory at the expwe of those who surround him. She exposes the hypocrisy aesthetic earlier, 

when she says: "1 don't think that's exactly what you said last fa&" to which Baxombe replies. 

"But i t's pretty dose . . . and it's wha t 1 meant and what 1 mean now" (310); the emphasis faiis 

on the end of the phase on what Bascombe means "now," discomected hom any pervious 

context, any pragmatic accountability. He is not respnsible to t h e ,  to "yesterdayts tmth." 

Sally disrnanties Baxombe's simulation with the ordinary; she, iike Paul, finaDy refuses to 

accept his claims, rendering his game inoprable. Bascombe depends on Saiiy accepting his 

declara tion of "lovef' (307) as a reality, not an exercise in the "silence" of ciidiéd repetition. In 

effect, Saiiy counters his indetermhcy with one of her own. Her next statement suggests that 

an unattainable knowledge impdes the effectiveness of Language as a tool towards some end or 

aim. towards traiismitting "kebg'' between lirteners. Here, S a y  appropriates huik's 

solipsimi to deny Mm a definite response. 

In a backhanded mamer. Sally lays bare de Certeau's claim that language use indiates 

"a social hislonaty in whidi systems of repmsentations or processes of fabrication no longer 

appear ody as normative h e w o r k s  but also as todr ~ i p z i l i i t d  by by" (a). She 

appropriates Bascombe's "systems or representation" and 'prcxeaes of fabrication" and 

"manipulates" hm to expose Frank to himself. She resists Bascombe's narrative demands, 



rsists "normalization" in his dixourse, by deploying the language of his demand against him. 

She will not become the "normative" 0 t h  who accepts his avowals as gospel, as something 

litenl; knowing that he can mort to indetenninacy to confound his gesture of emotional 

appeasernent, her dixourse, her reacüon, mirrors rather than accepts his. Her "ie~poiise" 

creates an inoprativity: he cannot c o p  with someone who will not accept the üteral; she W y  

fixes Bascombe's indetenninacy by enumerating the modes he oprates within and against 

FinaUy, in a cmip de gracef she says that "meaningff cannot eWst between individuah, that 

rnezning residcs outside of intent; Ford supports this contention with the irony of "(As 

predicted)," indicating that Linguistic predictability effaces the mai, Lhat language-use m o v e a  

only the f m l i t y  of its own pracüce. Using a clich& SaUy uncovers Frank's dependence on 

cliche. By no longer buying into Frank's words, by not reproducing and inmashg hir linguistic 

capital, she renders him silent, deprivcd af the social assurances, in language, that he 

appropriates, destabilises, manipulates and betrays with the ordinary. She repeats a "banality'* 

in ordcr to suggcst how much Baxombe reiies on an unconxious use of cornmonplaces in those 

around him (venus his conscious use of it). Here, SaUy conxiously deploys a banaiity againsi 

the master of the banal himseif. SaUy exposes what FoUcs, in "The Risks of Membership," calls 

Bascombe's "fierce detachment and Uistabiüty" (86) fiorn and in meaning what he says, and in 

doing so inaugurates the beginning of a new "era" for Bascombe. If he wants to mach M y ,  he 

wül have to think of a way to "mean" the "same things" she does. 

h l i y  demands action, not words. From this point on, Ford charts a transformation in 

Baxombe, his return to the ordurary not as a tooi for udermining language but as a meam for 

constantly purging and clanfying it. When Sally accuses Iiim of not being "very easy to âx on" 

(311). he responds not ironicaNy or evasively but defhitively: "Though surely Sm not as elusive 

as Wally! The Waiiy who's been gone for damn near twenty years" (311). Here, he relies upn 

the "üteral" rather than the "imagmed" covering for his own emotional and psychic elasivleness 

by conjuring up the memory of Sally's ex-husband WaUy. who one day &.ply walked out of ber 

life and vanished. Rather than subsisting in the "- and exploithg its options to write his 



own narrative, Bascombe begins to accept a "contingent" narrative, one wherein language 

responds to occurrences in the ordinary, rather than ovenvrites it. Bringing up Wally's 

disappearance, he subjects himsclf to a discourse of lacs and disappointment emerging out of 

Sally's experience; he willingly puts himself into her frame of reference. She will now decide if 

his acts embody the guarantees he speaks; More Bascombe hUy cedes to "membeahip." 

however, he wili face the resolution of his reîationship with Paul. 

Shortly after father and son check into the ûeersiayer Inn, Bascombe reveals the primary 

component of his dixunive strategy: "1 rely on how 1 make things seem" (255). Hb attempt to 

pick up the waitress, Char, after having just testified to "loving" Sally over the telephone, 

further emphasises the mechanistic and simulated condition of his life, a subjugating of the other 

to the production of his "seerning": "1 live for . . . the froth of a moment's pseudo-inümacy" 

(169). The "Mr. Standard Pleasure Unit" diîdo ad he spots on the back page of the magazine 

confronts Frank with his persona1 ihemes of interchangeability, anonymity and passivity-his 

monotonous lack of fority to prson, place or concept-as explicated earlier in the novel: "And 

yet, it is one of the themes of the Existence Period that interest can mingle successfully with 

uninterest in this way, intimacy with transience, caring with the obdurate u~~ar ing"  (76). 

Nowhere does he more clearly articulate the hypocrisy of dirty realisrn. An aesthetic grounded 

on hypocrisy can make anything "seem," can enact a contradictory discourse or "law" (de 

Certeau 16), conflating "interest" with "uninterest," "intimacy" with "Lrarisience," and "caMg" 

with "obdurate uncaring," profess love and act in opposition to it, aiî in fùii knowledge of its 

strategy. By using ianguage to destabüise and irnplment a conhachal reality, Bascombe 

moulds his world as he likes, hPeing himseif from accountabüity. He endorses verbal contracts 

in order to fïx the other and he breaks those contracts to unfix himself, from this wred<age his 

forges new contra&, new laws, new absolutes that, by their very nature, remain angrounded, 

susceptible to subversion. He phces the 0 t h  in a strategic position in order to work tac t idy  

against him or her. But events in the üeerslayer confront him mth the fallout from this 

hypocriçy . 



The impermanence and isolation of Bascombe's discursive practice corne home to him 

when he dixovers his book on the sheif of the Deerslayer IM lounge; thh 'unexpected 

discovery precipitata his faU into historicity, a fail completed by Paui's accident. Ha reaction to 

hding "Blue Autumn" in the Inn, and reading the pain-fiiled xrawl on the Llyleaf, confronts 

Frank with the temporal as actual rather îhan constructed, as invader rather than something he 

has definitively triumphcd over: "what i feel, d M y f  is not wry, bittemeet. ain't-Xe~trange 

amusement . . . but a totaiiy unexpcted, sickening void opning right in my stornach-right 

where I said it wouldn't hvo minutes agog8 (322). The act of "saying," this m e f  rather than 

o b s c u ~ g  "the void," enhances it, makes it al1 the more apparent; the "void" that Demda sees 

as the foundation over which language hoven reveals itself to Bascombe in the textual artefact 

of his book. "Blue Autumn" illustrates that text can hnction an interpreter rather than an 

arbitcr of reaüty. Rather than retreaüng from bis awareness, Bascombe shuts the book and 

flings it across the room in his first definite rejection of his position as primary narrator. niat 

Bascombe identifies the book as unread (321) testifies further to the actual: the book is not a text 

for interpreiation, but rather a phpical object, a set of marks upon the page which may "say" 

different things to different readcrs, but stili represent a sequenüaüity and physical mark that ail 

reading begins from: the void upon which language comtmds its "ieason. Text becornes 

property. Perhaps for the first t he ,  the rnechanism by which he appropriates and ovenvrites 

the ordinary no longer consoles Bascombe; the ordinary has returned dirty realism to i t s  

"frontiers," its basis in indeterminacy, ib playing of one side against the other. He has reaüsed 

how much of a "miter" he stili is, how much of his Me depends upon putting the 'fact buiidup" 

into "somebody's rnouth who doem't existD' (157). into another whose faauality he can subvert 

and manipulate to effect his release. The ordinary explodes the intent behind a discourse of 

contradiction, uncertainty, Uidetenninacy. Whatever else dirty realism aliows, it does not allow 

community, nor partiapation in communal reaüty. Ekating free of ai l  attachments, dnty 

reakm, as an aesthetic, as a discursive practice, enables art isolateci liberty within the communai 

but not of it. 



Bascombe feels his equilibrium in simulhneity shat&ered by contact with time and 

actuality. The encounter with narrative not as an indeterminate (ext but as a series of signs 

contingent upon manifestations m u l b  primarily in an awareness of his distance fiom family and 

the illusions and simulations whereby he tri& b ovemrite that distance. Time, the ordinary, 

has returned to overcome space, the site of the proper. k a t h  re tum to bore holes in Bascombe's 

discourse: 

That chasm (and what eise is it?) between our long-ago time and 
this very moment suddenly makes yawningly clear that al1 is 
now done and done for; as though s k  was never that she, me 
never that me, as though the hvo of us had never embarked on a 
life that would lead b Uiir queer iibrarial moment (though we 
did). And rather than k ing  agahst alî odds, ifs in precise 
accordance with the odds: that üfe would lead to here or 
someplace just as Ionely and spiritless. . . . (Though if it weren't 
that kars had just sprung stinging to my eyes, I'd accept my loss 
with dignity. Since after ali ï'm the man who counsels 
abandonment of those precious things you remem ber but c m  no 
longer make hopeful use of.) (322) 

Frank faces up to yesterdafs trutti. The book reminds hirn of his illusory and abstract attempts 

to bridge and continue his marriage to Ann, to create a seledive history rather than an actual 

one, and his "spiritiess" and "lonely" habitation of the linguistic "fissure" ktween the literal and 

the imagined. What assaulb him is not memory; it  is the ordinary. His "counseî" has not 

prevented the recurrence of evidence from without his discursive field. He begins to feel the lure 

of a permanent, definite position, which will Lead him to abandon exclusive narrative 

pro prietorshi p. 

The latter sections of fndcpmdotn D q  ciarify the consequences of this actual/discursive 

exploitation. After having unsuccessfully attempted to forge a bond behveen himself and Paul- 

with the very tool that allows him to evade responsibility and interpersonal ties in the fiat place, 

namely, language (the father and son constantly negotiate their joumey through textual marken, 

from Emerson's "Self Reliance," to Paul's copy of the liberally-inclineci New York)-Baxombe 

resorts to physical violence, an event that marks his retum to historicity or "the frontiers" of his 

father/son narrative; he has iehirned to "the comtnm plu= where 'anyone' is finally silent" (5). 

Bascombe's discursive proceduies fail upon encountering another expert in 



discursive indeterminacy (Paul); the two characters rehw to endorse a mutual narrative until 

the decisive moment that leads th& "procedures back to their fiontiers" (5). namely, the 

artificial borden erected between their dixursive procedures and the actual. Ford points out 

ba t  if the individual wdi not take steps towards acknowledging the ordlliary, the ordinary will 

eventuaiiy take steps into the individual-recaüing to him or her the "fictio~i" detachment 

necessary for procedural and analytic effectivity. Baxombe suddenly tïnds himseü deprived of 

capital. Meeting with an identical strategy of linguistic indetennuiacy and absorption on Paul's 

part rendes Bascombe's words worthless. The two charactes constantly outmanoeuvre one 

another, not aiiowing the other to seize them as  subjects in a linguistic economy. In order for a 

brcakthrough to occur, both characters wiii need to m l v e  theu place in a communaliy 

sanctioncd dixourse and forego their simulated solipism. 

Wheo the basebail hits Paul, Bascombe hiUy relinquishes his indeterminacy: "1 basicaiiy 

stay silent. thinking sorrowfuiiy of my son and of this day, both of which seem bitter and 

bottomless losses with absolutely no hope of recovery. There is no sming now. AU is is" (369). 

The accident stuns Bascombe into silence (foreshadowed by his earlier prophecy: "Maybe some 

tmths don't even have words," 2%). The moment overflows every i m a m  construction that 

might contain it. Bascombe faces O'Neill's "is" with "silence," without, for the fïrst t h e ,  

overwriting and offsetting it with dixourse-without falling back on dirty reaiism's strategy. 

The aiipnment of the two verb f o m ,  "B" in the h e l  sentence at once highlight the 

metaphoric-a displacement of the aduai by the one-remove of a mediating knguage -and 

literal. The second 'is" counteracts tk disr,lacement o£fered by the first to expose this doal 

nature of language hom toithin. Ail is simulation, whkh ieh?n to the thing which simulation 

acts upon: reality. Ford's discowe exposes its fiontiers not by referrïng to an exteriority but by 

pointing at it from the interior. Simulation reveals its simulatedness (it is seif-made. self- 

sustained) and contractuainess (bmding two people in a mutual discourse: Bascombe anci Paul) 

in a moment (the baseban acadent) that peers beyond the iinguistic fkontier h to  the orordmary. 

From now on, their hnguage wiii have to contend with the shared m e n c e  of the accident. 



irv will extend this idea hrther. "Nothing seems as inbwesting as simulation when you're in it. 

Everything seems sirnulatable. Except . . . the people who do it best are the people who leave 

their work at the office. Maybe thefre not always the geniuses, but they see simulation as one 

thing and life another" (370). Nowhere does Ford distance himself from theory more than at this 

junchire. He instils the idea of an extra-theoretical pragmatics into his text and discards the 

ideaiional. Paul's accident calls on Bascombe to not remember life, or to historicise it, or to 

overwrite it, but to liw it. The "silence" it afflicts hirn with portends an end of the nnnatizw of 

Frmtk. The failure of simulation to mate bridges between isolat& individuais causes Bascombe 

to comrnunicak with his son physically rather than verbally, to grab hirn and push him towards 

the batting cage, which ultimahly results in a mutual experience that relieves Bascombe of 

words. Here Bascombe realises that simulation only proves effective when those around hirn 

adhere to the reliability of the thing simulated, when they entertain the ritual of a language 

pragmatics (which he then uses against them): two people playing the simulation game leads to 

an anarchy of "seming." 

Frank leam the lesson of de Certeau's "restoring historicity to the movement which 

leads anal y tical proced u n  back to their frontiers" (5); rather than authorhg another "analytical 

procedure" to account for Paul's accident, his role in it, and the reason this does not change his 

rela tionship with Ann, Bascombe c d e s  authorship to the ordinary, to chance, as illustrated 

when, relating events to Ann on the phone, he has "the feeling that Ann is writing everything 

down now: Hmrry Bumk Onemta DelacIr~~~etct, retinn, butting cage? Paul, FrmK' (378). He does 

not object to her becoming the author of this crisis; he accepb her words. Historical reportage 

arises from the actual (further illustrated by the diffenng opinions of "specialists" on Paul's eye, 

Le. the "transfef' of the "objecf' into "analysis," 20). Frank becornes finnly aware of history not 

only as textual transfer and absorption of objecb usehl to the affirmation of a "spsialised" way 

of viewing the world, but also as an "ovetflow,'' an actuality that invades and reinscribes al\ 

systems, including his and Ann's way of viewing the world and their roles in it. This ordinary is 

not universal, it c a ~ o t  be articulatred, yet it forms the condition of articulation and cornes 



temporarily to view in the accidmtul. What Frank chooses to do with this loiowledge offsets 

Indepndmcc Ray lrorn the corpus of dirty realism. 

Independence Duy illustrates the ramifications of solipsism. Whûe linguistic unfixity 

allows for a near bitiess play on "renderingf8 a story, on speaking "/or" what happened- the 

simultaneities of possible interpretations that aUow one to inhabit both sides of ambiguity- this 

strategy ultimately results in a "mechanical isolation" (434). Meeting with Irv, Frank 

relinquishes dirty reakm's "simulated" reality and accepts a reaüty of contingency: "1 might not 

agree with you about cverything, Irv, but 1-" (392). Bascombe's inabüity to articulate the "but" 

that effects some kind of "agreement8' between the two men indicates that this agreement exists 

outside articulation: the ordinary " c a ~ o t  be spoken" (de Certeau 5). Their commonaiity exists 

in the specificity of acts they mutuaUy engage in, such as the act of speaking to one another. 

"We have passed in dayiight; we have interfaced, given each other good and eamest feedback. 

But ours is not Me coterminus, though 1 like him fine" (392). No "continuity" presents itseif, 

perhaps not even a bridging of private syntax; uistead the two men meet in the banal. in the 

trivial, in the exerrise of walking and the "silence" (de Certeau 5) of diché: "When in doubt," 

Frank, says, "faU back on the old Sigma Chi formula: Ornstein = Great Guy" (392). Bascombe 

processes their conneaion in the ordinary, again, through a function of real estate: "I'd done 

wrong by taking this Dairy Queen wak and letting myself be hooâmnked just iîke Paul, by 

cozy, srnaii-town plenitude. lured to think 1 can float hee again agaimt ail evidence of red 

gravity" (392). Paul's accident and the waUc with Irv make Bascombe appr-te the disparity 

between "plenitude" and "evidence of [the] real." He does not deny ihe podmhy, the lure" of 

"floating free" into the "plenitude" of simultaneous options o f f d  him by Linguistic 

indeterminacy. by the self-made world of  sali^, but preférs to resist this for an engagement 

in the consensual ordinary, rather than exdusivist "ideas," such as Irv's *'continuüy" xaarrative 

(a selective and therefore exclusionary chah of events). "1 feel the push, the weave and 

sway of othefs" (451). Ford gives the semes and commcuiity the finai %y," ceâing the 

dixourse of history to the social reaL 



VL Bascom be's Historicity 

Michael Trussler, in "'Famous Times': Historicity in the Short Fiction of Richard Ford and 

Raymond Carvef (KM), approaches the historical-as moment and dixourse-in the short 

stones of the two writers in the same fashion Ford himseff approaches i t in Inâèpwdenœ Day. In 

reference to authorial work, Trussler says: "Once an event passes, what once had been 

provisional in a given temporal horizon is reconfigured, rewritten as it were, by what actually 

took place subsequent to the original evenI' (3536). Trussler Mews history as an event 

reconfigured into characteristic berminology by a discourse that preceâes the historical 

development; in other words, social conditioning and discursive agendas attempt to absorb 

fibre occurrence into their epistemological system. This definition of history confiab 

occurrence with discourse (events evenhially mage with, and then disappear into, recounting). 

History in Ford47 remains parüy an expectation, a readines for the unexpecteâ,a a readiness to 

negotiate accident with ever-reforming narrative strategies; as Tnissler points out, Ford's realism 

understands how discourse prepates for accident by attempting to allow as many exceptions as 

possible to its reality-governing system, accounting for occurrence before it actually happens. 

But dirty realism only simulates discursive systems rathet than adhering to tfrem wholesale, 

knowing al1 along that the "accidental" will free them from accountability. 

Dirty realisb never scramble to teconcile the ordinary with the systematic, since the 

overflow of the ordinary into the system, this instability, forms the core of their strategy. The 

hypocrisy aesthetic is an openness to accident, to the collapse of epistemology, or, what G.P. 

Lai ns bury , in "A Cri tical Context for the Carver Chronotope" (1997), calls " incomprehension" 

(84). Ford would perhaps disagree with Lainsbury's hm but not the mystification it signifies: 

Frank Bascombe uses indeteminacy itself as a shelter ftom the accidental, or, uses "accident' as 

part of his system. His notion of historicity embraces accident Ford's dirty realism highlighb 

the manufacture of dixourse from event in a way that suggesb the limitations of the narratives 

we bring to bear on the actual, in particular the limitations of the solipsistic account propounded 

by many of his narrators: "we fabricate a narrative dut, in expiicating an event, restncts ib 



parameters; what [Ford ] . . . attem pts to do is suggest the reductive limitations of the stories we 

tell ourselves in the process of shaping tirne" flrussler 38); the "sbriesf' Ford's nanators 

construct use " temporality" to "[disperse] whakver hil sense of meaning they can create" (39). 

In other words, Ford's nanaton, such as Bascombe, use events for the purpose of dispersing 

meaning, of exposing the "reductive limib" of discourse, to constantly explode history as 

fabrication. In rendering event Bascombe exploits the indetenni~cy "at the core of experience" 

(36) to prevent k ing  puuied down to any one "story." As Trussler writes,49 " to exist in tirne, for 

Ford, is to be severed from both self and community" (39). Bascombe neither forwards, or 

accedes to, a guaranteed se1P nor accedes to any notion of humanity because he remains 

profoundly unfaithful to rendition. In this way, Ford's novels cal1 attention to how much 

remains left out of historicai accounting, and how event remains independent of the particular 

form of its historical expression (suggesting, by contrast, the multiple fonns of expression that 

may account for event, and thereby reminding us of the relation between event and the social 

necessities and forms that condition its historical inscription). I n m d o i c e  Day illustrates the 

degree to which the hypocrisy aesthetic depends upon the "absenting" of the "other's" (Tnissler 

51) experience, and therefore the vaster social context of event as experienceà by a community 

(rather than singularity). Bascombe's historicity silences other voices; his shifting and 

manoeuvring refuse to allow the other a platform from which to demonstrate a social (rather 

than proper) articulation. Without his participation, discourse cannot become social. By 

returning us to sheer event, in the form of a baseûall-a "detait . . . meant to shatter the illusion 

of verisimilitude by emphasizing the sharp disparity of the actual" (Trussler 50)-and 

Bascombe's willingness to allow another, Ann, primacy over its historicising, Ford charb his 

protagonisfs willingness to disclose and acknowledge the othet voices of historical recounting, 

or verisimilitude. 

Bascombe obscures historicity, the merging of wcurrence and dixourse in a provisional, 

contingent, pragmatic (rather than contiguous) sense, by resorting to indetmninacy, as 

witnessed by his theories on writins and by being "unwilling to say that . . . anything is ever the 

sole cause of anything else" (10). Ford explicitiy connerts Bascombe's indekrminacy-his 



"unwillingness" to speak of "sole" causes-with the death of his k t  son. Ralph's death 

occasions Baxombe's simulation and isolation. His relationship with ÇaUy Caldwell opns him 

to the emptiness of "unanchored discourse, discourse that does not operate within a 

contractual field, within communal contingency, but only the contingencies the self deploys to 

elude dehtive, accountable positioning. Since history, by and large, constitutes an agreed- 

upon discourse between participanL, or at  lea4 an agreed-upon referent that becornes 

ove-tten in different ways by different individuals and groups (according to desires and 

needs), Frank's hypocrisy prevents him from indulging in higtory as anything other than 

solipistic simulation: "Saiiy and 1 sometimes act as if we have a long, bittersweet history 

together of love lost and fate reconcüed - which we don't" (146). Pretending to have a history is 

not the same as actually having one. Agreement upon a historical referent remains integral: 

Ann . . . still superintends everything about me just by king alive 
and shanng ineluctable history. . . . And whereas in marriage 
there's the gnasiung, cold but also c o q  fear that after a while 
there'll be no me left, only me chemicaiiy amalgamated with 
another, the proposition with SaUy is that there's just me. Forever. 
1 alone would go on being respnsible for everything that had me 
in it; no cushiony chemistry or heady synchronicity to fail back on, 
no other. only me and my acts, her and hem, somehow together- 
which of course is much more fearsome. (177) 

The conjunction of "just being aüve" with "sharing ineluctable ktory" suggests that the act of 

living, physical existence itseff, mates the fint bas& for "superintending," for disoinive 

amalgamation and interpenetration; the second phrase indicates that the ordinary prevents pure 

solipsism by its "shareâ" condition, "ineluctable" (in the serise of unavoidable) contingency. 

nie fact that k o m b e  recognises the ineluctability of the ordinary yet hies to evade it 

highüghts his hypOQiSY8 his acting in d e h m  of the rule k has articiibted. 'Ihe latter half of 

the quotation exhibits Frank's paradoxical fears. In marriage he fears ihe loss of identity 

through "amalgamation" with the "other," of a vanishing in the process of biological 

reproduction; with M y ,  Frank feaa the exact opposite, that theu relationship offers him no 

other into whidi he can disappear8 no "other" to "superintend," to account for his acts in a 

context other than his seif (in other words, to offa an alternative history, another vantage, or 

dixourse. on the "a&), but, "only me and my a&"; with M y  he wül have no discourse upon 



w hich to practice tactics, everything, as Sally says earlier, will be "up front'' He will have to co- 

operate, to participate in a communal dialogue around the "act!' or event. Frank fears the 

prospect of facing up to the actual without the possibility of dispersal. He wants freedom both 

from the bonds children impose and also the "responsibility" of an unmediatecl, act-bas&, 

retationship. Like most dirty realists, he vacillates between options; in this way he con indulge 

in the contingencies of family as well as play selfdetermining with Sally. 

Ford's "Existence Period" celebrates the liberating simultaneity and simulation of dirty 

realism. As long as Frank c e b  to apply himsetf hl ly  to any particular set of contingencies he 

can continue to ùe particular in his social choies. But his power remains reliant on non- 

participation, in not "acting," by remaining peripheral to either situation. His greatest fear 

rernains the accounta bility that "acts" entail, the occurrences that upset his careful discursive 

manoeuvres and simulations, and which the "other," such as Sally, shoutd he cede an authorial 

partnership to her, can use to discredit his history. Frank spends most of inakpndence Day 

avoiding the responsibility of cosperative history in favour of a personalid history mediateci 

through, and obhxated by, concepts such as biology, chemistry and synchronicity. Rather than 

expose a reality that simply "is" and then examine the way social forces arise in response b that 

reality, Baxombe, and the other dirty realisb, prefer the masks and cloaks of various discursive 

formations they do not truly endorse, only resorting to the ordinary in order to debunk those 

discourses, should they threaten to trap them. 

Ford's novel, however, finally rejects simulation for a history grounded not in the 

vagaries of the self but in one that "[admits] its dynamic dependence on the absent Other" 

(Trussler 51); the novei's titie, frrdependence Day, functions ironically, since Bascombe's 

independence arrives in recognising not his separakness from humanity but his inclusion in i t  

At the end of the novel he strips away the camouflage, admitting, like Drinkwater, to the 

"something" of a reality that simply "is" and which provokes social constructions of history, and  

so enters the "Permanent Period: 

The Permanent Period, this would be, that Ions stretching-out 
time when my dreams would have mystery like any ordinary 



person's; when whatever 1 do or say, who I marry, how my kids 
turn out, becomes what the world-if it makes note at au- 
knows of me, how I'm seen, understood, even how I Lhink of 
myself before whatever there is that's wild and unassuagable 
rises and cheerlessly hauls me off to obiivion. (4%) 

No longer wili Baxombe speak for hir own a&. He will remains dent, preferring that the 

actions he undertakes find a context not in his own generaktions but in those of "the world." 

Even his seif-conception - "evcn how 1 think of mysew- wiil arise in the context of community 

affiliation. Bascombe, in effect, relinquishcs authorship, sinking into silence and the "mystery" 

of the ordinary, into a purely tactical position, a retum to the "trivial." Bascombe observes that 

to truiy cede to "mystery" demands a new type of narration, not the logo-centric, first-person 

manufacture of a text, not the creation of a space apart from the other, lounded on a propriotary 

right taken over the ordinary, but the süence of anonymity: "the trivial is no longer the other 

(which is supposed to ground the exemption of the one who dramatizes il); it is the productive 

experience of the text. The approach to culture begins when the ordinary man becomes the 

narrator, when it is he who defines the (common) place of discourse and the (anonymous) space 

of i ts developmentl' (de Certeau 5). De Certeau's adjectives, "common,"and "anonymous" 

suggrst that the "approach to culture" rcquires the founding of discourse on a "shared and 

"non-proprietary" space. Only by becoming üke "cveryone else," by losing the proprietary 

exemption of authorship can Baxombe tmly "approach . . . culture." He reünquishes his 

sirategic position and the überty it pemits in order to embrace community and to thereby 

participate in a reality that acknowledges rather than ovemrrites the other. History becomes a 

dialectical process, one awam of itseif as arising h m  saisi formations and responding to the 

necessities of the real that occasion such fo rma t im .~  

As Trussler understands, the texts of Ford "opnly învestigate the tension that exists 

between the experience of an event and its subsequent repetition through narrative," and that 

they "imply that historical understanding needs to embody the mamen in which temporaiity 

places indeterminacy at the core of exprience, both liwd and recmnted" (36). "indeteminacy" 

remains the "core" of dyty reaiism, indetenninacy in the seme of the accidental within the 

temporal (diachronie the) -  that which alters the direction of history -and accidentai as  



,recounted (the sy nchronic) - those la yen of discourse that moncile evenb w ith particular 

agendas, each according to its prerogatives. lndepetidertce Day retains its attachent both to the 

diachronic and synchronic movement of the temporal. History can be, and is, totally deracinated 

and also "inelucta ble." The meeting with Irv after Paul's hospitalisation provides Bascombe an 

O pportunity to linguistically "em body" his experience in the batting cage. Nevertheless, Ford 

never lets us forget that Bascombe must develop a narrative because of an event. nie event forces 

discourse, and, as Trussler notes about Carvef s "Rlackbird Pie," event is not subject to authoriat 

supewision: "For the narrator, 'facts' imply phenornena that exceed subjective recreation; 'facts' 

are those aspects of an event that take place in the public domain and, as such, they are a 

collusion of variables which escape the narratofs control" (%).Sr In the case of Bascombe, the 

fact exceeding "subjective recreation" is Paul's injury. The recognition that this injury involved 

"a collusion of variables which escape [Frank's] control," leads him to reject Ws theory of 

continuity. Frank finally realises the danger that a customised discourse poses to otIim. He 

willingly falls into the "public domain." Trussler concludes on much the same note as Ford, 

witnessing the dynamism of comrnunity: 

Strictly speaking, we cannot engage a phenomenological inquiry 
into the past, since separate temporal horizons cannot, finally, be 
rnerged together; however, opposed to those narratives whic h 
emphasize continuity, neorealist . . . (fiction] . . . suggests that 
historical narrative (and literary narrative) needs to admit its 
d y namic dependency on the absent Other." (Sû-51) 

Trussler reveals posbnodem realism's dirty secret its "dynamic" dependence on the "absent 

other," on the other whose voice it cannot permit to speak, except to voice banalities. It opposes 

"continuibf' as a totalising discourse in the hands of the other (Inr) while allowing itself to play 

itr own version of "continuiy' against the empirical when such a version becornes prerequisite 

to maintaining itr own unhindered liberty. Dirty realism destabilises continuity, within the 

narrative and vis-avis the reader, by inserting the "particular," events of the actual, at critical 

junctures in the narrative's self-fulfilment to create an indeterminate ''core" that isola@ authot 

and protagonist from critics and readers; they demand that the "othef confirm the story they tell 

in order to pin him or her down to a position they can tacticdly infiltrate. 



Dirty realisrn adopb a " s t r a w  of "tactics," using the ordinary to plasticise the waUs of 

the cumnt system before they ossify in such a way that the retum of the ordinary might shatter 

them, and leave the dirty reaiist exposed (as Frank remains exposed before AM in regards to his 

intrinsic "bravwy"). But, in order to maintain ils passivity and reluctance, dirty realism must 

posit itself against a definite other, against a rigid discourse, whose operative consistency allows 

them a "space" to manipulate, without having to take one of their own. Bascombe, in 

recognising an "anchof' in "contingency," bnngs the "othef' into presence. By rvxognising his 

"dependence" he skps fully into the ordinary, immerses himself in it, and lets go of narrative 

al together. The maintenance of individuai ity arrives a t the cost of complete alienation; accotding 

to Ford, the pitfall in di* realism's aesthetic is the fact that no communal system can arise in the 

unreliability of hypocrisy, the fact that dirty realism's contradictory gtound depends on the 

othefs immobilisation and erasure. It cancels bonds of corroboration necessary to maintainhg 

cornmuna1 enterprise. Unanchoreci, not answering to anyone (inciuding the self- they do not 

need to worry about k ing  "hue to themselves," since, properly speakin~  "seif" no longer 

exists), dirty realism makes congres impossible. The lason of history that Frank intends to 

teach Paul, that it is "selective," falters on Trussler's "hisbricity." The exposure of both men to 

"the manners in which [they place] indeterminacy at the core of experience" reveals the extent to 

which hypocrisy can nullify relationships and cause h m .  Their own "manners" of accounting 

for indeterminacy- the chosen form of their "temporality" or histoncity- has left them no means 

of constructing a mutual form of accounting for "experience." They have both "used" or 

" placed" " indeterminacy " to elude cwperative responsibilitia, to obscure con tingency. 

White "continuitf' may present a "fiction" used to selectively constnict "history," to 

employ the vantage of the discursive monad as a spotlight, "contingency" does not. Continuity 

functions with such complexity in the case of Frank Bascombe- who teeters between, and 

inhabits, the space bounded by, the conceptual, abstract and the physical- that only disaster 

gives him the opporhinity to lose "the singularity of a cornpetence and [findl himself, anyone or 



no one, in the common history" (1). Baxombe apprehends that he may have stopped wriüng 

fiction but he has not stoppd king  "a writer," and has been guilty, throughout, of forming and 

reforming hiç own "continuous" history. In the end, he has to stop simulating solipsism, r e a k  

his strategic mastery of dixourse, and recognise the social character of the dixourse he preys 

upon. He must stop writing the novel and become active, like SaUy or Ann, in a contractual 

discourse, ra~her than sirategicaiiy enabüng the inscription of various discursive modes for his 

own subversion and play. Ford's novel achieves what de Certeau calls "the approach to 

cuItureW in the role of narrative: "They are depioyed, iike games, in a space outside of and 

isolated from daily cornpetition, that of the p s t ,  the marwlous, the original. In that Wace can 

thus be revealed, dressed as gods or heroes, the modek of good or bad ruses that can be used 

every da y" (23). Dirty realism can work to inmase the liberty of a particular protagonist or 

author at the expense of the "common," or to reveal ihe remaining tactics, linguistic and 

actual-the "models of good or bad nws"-that work in service of a community "voice," 

thereby maiung the "othef present at the point where the namtive dwppears as customised 

artefact and merges with cornmon parlance, becoming appropriated by, and poached u p n ,  by 

de Certeau's "ordinary man." Bascombe must assist in the aeation of a namtive that opens its 

"space" not only to him but the other as well. As long as individual authors remain authors, the 

product of their labours disünguish them h m  "daily comptition," as de Certeau's 

vocabulary-"outside" and "isolated-points out: the question, however, remaim, whether the 

space their products institute allow for reveiatiom on the strategies remaining to the common 

person. Independence D q  ends not on Bascombe maserthg his position as an indeteminate 

narrative authority, as in Ihe Spottsunt'k, but on his tpcognition of the social and tk power d 

ordinary tactics. It returrts to a sense of community, provisional, haphamd, chancy, utopian 

only in its recognition that its actions culminate in the offsetting of the dominant discourse by 

the eventualities of the ordinary, a reuafkhg of sodetai codes and noms accordhg to 

contingency rather than the dominance and rnastery of continuity and its centrist narrators. 



C. Drinkwater's Action 

Jarman takes more tentative, uncertain, steps towards a common history. His narrator, 

Drinkwater, subsists for a time on the binaristic pad igm,  between contradictory, mutually 

exclusive categories (Waitress X and the Intendcd); but his desire for a reiiable discursive 

contrdct prompts him to abandon the de-haven of paradon and textual stasis. It takes a novel's 

worth of lyrical meandering before Drinkwater adopts a stance. 

Saivage King Yu! tells the story of a minor-league hockey player nearing the end of his 

career. For the most part the novel recounts Drilikwater's "picaresque" joumey through 

Canada and the United States as he shuttles from one fann team to another. nie supporting 

cast include Neon, a hapless Renaissance man who through the novel ines his hand at 

everything from sculpture to playing backup for an Elvis impersonator, S M  is Blue, a First 

Nations wild-man who eventually fies off in an aeroplane bound for the Gulf Islands; the 

Intended, Drinkwater's üve-in fianc&; Waitrcss X, his sideline girlfnend; and Cathy, his ex-wife 

who iives down the road from the junkyard Drinkwater inhented in Alberta (and where he 

nominally resides). Plot-de, ody  DNikwaterts vadation behveen marrying the Intended or 

leaving her for Waitress X provides continuity. Aware of his fading caner as a professional 

athlete. the novel's lyrical meandering charts Drinkwater's growing awareness of a need to forge 

communal connections. 

At the beginning of Saluage King Yu! Druikwater refuses to vaiidate any suiguiar 

position: "Something basic in me demands mystery, dtowi is ,  lm population, haunteci 

bedrooms, stupidity, to bounce off wwalls and crash my semi-new old caf' (17). W e  the Frank 

Bascombe of Indepmdmce D q  overanalyses and over-rationalises hio situation (often to 

rationalise minty any logical explanation in favour of mystery), Dnnkwater favours the irrational 

altogether, the abandonment of certitude (or e w n  the quest for certitude) in favocu of 

"mystery," for quipping image juxtaposition and poetic liçerrie devoid of any attempt at 

analysis. Initially, at least, Drinkwater ükes an umesoIved lif'e, enjoys inhabithg the 



unregulated "paradoxesf* O'Neill iterates. Like Bukowski's and Carver's narrators, Drinkwater 

celebraies the circuit of dirty realism. The üst of items or experiences hD essentiaiisrn demands 

reads üke a set of ingredients for dirty realist narrative. The "basic" or fundamental "demand 

is for "mystery." Mystery forrns the sine qua non of Drinkwater's world, a desire for the 

unknown and unresolvable. 

Tius rejection of epistemology foilows the pattern wimessed in Carwr and Bukowski. 

The novel's "basic" impulse does not challenge or reinvent kiowing but abandons it; 

Drinkwa ter refrains from ta king even the first steg in the direction of inquiry: "Little use asking 

questions. Better yet, let's pretend to ask questions" (212). By choice, Jarman inhabits a 

landscape in which language, or "asking," hovers free of attachment to "use," where every 

Luiguistic or epistemological endeavour dis y ises ptence,  a world of simulation. The journey 

through the desired "milltowns," "bedrooms," and "stupidity" traces no progress, rather an 

acccptance of a certain state of mind, of a parficrdar, choxn position, within a landscape defined 

by "names" (Jarman loves the kt) .  This "herky-jerky picaresque8* joumeys through regions of 

unanchored language, utterance without application. Jarman rehises to enter into the contract 

of a language pragmatics. He abandons any investigation into "why" to concentrate, înstead, on 

mystery, on the rift behveen the word and reality . 
The structure of Salvage King Yu! approximates a condition sîmilar to the "eye of the 

humcane" metaphor Joyce uses to describe Bukowski. In Jarman's text, Drinkwater whirls 

outward from his hub, the junkyard and the intended, into the maelstrom of farm teams and 

affairs over North America and Europe. The novei's discotiirre tll\spoois fmm his relationship 

with the Intended, dancing or juggüng options as a meam of distraction f r m  taking a definitive 

position regarding the binding and enforced contract of marriage. However, near the novei's 

close, Drinkwater suddedy stops vaciiiating. Whereas Bascombe's exit from the Existence 

Penod into the Permanent Period seems inevitable or expected, Jarman's decision to put d o m  

roots happns aimost arbitrarily: "Ed McMahon mites me hm his lucky nidie in that Lo*a 

republic, says, You May Already Be a Winner. But you must act now. And he's right: 1 must 



(zct" (273). As in Ford, junk mail, the detritus of a consumer culture, does not push Jarman 

further into the economic circuit of purchase and expenditute, but in fact reminds him of seffling 

for a determinate quantity, of stepping outside the circuit of constantly delayed satisfaction (the 

premise of advertising), making a definite sustainable choice. The mention of "Lolita" mails 

another protagonist, Humbert Humbert, who likewise hides his refusal to abide by necessary 

social contracts behind a scintillating lyricism (that Jarman refers to America as a "hlita 

republic" hrther regrounds the rnonadic, socially atomised reality of late capital, wherein 

individuals act out their whims at the expense of the 0 t h ) .  Jarman's italicising of the word 

" a d '  emphasises the sudden importance of making a definitive step, one that falls outside of his 

lyrical discourse. The act of the headlock is less a demonstration of effective and affirmative 

"action" against the system (the context indicaks that no reconcitiation wiLl come about as the 

result of Drinkwatef s violence) as it is a "reminder," to the reader as much as to the agent, that 

words do not constitute the sum total of reality. 

Whether Drinkwatefs resolution springs from an ironic recognition of the need to end 

the novel, or a sudden urge motivated by the capriciousness of junk mail delivery, Jarman's 

return to the actual radically alters our relation to the novel. The discursive strategy of the 

novel- showing the possibilities for endless recounting and various versions inscribed on, and 

appropriateci from, the surrounding body of the ordinary-provides Drinkwater the means of 

returning to the ordinary by shutüng up, by pnnting "End" (285) after the last sentence. We will 

not hear from him anymore. His story never truly existed; it was al1 simulation, a fiction of print, 

life rreduced to the play of ink upon a page. "The end" recalls the book's presence as a book, a 

commodily, a physical object we can rip pages out of or alter; its arbitrariness undermines ik 

pre-eminence. The novel becontes, in the process, a different document, a finite discourse 

susceptible to, and determineci by, action (we glean as much fkom Bascombe's own reflections on 

"Blue Autumn"), the "event" which marks the starting point of histoncal dixourse. in exposing 

the novei as a personalised dixoune upon event, Jarman highlights the necessity of the reader's 

participation in undersigning the contractual relationship required by 



narrative (whereas Bukowski, as noted, in Hollyuwd, appears unconcerned about the reader's 

affections, refemng them back to a metananative of talent or "good writing" which sets him 

apart from the untalented masses). 

The junk mail in the novel lends i&lf to misuse as easüy as the novel itseif. Ed 

McMahon's fabe promise, the simulation of his message, becornes a me- of retuming to the 

actual, just a s  the novel's obvious artifice k o m e s  our meam of using it as a door stop or brick. 

Jaman effedively iiiustrates how systems of advertnng and iiterature can themselves reveal 

"cracks" in the systems of belief and interpretation that they endorse. Jarman's novel undercuts 

discursive and iinguistic uidetenninacy with the solidity of an ernpllical obpct, which in tum 

references the necessary conjunction between narrative and act. Through the backhanded 

ironising of the open-endedness of text-embodied in the novei's arbitrary halting at "the 

endw-we become aware of the finiteness and fraghty of the fictional artefact. Rather than 

controliing time through a "fictive" strat~gy (36). Jarman's "end" retums Drinkwater and us to 

the temporal flow, to a tactical ppasitionaüty. The joy that Drinkwater evinces at the end of the 

novel t u m  O'Neill's paradigm of black humour on its head. since DNikwater's laughter finds 

comrnunity solace in the las  of metanarrative, in the recognition that discourse arises from 

social contingency. 

Salvage King YQ!, more than any other work so far dixussed, supports Buford's 

contention that dirty realism involves, "drifters in a world duttered with junk food and the 

oppressive detads of modem consumerism" (4). Buford's use of "oppressive" to descrii  dirty 

reaüsm pmves deadly accurate in Drinkwater's case; though his dioices seem ubitrary, 

overdetermined by an interpby of biological sodetai, political factors, parado>ricaliy (to rehun 

to O'Neill's evaluator/evaluatee problematic) motivateci by wiii and environment, a feeling of 

"oppression" certainly informs his catalogue of problems: "rny inarticulate tongue would not let 

me breathe, 1 was choking on my tongw" (m). A motorcyde accident renders hll\kwater 

aware  of how ineffective, how "inarticulate" bis tongue p v e s  in coping with the actual; the 

wriüng of the accident, in SWitIs of imagery and streams-of~orwiousness, suggests a form of 



choking apart from the physical: the glut of ~ ~ K O U I W  that Drinkwater has erected around 

himseif and which, as a result of the accident's "maüty." now threaters to shangle hhn with its 

varied, mutually-exclusive and contradictory demands for accountabüity. Just as Bukowski's 

poem on "Farmer John" distorts the advertking signal through enacting variant readings on 

"smoking" one's own "bacon," Drinkwater also "smokes his own bacon" throughout Salvuge 

King Ya!, glorying in discursive variety. The way out of the impasse of this ambiguity cornes 

with the overflowing of the ordinaryI which subsumes Drinkwater's various strategic positions 

and retums him to ground zero, to an understanding of how his discourse does not exempt him 

from contact with reality. This moment amves when Drinkwater realises that the senses 

"commuNcate" with the world in an exha-linguistic fashion; as Drinkwater approaches the 

demise of his hockey career and relationship with Waiiiess X as weii as the "beguuwig" (272) of 

his fathcrhood, he says: "My vocabulary cannot keep up with what I'm sensing. I start laughing 

on the glitlering sidewak, I feel fine. What a notO' (273). The inncapable reality of impending 

fatherhood facilitates the retum of the ordinary and its dissolving of Drinkwater's dixursive 

strategy (much as the basebail hitting Paul dissolves Bascombe's "story"). 

As opposed to Carver's Myers, the fa1 out of narrative into the physicality of sensory 

CO@ tion exhila rates Jarman's Drinkwa ter. Whereas previousl y he "rioted" in the excesses of 

lyricism he now nots in the senses. The word "riot" a80 signals "chaos," the protean flood of 

the ordinary which dixursive "ordef' sets itseff apart from. He uses language hem not to 

overwrite reality- to simulate reality-but to hun on language itself, to provoke its own 

inçolvency, to recognise its limitations, to undo his stmcture of simuletions and evasions. The 

most expüdt moment of Diinkwater's recognition of a world ovenviitten by language occiuts in 

the final meeting with his "agent": "DAYTiME; in a fillx Polynesian lounge 1 grip my ex-agent 

in an amazingly effective headlock, simply wishing to demonstrate to him that it's mal, it's not 

aU on papr, that he has stolen money from me in a physical world" (279). in this last chapter, 

eniitied "The Last aiapter (Nothing Up My Sleeve)," hinlmater abandons his linguistic 

indeterminacy, rolls up his sleeve to rem1 b iirmtentioris. His "agentn'-the mouthpiece of 



legalese, "paper" contracts and false promises-finally provokes Drinkwater to step out of the 

discursive arena and "demonstrate" the "real." The fact that this demonstration occurs in "a 

/ailx Polynesian lounge" suggests Jannan's optimism in still finding avenues for approadllng the 

mal in world almost entircly made up of simulation. His b r u t a h g  of the agent, or "ex-agent," 

arises from an exaspeation with "representation," with the very fonns of appropriation and 

exploitation that enabled him for so long to elude and divert the demands of expectation 

(especially the expectations of the Intended); by entering the real he becornes aware of 

contingency, of a common bais for hnguage, where a fat meeting a nase or an arm @pping a 

neck does, finaily, coruiect two pople in an ascertainable way. Though hnguage offers him the 

power of reification and dispersion, he knows he cannot sacrifice one and not the other; the very 

ahility of language to become opaque. non-representative, unfixed is the same aspect that aliows 

hm to pursue his desires unhampewd. 

The "ex-agentf' is language itself, and Jarman's respnse to "him" begins his faii from 

the pages of the novel, from the first-person narration of the individual ego into "the prose of 

the world," into language as pragmatict a communal proprty affixed to the actual according to 

agrecd-upon d e s ,  into a circumstantial, social historicity. He notes at the end of the novel: "I'U 

join the club, I'U admit something" (282). The words "admit" and "joinf* connect Drinkwater to 

Bascombe in the realisation that words assume a definitive proportion only when they serve as 

the basis of a "dub," only when used to "join" the 'restless populace" (282). However, unlü<e 

Ford, who goes no further than bnguage as contingent, as andiored not to reality but to 

communal necessity, Jarnian goes one step further, by "ending hir monologue: "1 think 1 see the 

start of sometlûng beautiful: the start of an end" (279). Unlike Bukowski, who views the 

certainty of death cynicaîly, as an excuse for irrelevance and indeterminacy, Jarman views death 

optimisticaily, as the reconriüation of the seif to an actuaiity approachable through the periphery 

of language, an approach enabled by the very imolvenry of language itseif and by its communal 

basis, by the fact that language is a manifestation of histoiical necessity8 as detemüned by the 

living conditions and needs of the ''restks poptilPce.m By writing "th end" below the finai 

sentence of his novei, Jarman recognises that nothing stands ouîside of text and that indeed 



everylhing stands outside of it, that language originates in an instant of actuality that it forever 

fails to re-attain, that language provides at k t ,  a contractual basis whose "start" or beginning 

ariscs in the "end" of the supremacy of a dominant dixourse and, at womt, an indetermuiacy 

whose Liberty ends in isolation. The novel charts Drinkwater's willingness to accept a dixourse 

he can participate in but not nile. Jannan reaüses that to step outside of dirty realism's 

hypocrisy, its jugghg of absolutes, he must enact his death within text; in other words, he must 

stop talkuig about himseif as a distinct isolated individual. 

Concl irsion 

Dirty realism rejects and accepts participation in both the "masses" of consumes and in the 

machinery of late capitaüsm. Exploithg the entrapment described by post-structuralist theory, 

rnultinationalism, the negative options of the Cold War, dirty realists recognise and celebrate 

their inahiiity to offer up th& own essential, epistemological "space," and their "poaching" on 

the space provided by dominant discursive systems. Continualiy involved with acts of 

rcsistance and manufacture, positioning of the 0 t h  and inscriptional passivity, dirty realism 

inha bits monadism, tuming isolation into subversion. Unable to conceive of a definitive 

position, dirt y realists accept aîi positions as definitive and tenable; their indeterminacy results 

from a continual displacement, within the temporal, of a sens of absolute options whose 

contrariness makes them, as authors, unreiiable. Without reiiabüity they m o t  undersign any 

kind of communal contract; they operate most effectively in their iemoval from community. 

Char1es Bukowski reveis in bis isobtion, in his ability to use the consistent (or 

consistencycentric) discourse of the 0 t h  again& itseif to forever evade fUrity himseif. 

Knowing that the ordinary eludes higuistic reprwentation but that epistemologicai systems 

must construe it as text, dirty reaüsm profits h m  the constant simulation of the real by 

dixursiw strategy (includUig the simulation of solipsism), Uivoking death (the orduiary) when 

simulation becornes cumbersome. if hypaisy r e m &  a state whereïn actions do not match 

dixourse, and if dirty realism emcts tactics against thw own (or o h ' )  sinitegy, they set up 

iules (as Hamy does in "Bring Me Yom Love") purpasehilly to act in contention with them. 



Trapped in a reaüty that simply "is," that no explanation can adhere to, dicty reaüsm trades 

epistemological investigation for ways of oprating. 

In the Cold War absence of a metananative that would explain "event," dirty reaiism 

provides one mponse to the absence of an integated societal metananative, and the dominance 

of commodity culture. Yet, even within dirty teakm, vanous modes of dûcourse assert 

themselves, various attitudes towards the hyFocrisy aesthetic. Bukowski and the early Carver 

implement strategic positions for themselves and othea in order to operate tacücdy against 

them, either with actions or with de Certeau's "sophistry": opportunisticaîiy subverting the 

"established rights and proprty" of a discursive "rationaüty" (38). as Baxombe does when he 

restates and redefines his past promises and meanings to satisfy his behaviour or de* in the 

"now" (though he later cornes to undetstand and to reject the implications of this operativity). 

Deprived of a definite "why" to adequately explain the historical moment, to provide a 

nietanarrative with which to explicate context, dirty realists instead concentrate on a "how" 

determined by momentary moods and wants. (To a m e r  the question "why" would only 

further entrench a dixourse escapable only by further contradiction). Jarman and Ford? on the 

other hand, probe the risks inherent to a sirnulated and isolated existence and the wider impact 

of the hypocrisy aesthetic on society at brge. if the he1ation of &y realism becomes 

unbearablc (it does not for Bukowski), as Ford and Jarman ülustrate, dûty realimi must stop 

avoiding the definitive, countering passivity with accountahiiity; in other words, they must 

decide to stop authoring, stop positing themselves as "conductors of vensimilitude" and accept 

the contexts and contingencies of operating within a ianguage pragmatia; with this knguage 

pragmatics cornes the recognition of the social charader of aii discou~se as the langage of the 

lus torical moment meets wi th, and becomes changed by, inescapable events. 

Bukowski uses the irratio~iity of the "white trash" against the discursive "rationality" 

of the "great 'strategic' system" (38) to mate  anexpcted resulîs-swh as the fallout from 

Larry's teaching methods-and in oder  to slip in and out of authontarian frameworks, 

induding the framework of seif-centredness (the end of "Camtd8 suggests that Larry's 

behaviour wiU undermine his own cushy psiticm). h t e a d  of continuing to pose questions, 



Ford and Jarman act; they fa11 silent and in dcring so exprience rather than overwrite or elide 

the ordinary, joining the crowds (as Baxombe does during the Fourth of Juiy celebratiom) to 

"feel the push, pull, the weave and sway of others" (451); in "the end" they join a body of 

common tactics that elude the grasp of discursive systems. They accept the true "mystery" of 

community as a continuai, dernomtic recrafting of the dkourse of reality, as necessitateci by 

social demand. Both Baxombe and Dnnkwater let go of hypcrisy in favour of what 

Independence D q  caUs a "tidal attraction . . . hard to put into words" (3&), that "open sea of 

common exprience that sumninds8 petrates, and finally cames away ail discourse" (de 

Certeau 15). Seilsirtg an extradixusive p w e r  in the elusive, mysterious, fragmentary and 

particular operations of ordinary pople, Ford and Jaman put th& money on the eventual 

victory of the ordinary over the proprietary system of late industrial capital. 



ENDNOTES, CHAPTER FOüR 

l Jameson himself arrives at this notion of simulacra via Baudrillad. 
This notion forms the core of Richard Ford's novel, ln-dence D q  (1995), in which he argues 
for a different kind of "permanence," one bas& not upon discursive speciality, metanarrative, 
but upon social contingency. 

3 Carver remains more probiematical thiin Bukowski, since many of his early works, particularly 
the story, "What We Talk About When We Talk About Love," in fact acknowledge and cede to 
community, at least longing for a release from, or solution to, the rnonadism apparent in late 
industrial capital; and his later works, such as "Blackbird Pie," even more aggressively 
confront the problems of the hypocrisy aesthetic. For the purposes of this chapter, I have 
chosen stories that Wustrate the stasis bmught about by an adherence b hypocrisy. 
Postwar America, as an example of late capital, is further divided into periods, roughly 
foilowing the decades, from the 29QOs, to the 1950s, to the 1964)s in chapkr three, "Dirty 
Realism: History." While a thirty-year gap does divide the writings of Horkheimer and 
Adorno from those of Jameson and de Certeau, the earlier theorists' prognostications prove 
valuable not only as a starting-off point for Jameson, but for elaborating the irnpeluses from 
which sprung the society de Certeau critiques. 
I use Versluys to exemplify the critics-including, Buford (4), Wilson (90), Shelton (149) and 
Sodowsky (538)-who regard the texts of dirty realism as an alternative to the metafictional, 
expimental and postmodem texts (an opposition reinfo~ed by famous statemenb made 
against metafictional "ûickery," 14, by Carver in Fires, 1984) that dominated American literary 
production in the Z%Os; Versluys's comments merely reference a wider debate on whether 
dirty realism constitutes an alternative or adjunct to sxai led "postmodern" fiction, which has 
notable proponentï to either side (with Cynthia J. Hallett, Michael Trussler, Jefky j. Folk and 
~Irgen Pieters on the side identifymg dirty realism with postmodernity). 
David Foskr Wallace (an American short story wrikr, novelist and essayist who came to 
prominence in the lm), in an interview publis hed in rite ReaWw of Contempaty Fiction (1993), 
reveals how the antagonism between minimalism and metafiction actually connects the two 
literary rnovements: "Minimalism's just the other side of metafictional recunion. . . . 
Minimalism's . . . a frauci: it exhews not only self-reference but any narrative personality at all, 
tries to pretend there is no narrative consciousness in ik texY' (144). Minimalism @y which 
Wallace designab those writers grouped under Versluys's neorpâlism), like metafiction, 
derives ftom a debak atound "narrative consciousness"; in Wallace's opinion, a reactionary 
impetus detennined minimalism's trajectory away frotn the self-referentiality of metafiction, 
but not from seIf-conxiousness. In fact, critics as diverse as Wilson (89), John Barth (2) and 
Roland Sodowsky (53839) al1 construe minimalism as highly conxious of itself as writing, 
though, as Sodowsky W t e s  (and in agreement with Waiiace), exhibiting this consciousness 
through effacement rather than exposition: "The minimalist wrikfs  concem with effacement, 
the opposite of some highly selfconscious postmodern fiction writing, extends to a reluctance 
to use any form . . . that reminds the reader that the story has a writer, that someone shaped if' 
(538). Minimalism, then, regards a writing conspicuous for ib obsessive effacement of 
discursive markers; rather than lampooning or addressing the pnmacy of the author, and the 
constructedness of the kxt ,  dirty realism takes refuge in solipsism, but such a selfconscious 
refuge that the notion of the protagonist's or charactefi' solipsism becornes glaringly obvious 
dnd su bjec t to readerly interrogation (where solipsism means a defining conxiousness 
unaware, or pretending to be unaware, of its ptimacy in determining meaning and context). 
Wallace condemns minimalism as a "recursive" writing: its attempt to elide the presence, and 
therefore authority, of the outhor only bringo its subterfuge, ils aiitlmial stytistics, more glanngly 
into focus. Why is there so littie authorial consctousiiess in these k x b ?  Straining for the zero 
of mediation, minimdism highlights how heavily fiction depends on Iiaa and 6y whm it is 
told. By "recunive," Foster refers b an historicd instance, in the early 296ûs, when "Fiction 
k a m e  conscious of itself in a way it never had been" (lx), when fiction ôegan taking 



"itself" as its primiuy su-t (134). Minimaiist fiction, with its sbippeddown syntax, an& or 
faiçe-epiphanies, and jetiisoning of overt editorialising or commentiuy, displays a high d e p  
of self-consciousness, of language, form and theme-a selfconsciousness remarkable not for 
the extent of seif-ceferral but for its lad of it. Wallace outlines the difficulties accompanying a 
cntical position that differentiates between minimalism and metafiction on the basis of "seif- 
consciousness." Neorealism (or minimalism or dirty reaiism) expresses a s train of 
postmodeniism, one aping earlier traditions of realism and infused everywhere with the 
preoccupations, political and aesthetic, of pst-1960s North America, particularly that of 
discursive authority and authenticity. 
1 do not intend to suggest that works which exhibited "popular prokt!' and reconsideration of 
"narrative stnichue" kgan with the 196ûs, since pmedents to this sort of fiction- in the form 
of Ralph Ellison's lnoisible Mmt (1952) and William S. Burroughs's Naked Lunch (1959), to name 
just two novels-already existeci by the kginning of the 1%0s. Moreover, one might argue 
that "popular protest" has always k n  a central feahire of the novel. In fact, no clear 
demarcation exisb between the sc~cailed "high modedst" tex6 such as Ellison's and the work 
of Pynchon, Coaver and other wri&rs who came to p ~ t  in the 1960s. Thomas HiII Schaub, in 
Anmicm Ficiim iit Ik Cold Win, dixusses both the fictions of the 1950s and 2960s as emerging 
from the various cultural conditions of the period, and their common link in the global crisis 
that dominakî mid-twentiethcentury American consciousness. Versluys's dichotomy 
therefore proves tenuous at best but nevertheless emblematic of criticism which would seek to 
pitch neorealism in polemical contrast to metafiction (a position 1 disagrce with, in paticular, 
because neorealism and metafiction portray shi lar  concem arising from the historical 
moment); in Versluys's (and Carvef s) case, metafiction distinctly refers to works openly self- 
conscious and self-referential in content and form, whose central concem is the elucidation and 
critique of literary fonn itseif. While Ellison and Burroughs boüi experimented with fonn, one 
might argue that their experiments were in s e a ~ h  of an appropriate form in which to embody, 
respectively, the African-American and narcotic experience, whereas an author such as Coover 
critiques literary form p se. In either case, Versluys's critique arises hem as a way of 
addressing the ahistoricism and critical limitations eventuatd by a polemical discussion of 
neorealism. 
See chapter three, "Dirty Realism: History," for the historical and cultural conditions which 
brought the notion of contradiction to the forefront of American literacy thought 
Richard Ford, perhaps more than any dirty realist, realises the implications of solipsism upon 
community: "The thing that defeats affection . . . is one person's inability really to look outside 
him- or herself, so much so that the needs, the preferences, the well-being, the sanctity of others 
are, in effect, completely ignoreâ or misunderstood, causing calamity" (Guagliatdo 610). The 
"calamiif of solipsism occupies rnuch of 77te Sportsuriter and fndependetrce Day. Ford's hvo 
novels chart the dawning awareness of the effects of solipsism in the mind of its protagonist, 
Frank Bascombe. 

Io  David Foster Wallace, remarking upon postmodern realism, testifies to the dangers of literary 
recursiveness, exposing the paradigms of entrapment that occupy much of dirty realism: 

It [recursiveness] helps reveal fiction as a mediateâ experience. . 
. . This was important, kause langage's self-consciousness 
had always been Uwre, but neither writers nor critics nor readers 
wanted to be reminded of i t  But we ended up seeing why 
munion's dangerous, and maybe why everybody wanted to 
keep linguistic selfconsciousness out of the show. It gets empty 
and solipsistic reat fast It spirals in on itself. (142) 

This spiralling "in on ikelf" manifestPd the threat of isolation, either that of solipsisrn- 
of reducing reality to one defining consciousness-or the isolation of social groups relegated to 
the margins of a dominant culture. The selftonsciousness of dirty realism, as Frank Bascombe 



and Drinkwater leam* does indeed "[gct] empty and solipsi.+tic mal fast." niese two nanators 
p p p l e  with precisely the problems of isolation and contractual realities that Wallace 
descnbes. 

l1 Dirty realism shares the concerts of metafidion. Authors in both camps examine means of 
defying postmodem paradigms of entrapment. The fiction of Thomas Pynchon attempts to 
give voice to pluraüty, skirting solipsism by arwuncing the wide variety of discursive 
formations in opration at any one spohc  time, a fictional rendering of a syndvonic rather 
than diachronie history; dirty realism plunges into solipsimi, advocating a radical absolutism. 
Either way, these aesthetics reflect an attempt, as Don Deüllo says in a Pmis Review i n t e ~ e w  
(1993), to "absorb and incorporate" the culture of laie capitalism: 

Everything in the culture argues against the novei, partkularly 
the novel that tries to be qua1 to the complexities and excesses 
of the culture. This is why books such as IR and Harfuf's Ghart 
and Gruvity's Rninbota and 71u Public Biming are important - to 
name just four. They offer many pleanires without making 
concessions to the middle-range reader, and they absorb and 
incorporate the culture instead of catering to it. (290) 

The novelç DelilJo l i s t s - I R ,  h o t ' s  Ghost, Grmity's RPinbOW, The Public Buming-serve 
as examples of an encydopaedic impulse in postmodemimi, an attempt "to be qua1 to," or to 
capture, the entirety of a culture. By including everything "absorbing' and "incorprating" 
the culture, to the point of exhaustion, these novcls attempt to offset themselves agaimt the 
system; by portraying everything inside society the authors of encydopaedic narratives 
attempt to stand outside of it. Through sheer bulk they defy easy reading and therefore 
consum p tion, ma king no "conc-essiom to the middle-ange reader. Their fiachved. 
convoluted, and often rircular plotünes testify to the seif-sustaining, self-propagaiing, seif- 
containing reality that Mamisis such as Jarneson and non-Manists sud, as de Certeau locate as 
the pnmary leahire of contemprary capitalistic society. By showing the system in the fonn of 
the system, DeüUo's novels avoid catering to b various spcihcities, L engîneered consumer 
desires; they satisfy none of i ts  wants. 

In Grmity's Rainborio (1973). Thomas Pynchon recreates the paradigm of late capi tah  in 
an alkgory about Mauritius's dodos. The Dutch colonists occupy the same position as many 
dirty reaüst protagonists, a space b m m  systems: "al1 these men were caught in the spechum 
hetween, trappd among frequencies of their own voices and words" (110). A particuhr 
discursive frequency- the "!spcbumt' of a Christian salvationist ideology and capiialist utîiity 
(111)-constitutes the field of options and possibilities a d a b l e  to the colonists. This 
indoctrination leaves the men trapped, deprived of individual agency, "motionless" (109) in 
the "cycle" (109) of teleological, diachtonic thne. The birds' iack of use-value-"what were they 
good f o r l  (1ûû)-renders them extraneous, dispasable; what resists colonisation and co- 
optation need rot exist: 'No ianguage meant no chance of coophng them into what their 
round and flaxen invadm were calhg salvatim" (110). The absorption of the dodos into the 
dominant discourse wodd Save them from extemination. But even inclusion would demand 
a sacrifice of the dodos to an overriâing "Word" (that of scripture), it would mean their 
erasure, the l o s  of a unique other, of an alternative to the dominant discourse. Whether the 
dodos assimüate or net* ignore the colonial system or cooprate with it, wiil result in theù lods 
of identity and Me. "Frans can look et both versions, the miracle (of the dodos' conversion] 
and the hunt of more years thsn he can remanber now, as mal, equal possiiiüties. in both, 
eventuaiiy, the dodos die" (111). The dodos csn chose between two versions of extinction: 
resistance or assimilation. 

However, Pynchonfs text itself provides an alternative form of resisttance ta the 
inside/outside threat, namely, to give voice to alternative dixiusve formatiom, and to sustain 
them in an encydopaedic text, as it does with the dodos' stniggle. Gmitÿ's Rmn6aaf and the 



rclated works mentioned by Delülo, offer a radical plurality. an encyclopaedic preservation of 
discourses. Text affirms a pyrrhic victory. The dational a s p a  of the word allows the dodos 
to remain preserved by the very discourse that extinguished them, but only h u g h  an 
account of their destruction. In the proces, Pynchon's text becornes a museum or graveyard 
of extinct or dying cornmunities kept alive as discourse, in the hopes that they might generate 
future alternatives in the mal. The encyclopaedic impulse of such fiction prows a meam of 
preserving variant discourses, of giving range to the multipiicity of discourses e>cisting 
alongside the dominant one; dirty reaiism, on the other hand, debunkr the prime discome not 
by giving "voice" (even if only in text) to alternative discursive modes, but by cutting them out 
entirely and exposing the workings of the dominant dixourse itself. In either case the project 
rernains similar. the Uifütration of the dominant discourse and its subversion, though lhrough 
different techniques. 

12 Wallace, e t i n g  decades later, stiU regards the culture industry in light of Horkheimet and 
Adomo: " Academia and commercial culture have somehow become these gigantic 
mechanisms of cornmodification that drain the weight and color out of the even the most 
radical new advances. It's a suneal inversion of the death-by-neglect that used to Ml off 
prescient art. Now p d e n t  art suffers dealh-by-acceptance. We love things to death now" 
(135). What Horkheimer and Adomo revealed eariier in the century has become a basic 
problem of literary production for contemporary writers such as Wallace. 

13 Don DeLao, in the P d  Rmku interview, elaborates the novei's dedine as a cultural 
determiner: "Today, the world has become a book-more precisely a news story or television 
show or piece of film footage. And the world narrative is king written by men who 
orchestrate disastrous events, by military leaders, totalitarian leaders, terrorists, men dazed by 
power. World news is the novel people want to read. It carrier the tragic narrative that used 
to belong to the novel" (296). 

14 The bourgeois economy demands "agitation" and "uncertainty" as means for aliowing it to 
nianipulate the stxial order, of keeping the order pliable to capital's needs. "AU fixed, fast- 
frozen rela tiom, with theu train of ancient and venerabh prejudices and opinions, are swept 
away, ail new-formed ones become antiquated before they can d y "  (42ï). A subwrsive art 
supplies the necessary means for preventing the "ossification" of particular sodal or ethical 
relations. Nowhere is the apid  chah of variance and social instabiiity more apparent than in 
postmodemity, where nothing, panicularly received ideas, can be taken for granted. In order 
for capital to continue oprating, it requires a continua1 shifting of content, of inteilectual 
fashion, which aids and abets the shifting of retaii "units." Dirty r e a h  adopts this mode of 
"constant revolution," but in order to escape the demands placed upon it by capital, to flout 
contractual, consumer obligations. For a more in-depth look at the way dirty realism 
accomplishes th&, see the discussion of Charles Bukowski's Factotum in chapter two, "Dirty 
Realism: Genealogy." 

15 Such revolt generaly characterises Rock 'n Roii tiuoughout its history, though this does not 
stop successive genmtiom of musidans from "dissing" thei. immediate predecesors, as 
Punk Rock did the hippies, thefeby otkring a poignant example of Y~omtant ~vohation" 
within an already establisheâ revalationary movement-one whkh heips to iukr out the old 
record collection and usher in the new. 

16 In using the term "late capital" I side with Horkheimer, Adomo and Jarneson in regarding the 
postmodem as a designation for a society in advance of early capitalimi. 

l7 1 borrow ihis titie from de Certeau. who sees the art of poaching on the dominant system, d 
selecting from it one's means of subversion, as "making do": "Without leaving the place where 
he [the abject] has no choice but to iîve and which hys down its law for him, k establishes 
within it a degree of plurality and cmativity. By an art of being in behvea2. he h w s  
unexpected d t s  hom his situationN (30). 'Making do," th, cortesponds to th subversive 
subject's abiiity to "draw mexpected resultsm i"om a set of Living or working conâitiom 
imposed on hun or her by a dominant discourse. Carver's "Put Y o d  in My Shoes" 
provides a narrative of jtist such a "making do," especiaiiy as a cham the twticsl manoeuvres 
of a man weli ver& in the "art of king in between": "He [Myerd was betwcen stories, and he 



felt despicable*' (134). Myers's dilemma, k ing  in between narratives, situates him as one of de 
Certea u' s common people. 

l8 In Capital, Marx characterises capitalist production as a circular process, driven by a tautology 
of accumulation because, and for the sake, of accumulation: 

Therefore, the final result of every separate circuit [circulation of 
money], in which a purchase and consequent sale are 
completed, forms of i b l f  the starting point of a new circuit . . . 
The circulation of money as capital is, on the contrary, an end in 
itself, for the expansion of value t&es place only within this 
constantly renewed movement. (72) 

The circulation of Morgan's oppressive discourse "renews" ikelf in Myers's hands; each 
man takes control of the fund of text and narrative to further their own ends. They battle for a 
monopoly on the circulation of narrative. Moreover, the narrative has no "end  except to 
instigate furüter narrative, since it neither alieviaks Hilda's isolation nor mates mutuality 
between the two couples. The narrative accrues for itseif. Marx refers to the appearance of 
capi talist circutation as " tautological," "purposetess" and "absurd" (7î). The accumulation of 
capital resulting from ci~ulation becomes the "starting poinl!' for further circulation; in it, 
Marx finds no end, no solution, only a "constantly wnewed movement" for its own sake. 
Narrative, in "Put Yourself in My Shoes" similarly accumulates for the sake of its accumulation, 
for the sake of an abstractecî power relation itself desired for its own sake. 

l9 At this point, de Certeau's ideas link up with the ideas of Horkheimer and Adorno's Marxism, 
since de Certeau himself acknowledges that society no longer offers the means to conceive of 
combining individual tactics into mass strabegies agaiwt the dominant syskm: "And indeed, 
the advent of this anthill society began with the masses, who were the first to be subject to the 
Fiamework of levelling rationalities. The tide rose. Next it reached the managers wfto were in 
charge of the apparatus, managers and technicians absorbeâ into the system they administered; 
and finally it invaded the liberal professions that ttiought themselves prokbed against i& 
including even men of Ietters and artisis. The tide tumbles and disperses in its waters works 
formerly isolateci but toâay ûansformed into drops of water in the sea, or into metaphors of a 
linguistic dissemination which no longer has an author but becomes the dixourse or indefinite 
citation of the othef' (1). The "levelling rationalities" that amved with the advent of the 
industrial revolution ultimately lead to the massive absorption of al1 "works" into a 
"d iscourse" of "indefini te citation," meaning a citation that does not define the other and which 
has no limits (it can absorb al1 into its machinery, into its set of citations), a discourse which no 
longer mognises the distinctness of "authof' or "other," a discourse interesteci only in 
"levelling" al1 to its own indifferent "rationality," imposing on the social mal, from an 
authorless power base that is everywhere and nowhere, discursive conditions that do not 
permit deviation, that d u c e  al1 subpcts to the same quantities within the "rationalist!' 
framewor k. Distinctions are abrogated. Words such as "apparatus" suggest that de Certeau, 
while certainty not a Mancist, sees contemporary society in much the same light as his Mamist 
predecessors, Horkheimer and Adorno, and peer, Jarneson. What concems de Certeau here 
also concerns Horkheimer and Adorno: the "levelling' of individuality, ib appropriation into 
the rationality of capital, which sees al1 obpcts in terms of their commonly-heid market value. 
Even works of art now fully participate in the consumer enterprise, making instructive or 
prescriptive forms exhmely difficult and leaving the possibilities for mistance isolateci, 
individual, and of the moment. While Horkheimer and Adorno view this "levelling" process 
cynically, de Certeau responds by enumerating the possible tactics remaining open to use, and 
therein the two views of contemporary society ditfer. Nevertheless, the fact that de Certeau can 
oniy conceive acts of provisional, of-the-moment, individual character suggests that he b o  
despairs at the crafting of a "popular," Le. communal, counterdixourse. 
AS Pynchon does for the dodos. 
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21 As seen in chapter three, " M y  Reaüsm: History," readers exercise an inordoute amount of 
control over the reception and authonty of dixourse. "Rit Yourçelf in My Shoes" illustrates 
how a passive reading of text can effect mbvenion, at the same thne as the story shows how 
the passivity of reading can obscure communal relations. Although Myers's consumption of 
Morgan's discourse dismantles the older man's dominance, it does so only by reinstating a 
simiiar tom of dominance in favour of Myen. 
Wnting about the fVst t h e  he heard Carwr read, Ford. in "Good Raymond" (1998), says: 

"There were barely the rudiments of reaüsm. This was highly s t y W ,  artistic m i t h g  with 
life, not art, as its subject" (72). Ford's appreçiation of Carver rests upon an admiration of 
craft, one which renders "life" with "style." Ford himself recrives critickm for lis handling of 
dialogue: "One aiticism the stories [of Rock Springs] have been prey to is that Ford gives his 
uneducated, unambitious characters too much credit, Chat he endows them with his own 
prosaic thoughtfulness" (Weber 65). Criticism of dirty realism, then, frequently addresses its 
sty listic incongruities, its "umalism." 

D As Ford indicates in conversation with Guagüardo, his writings attempt, as much as possible, 
to minimise theù daim to represenüng ~ ~ t h  for an attempt at assisüng in the way üuth is 
constructed: "Reüability is for the reader to decide. 1 mean, 1 regard W o m b e ]  as the thing 
bat all narrators, indeed aU fictional charactes are: they're provocateurs. . . . They may say 
things that are useful . . . but their obligation isn't to tell the t ~ i h .  The book may tell a tnith by 
comprising a l  these other gestures" (616). Tmth becomes a matter of "comprising . . . other 
gestures," an illustration of variance, rather than "reüableO' presentation. Moreover, Ford's 
novels, as we shali see, extend an invitation to the reader to arbitrate reliability. Tmth 
becomes a matter of "reüabüity," a communal projed over the body of tent, a contractual 
agreement, as Independmu Day itseif points out. 

3 Bukowski himself codates his fiction with lifrwriting to achieve an air of authentiaty. 
Madison Bell's mtique of minimalism shows just how extensively the "voices" of authors 

such as Carver have become an estahlished. normative discursive mode: "It is hard to tell the 
characters apart; it is hard to tell the stones in which they appear apart; and it is getting 
increasingly hard to tell the books aprt" (68). Bell critiques the unvarying samenes found 
amongst the various minimakt authors. Bell's observations suggest how dearly the sameness 
he finds in dirty r e a h  reflects its historical moment: "We actually do liw in a world where 
the identical apartment and department store a n  be found from Seattle to Miami. in the face 
of such fearsome homogeneity, our individuality is hard to preserve" (68). in effect, the mass- 
produced minimalism that Bdl wada through exemplifies the numbing "samenessn and l m  
of individuality Horkheimer and Adorno describe as a feature of late industrial capital. 
Exemplary of a soQety that needs a certain amount of homogeneity in order to effectively 
market a certain type of produd (Bell 68-69), dirty realism does conform to market 
expectations, does become a component part of capitalhm and, only as a component part, 
manages its niccessfui balandng act. Authors such as Bukowski and Carver did inâeed gmw 
wealthy from their sympatktic prtnyalr of poveriy, though this h-y does Mt sew to 
overtly bother them. The "dreary s a r n d  (69) that Bell fin& in mimmaliai is "sad to say . . 
. a tendency of our thes" (O9)E but diity r e a k  d i f k  from Beii in that thy do not M hi9 
moral compunction to resist this 'tendency," knowing that nich resistmce o h  et as viable 
a source of income. nie resistance of dirty reaümi is instead insuibed into the hypociiry 
aesthetic itself. In a sense, &oO the "sameness8' that Bell regards as characteristic of dirty 
realism is an expose of laie capitaiism, wherein products offer a simulateci "varietyO' whose 
purpose is in fact "all the same": to continue the drculation of capital, to ansivt cbtisrimption 
for comrnption's sake; by doing away with variety, the "sameness" of minimPliPm expases 
the "sameness" of the agenda underlying cultural production today. Mi- exposes the 
unchanging agenda of laie industriai capital its masquerade of varïety for th piirposes of 
profit. 

16 Harrison discrisses Bukowski's reptation in Europe to strengthen his argument of Bukowski 
as a sort of workïng-ciass hem: With dsss a more acknowledged phenornenon in Europe, the 
realities of Bukowski's representations are in no way seen as distorting reality, as evidence of a 



warped subjective perception, and hence denied out of hand. The more general critique of the 
status quo impiicit in such a repmentation of work has, over the years, again especially in 
Gemany,  made Bukowski popular with the Ieft and with social altemativists, an acceptance 
more difficult to achieve in American society, whose legitimacy is based on a broad, shaliow 
consensus and an extremely narrow band of acceptable poütical (16). Unfortunately, 
Lhis statement only regards the apprehemion of Bukowski, and the appropriation and 
rcification of his writing by various gmups, and does not account for the oftentimes resolute 
apolitical stance adopted by Bukowski, which suggests a far more complex poiitical 
undertaking than a position either to the right or left on the poütical specbum. Bukowski, 
finaily, takes no ultirnate, consistent stance in terms of his social dass, alwap eluding 
classification. His wriüngs do critique "post-industria! capitaüsm" but in ways that 
dialecticaliy suggest how deeply enmeshed k is in the saciety he critiques, one which renders 
such terms as proletarian problematid at k t ;  in fa& Bukowski's mitings more accurately 
reflect the fear of the type of teifkation embodied by Hanison's statement, the kind of CO- 
optation by "social aiternativists" that the aitic descriôes (though this does not stop him hom 
committing his own acts of reification-or Harrison% "representation"-against women, 
bosses, consumers, the middle dass and the "status quo" in order to erect a strategy upon 
which he might tacticaily operate). 
Robinson, in "What Do You Do in San Francisco?," similarly attempts to sell the "codes" of 
demmacy to his audience. See chapter three, "Dirty Realism: History." 

26 A simiiarity in the names of protagonists arely happem accidentally in Bukowski, as they 
invariably develop from, and display, the same characteristics-to the point of 
interchangeability. The "sameness" of narrators again illustrates dirty reaiism's commodity 
status in late industrial capital, as Bukowski meets the demands of the market-see the 
discussion of the story "Action' - by writing the same character over and over. 
For a reading of the way this story illustrates paradigms of Cold War "balance," see Chapter 

Three, "Dirty Realism: History." 
" Red Window represent Bukowski's cynidsm towards the pçsibility of a m a s  revolutionary 

movement, since the monadic subjectivity of laie capitaüsm offers only near-hitiie, individual 
instances of opposition. Even here, the horse (which hrther s i w e s  the "beast of burden," 
like the working class, üained to run in d e s  for the amusement and profit of capitalist 
spectators, and spcnrlaturs) operates only oppositionally, against, and therefore fkom "withh," 
the framework of capitaiism. The very notion of the "miracle," that the horse wül come in and 
pay off its bettes, is part of the system of the racetrack itself, the longshot ont0 which the 
crowds in the stands fasten their hop, and which keeps them transfixed on the spedacle. 

31 For a discussion of the monadic in the Cold War, note the discussion of suburbia in Chapter 
Three, "Dirty Realism: History) endnote 32 

32 Something de Certeau calls ubricdugeP meaning a "making do." a "muse of marketing 
structures" (xv). The reader. or pedestrhn, or gambler, combines elements made available by 
market forces m individual ways thit stymie, th- or m cornter ta the endorsed and 
expcted uses of those shoctures. Red Wlndow's dedzion when to nui and when not to nui 
exemplifies an exploitation of possibiliities provided by the race-track forum, exploitation in 
ways not acceptable to the authorities who nui the show, and one which exposes the absurdity 
of the race track as a social formation. 
3 Thomas Hill Schaub, in Ammicm Fiction in the Culd Wm, cites Ceüne, dong with other late 

nineteenth-century/early twentieth-cenh~y Empan authors such as "Kierkegaard, 
Dostoevski" and "Kafka" (69), as important influences on a pstwar generation of authm who 
utilised the "subversive aura" of the ''lirst p e ~ n  voice of the alienated hem" to contest the 
postwar discourse of "'mas sodety,' 'confarmity,' and 'totalitananism . . ' which governed 
thinking about sodety" (69). C e k .  and his idàmnis black humour, s e n d  as a medium for 
piercing the logics of late capitalism and îssuing forh a laughter that rendered the absurdity of 
isolated individuais trapped in and conditicnuxi by the repetitious loop of commodity 



circulation. Bukowski's poems, "nowhere," 160, and "company," 243, inûuded in 
Sephiagenarhz Stetu, attest to an admiration of CeLine. 

3 For a discussion of the notion of an edenic "Anradia," see chapter three. "Dirty Realism: 
History ." 

35 The notion of sciences increasingly concemed with the unattainability of knowledge, with the 
particularity and indiscemabdity of phenornena appears earüer in this study as wek see 
chapter two, "Dirty Realimi: Genealogy." In that case. 1 wished to foreground the changing 
relation between the naturalist author and his or her reproduction and appropriation of 
xienafic dixourse on the world, the way in which science plays a uucial role in nahualistic 
presentation of society and the individual, and the way changes in science e f f ~  changes in the 
naturaiist medium. Hem, I wish to investigate more M y  the nature of scientific infiuence on 
the literary production of dirty realism, pfticularly to illuminate the way science dovetaüs 
with the type of comedy evident in such authors as Bukowski. 
3 The cons tant allusion to witers, such as Hemingway and Chline, in Bukowski itself signthes a 

resistance to the notion of art as repository of sacrosanct values: "Surface indications to the 
contrary, Bukowski's fidion addresses itseif to üterate readers capable of apprecïating the 
enormous number of irreverent re ferences to writers, composers, painters and philosophers, 
and its slangy depamires from poüte üterary expression. Which is why his [Bukowski's] 
writing goes down so weU with university audiences, even though his humor subverts their 
education vaIues" (Smith 57). The mention of canon occurs in Bukowski as a discourse 
enacted for the sake of enabüng a tactical opration that fuially subverts "educational values" 
through the irreverence of black "humor." 

37 FOC an extended discussion of this scene, refer to chapter one, "Dirty Realism: Introduction," 
p. 40. 

38 As de Certeau points out, the inconstancy of human reaction and the varied opportunities 
offered to reactivity create fields of variance ihat systems c m o t  always prepare for: 

In reality, a rationalized, expansionist, centralizpd, spxtacular 
and clamorous production is confronted by an enhiely different 
kind of production. called 'coirnim p tion' and charaderized b y 
its ruses, its fragmentation (the rentlt of the drnimstances), its 
poaching, its clandestine nature, its tireless but quiet activity. in 
short by its quasi-invinbiüty, since it shows itself not in its own 
products (where would it place hm?) but in an art of using 
those irnposed on it. (31) 

De Certeau repeats 0'Neii.i in different worbç, but the meaning rem& the same: 
sysierns supply the information or meam of a i tehg  or poaching on themselves, just as 
"evaluation" offers a large enough range of evaluative means to allow for a peisonaiised, non- 
standard deployment of those means# ways of observtng d i t y  differing from the expeded 
and "propef procedures. Therefore, the wilfiil or accidental appropriation, or unexpocted 
combination, of evaluative meam in a way unexpcted by the system of evaluation renders 
that system, if only for a second, inoprative or subwrted, and a "diffemtn reality breaks to 
the surface, whidi the system scrambles to account for, ueating a new means of accounting in 
turn susceptible to accident and combination. An example of the intrusion of reality that 
subverts a system occurs in Bukowski's story, "Action," in which the horse. Red Window, 
refuses to s p e d  up a t the appropriate t h e  in the race. instead dispiaying an increible burst 
of speed a@ the race; as the jockeys and grooms 'suamble" to caim the horse, Bukowski 
provides an instance of the 'systemOsn defeat: the horse track's ahsurd drriilar ritual beçomes 
momentarily shown up as an art&i& simulatecl specta& of sociai enfranchisement and 
mobility; Red Window is quidrly lead off and a new race initiateci to retum calmness to the 
outraged stands. 



De Certeau finds in corisumption the "art" of making do (bncoluge). a counter- 
production that employs what it h d s  at hand in *ruses8' and "fragmentation" that mismanage 
and misuse the objects of systematic intent; the comumers' use of consumer objects oHen 
works against the intended use of such objects. Likewise, dirty realism r e a w  that impsed 
conditions and conditionhg themselves furnish chances and "opportunities" (37) to enable "a 
mobility that must accept the chance offenngs of the moment, and seize on the wing the 
possibiiities that offer themselves in any given moment" (37). Conditioning, such as the 
physical abuse and humiliation Bukowsla suffered as a chiid - and whkh he details in H m  a 
Rye (1982)-supplies the opportuniiies for his piecemeal victory over the values embodied in 
1920s and 1930s America; Bukowski's abuse engenders an abusive figure who derides. attacks 
and d e p d e s  the representatives of the system that created hirn (the system, rather than re- 
estabüshing itseif, provides its anravelling). A different attitude, in dirty reatism, accounts for 
a different "activity" or "art" of reacüon to imposition. 

39 Wlde Fok's B a y  focuses rnainiy upon 7ne Sptmniter, he rnakes frequent mention of the 
la ter novel lndependence Di?/ throughou t, and his description of Bascom be's "fierce detachment 
and instabdity" (86) in the latter novel suggests that the hvo books fonn a contirmous exposé 
on the theme of societal integration. Indcpmdmce Dm( critiques what Raymond A. Sdvoth, in 
Commonwul, denigates as "the American virus of excessive individuah" (a), an 
individuaüty that aiiows Frank to tel  SaUy he "loves" her and at the same t h e  fiirt with the 
cook at the Deerslayer Inn, that aliows Frank to "care" for his clddren yet make only a 
minimum of cornmitment to their weifare. Thomas Bonnerfs statement in the magazine 
Arnen'ca, that "Bascombe is too much an individuai whose particulars and accidentals obscwe 
the univenals" (26) appropnately fits the character if, by the statement, we understand that 
through Bascombe's individual story, Ford expiwses the "universal" condition of 
"contingency," which in its very accidents and speahc dependencies, constitutes, at the sarne 
tirnc, a reality in which general niles (e.g. a "universal" discourse) do not apply. 

* Ford admitted the extent of his s c o p  in an intemew with the New Orleans Times-Piuiyr~ne: "1 
was trying to address the country in as large a way as 1 can imagine-intelledually as weii as 
sy>iritually" 01). Moreover, critics such as Barbara Ehrenreich, in the New Republic, Thomas 
Borner Jr., in Am&, and Nick Gillespie, in Ciment, all viewed Independmce Duy as 
addressing in Ehrenreich's words, "American theme# (49); Bonner considered Haddam a 
microcosm of America (26); Gillespie saw the novel as perptuating the myth of a 'declinist" 
(37) United States. Critics generally agree, then, that the novel deab with America at large, 
representing in Bascombe the trials and tniulations of the o rdhry  American at the end of the 
twentieth century. 

41 Ford says as much in 7hc Sportsrm*tcr, where Bascombe muses: "Explaining is where we aU get 
into trouble'' (223). This statement provides another window into Bascombe's refusai to 
becorne a discursive guarantn; his mwüiingness ta provide an answer to another's query, 
which wodd force him to partake in the other's discursive mode. 

42 Myes's article further elaborates the primacy of storytehg in lndrpcndence Duy 'Ford's book 
is sustained not by a plot or ewn by r story but by one man's 'voice'" (1%). Again, the notion 
of "one man's," or individual, "voice" sustains Bascombe's narrative; a consistent, stable 
"plot" founderç against the individuality of the t e b g ,  so that we. as readers (and like the 
people around Bascombe) find ounelves withnit identifiable markers of narrative progress8 
and entranced, instead, by the one-way virtuosity of Bascombe's communication. The voice 
actuaîiy prevents Our entering and grasping the history of the narrative. 
in The Spor tk t e r ,  Bascombe dixusses "intentions" with Wade Aisenatilt, the father of his 

girlfnend, Vicki. Speaking of depicting or determining human motivation, Bascombe says, 
"It's a lot easier in books. I know thata (269). Text pennits a simukition of "intent" not always 
so apparent in day-today M g .  'Ilwughout, Bascombe chooses the "earJr means of 
evincing inteni: by fictionalising L 
For an explication of this story, see chapter thtPe8 "Dirty Realirm: History." 



- -- 

45 Michael Trussler, in spaking of the short ~tories of Ford and Carver, eerily echoes Naders 
statement: "The narrator maintains power over his narrative, but he cannot alter the events 
that form the basis of the story which he teW (51). 

~ Chapter three, "Dirty Realism: History," illustrates how suburbia served to further entrench 
social isolation rather than to ground a new Cold War community. Ford's own view of 
suburban monadism ocmrs m a t  promuiently in the section of Indepmdena D q  deaüng with 
Frank as a landlord; his attitude towards tenants reflects exady the atomisation of the 
contemporary American suburbs: "What 1 thought 1 had to offer was a deep appreciation for 
the sense of belonging and permanence the citizeirs of these streets might totaily lack in 
Haddam (through no fault of their own), yet might long for the way the rest of us long for 
paradise" (27). A lack of "belonging and pennanence" characterise the area that Frank invests 
in, as weli as a genuine mishist between tenant and bndlord: "suspicion and ill wiii, which 
are now unhappiiy the status quo4' (129). Ford's nova conforms to the view of contemporary 
suburbia as a place of isolated families k g t  distinct from community "membership" through 
various forms of conceptual, racial, religious and marital segregation. ln fact, his "problem" 
tenants, the MacLeods, as an interracial couple, c o n f i .  that Amencan cornmunities stiii 
remain deeply divided on issues of race and gender. 

47 Trussler's essay also deals with Raymond Carver, but maidy with a later short story, 
"Blackbird Pie," whose metafidional overtones distinguish it markedly hom Carver's earlier 
work. The examination of discourse within this story varies hom that of "Put Yourseif in My 
Shoes." Like lndependence Dg, this story deals with an author coming to grips with the way 
discourse has exempted him ftom social bonds, and the price of such an exemption: "Perhaps 
one could describe 'Blackbird Pie' as a story about having to teU a story; but it is apparent that 
the narrator wishes to break out of a soüpsistic, circukr narrative that spaks  only to itsell, 
about itself. Bereft of community, the narrator wishes to communicate" (Tmle r  43). Like 
Bascombe, Carver's narrator cornes to grips with, and to regret his discursive "exemption" 
from community. 
G.P. Laînsbury c a b  this readiness for the unexpected, " the possibilities of pure conîingency" 
(82), echoing Kasia Boddy's depiction of Carver's work as "the experience of sheer acadent 
that dominates the îives of thcir protagonists" (108). The notion of preparedness for the 
accidental leads one to question the degree to which anythmg is truly acadental. Arguably, 
Bascombe's struggle with Paul just previous to the boy stepping into the batting cage and 
getting hit by the ball paves the way for the acadent that occuis. In other words, the accident is 
no accident, but an event enguieered, perhaps unconsciously, by Bascombe himseif. in this 
case, then, Bascombe's realisation that his discoun foiled to mach his son causes him to 
abandon the linguistic for the physicaî, in efled teadàng MxnseJf a lesson he already hows  
(the several instances, already mentioned, in whkh Baxombe praises the immediacy of action, 
foreshadow this): that the hypoaisy aestkoc of simulation ultimately effaces the communal 
ordinary . 

49 Whiie Tntsslef s essay speaks of ktoriaty ody m wbtion to Ford's coflection of stories, Rock 
Spbngs ,  and conne& its thesis tightiy to the fonn of the short story, it nevertheles makes 
important remarks about history that apply equaiiy to a discilssion of Ford's longer works of 
fiction. 

ri The seif, in fact, is simply a node for various discourses amplified and dampened as 
necessary, without vigilant administration of the s d  impact, or la& thereof, of such 
discursive fluctuations. 

51 Bascombe's realisation reflects Independena Doy's time frame. Verging on the coUapse of the 
Cold War, the novel examines an America that will no longer have its counterpart in the Soviet 
Union (as Ford has Am), an America that wili soon have no "othef to s u p e ~ t e n d  its 
discursive position, an America that wiii soon have oniy ilsolt a d  its 'acts,'' an accountability 
no longer deflected by the bina- of the Cold War and its simdated differences. The 
"other/same" vacillation that Nadel regards as -g mach of Cold War discourse is 
already fdtering by the time of the Bush/Dukakis electotal race. 



- -- 

5' This statement again echoes Nadel's similar contention b a t  Cold War writers grew up at a 
time when histary was seen as discursive, and hence the domain of the writer, while event 
remallied resolutely outside of authorial control. 



Five 

Dirty Reaiism: Conclusion 

At the end of The Spotisim'ter (1%). Richard Ford dispnses with the notion of aii but one final 

conclusion, "Life wùi always be without a naturai, convincing dosure. Except one" (360). in a 

sirnilar vein, a "condusion" may seem a pofoundly "unconvincing" or "unnaturai" attempt to 

bring closure upon a subject that 1 have spent the pmvious four chapters describing as a form of 

authorshp that defies containment or unequivocal definition. The indeterminacy of dirty realism 

prevents me fkom undertaking more than a nominal "condusion*' in this dmdedly incondusive 

study "towards a definition," since its conceptual and aesthetic sleight-of-hand works predsely 

to fmstrate any scholarly codification or singlar narrative trajectory. Arguably, my attempts at 

coming to grips with the texts of dirty tealism were doomed from the start, falien victim to a 

mcthodology of argument and evidence itseif antithetical to the work of authors such as 

Bukowski, jaman, Ford or Carver, who felt little need to countenance constraints such as 

concephial justification, consistent representation, or historiaty. To wrüe of dirty realism in the 

spirit of dirty reaüsm would, to my mind, requh a shidy over several volumes, in which each 

successive volume took a completely contrary, but no 1- absolute. route to the presentation of 

dirty realism; ideaiiy, this would reiilt in a set of worlrs that contraâkted one another at every 

tum, and which offered hirther explanations and excuses for this contrariness rather than 

admitting hypodsy, and would last as long as the scholafs Ne, ending upon his or her death, 

the only authentic "d~~ute*' dirty ieaiism pwUb 

However, the writing of &y mlism in the spint of dirty iealism has not been my aim. 

WMe ditty realism's attention to contradiction is neither revolutiorwy or new (precedents 

abound in the work of Rabelais, Blake, Whitman, Emason, Wilde, among others), my project har 

aimed to show how the intentional deplopent of the h t i n g  contradiction seen in dirty 

reaiism relates to, and daives froa bmader social, iiteraiy and historical categories. This shidy 

touches upon the way the "hypcslsy asthetic" aroae out of adjustments made to the naturalist 



project (insofar as that project deals with pwrty, commodity culture, scientilïc discourse, mas 

appeal, social reform and detenninism), adapting it to the demands of the Cold War, 

epistcmological indeterminacy and the breakdown of metanarrative. Under the conditions of 

postmodernity. contradiction became a strategy weU suited to prhaying and protesting the 

constnrction of the social mal. This much 1 have ho@ to have shown. 

Rather than revelling in the hypooisy aesthetic myself, I have attempted- iike Ford's 

Bascombe in Indepoldmce Roy (1995)- to break the QMit of solipsimi and to put f m a r d  a 

study which makes an attempt at contributhg an obpct of usehlness rather than tacticaliy 

operating in defiance and constant evasion. This contribution has natuaiiy involved same 

degree of reification in itseü, if only in attaching a scholarly vocabulary aums  the spectrum of 

dirty reaüst texts. Paradoxicaliy, this act of nification may constitute the most openly "dirty 

realist" aspect of rny work, since the delimitation of the other according to a set of aiteria 

(hypocrisy, contradiction) that 1 paonaUy reiuse to endorse or practice is exady the sort of 

hypocrisy evident in a charader such as Hamy in Bukowski's "Bring Me Your Love" (1990); and 

so my own ges tw  "towards a definition" instead forms at least an attempt at arriving at s m e  

de fini tive points, crafting exactly the type of "system" dirty realism required in order to put into 

play its relational subversions. In owning up to this exploitation of dirty realism for scholarly 

pu rposes - reifying an aestheüc primady aimed a t exaping reification - this dissertation 

attempts, to bomw from Mark Anthony Jarman's Salocfge King Ya! (lm, to "admit something" 

(282)- 

The "somethingt 1 have hem attempted to articulate is the bond between dirty reaiism 

and its historical moment, the ways and meam by which the authors under study -as did the 

na turalist au thors who pmeded them -appiied, m their pculiar way, the conventiom of reaüsm 

to c o p  with, illuminate and even avoid corrfiontation with the d madllnery surrounding 

and interpenetraüng their lives and t e a .  I have attempted to portray mal- as a dialectical 

procedure, as a provocative force rather than a reüc hom the nineteenth cenhiry, or an ataviîtc 



reaction agauist postmodemism, to poitray it, in the words of Marxism a d  F m  (1974). as "an 

idea in time" (50). as a fonn of wriüng that conveys a reaüty determined not by permanenl and 

therefore ahistoncal aesthetic standards but by contingencies between author and müieu, event 

and discursive custom, and tradition and transformation-aU of which detennine the forms of 

contradiction presented in the work. Dirty realisrn, whether by reaction or corroboration, 

partidpates in the üterary dialogue of postmodernity. Jarman's work, then, is a realism of 

ordinary Lives filtered through lyrKal deradnation, epistemological unmtahty and corsumer 

logic, through social conditions describeci by critics such as Fredric Jameson in Pushnuûmism, or 

The Cnltrtral Logic of hte  Capifalisrn (1991). 

In locating speahc dirty realist authors within fields of historical conüngency, 1 

compounded a homogenous canon out of a set of miters often involved with heterogeneous 

concems. Certainly, Bukowski, Carver, Ford and Jannan do not share identical attitudes towards 

poverty, disenfranchisement, prostitution or poütical affiliation, nor do they deploy the 

hypocrisy aesthetic in identical ways or with identical attitude. in fad, Ford's Independence Day 

and Jarman's Salvage King Yu! ultimately critique the hypooisy aesthetic as an obstruction to 

communal CO-operation. Their uitique of hypocrisy congruent wüh Jarneson's own aitique 

of the postmodern condition in fmtntodmism: 

If, indeed, the subject has lost its capadty actively to extend its 
pro-tensions and re-tensions acrm the temporal manifold and 
to organize its pst and future M o  cohemnt experience, il 
ôecomes diffidt enough to see how the ciilturai pmductions of 
such a subject couid mit in anything but 'heaps of fragments8 
and in a p c t i c e  of the randody kterogeneous and 
fragmentary and the aleatory. (25) 

The inability of the postmodern subject to produce a seamless "organisation" of "pst and 

future" into a "coherent experienceP* appeais throughout the works of authois such as Bukowski 

and the early Carver in the iack of adherence to consistent narrative or epistemological 

frameworks. The fiagmented condition of pbmodemity iW aûeady presupposes the 

discursive strategy that enables Bukowski and Csrver freedorn h m  aaountability, while, at the 



same tiine, iducncing Jarman and Ford to stnve for a new basis for accountabüity. Bascombe 

longs for the "rnystery" of the "ordimuy" (45û) and Jarman for the disdosures that wdi allow him 

to "join the restless populace" (282). Appropriately, both of these authors' works end with sccnes 

of aowds-Ford's with the July Fourth celebrations, jarman's at a canûval-scenes of 

communi ty momentarily suspended above the social atomisation witnessed elsewhere in th& 

novels. However, these two writers glance not so much into homogeneity but into the notion 

that the "heterogeneous," "hgmentary" and "the aleatory" experience of postmodern suciety is 

a shared condition: contingency rather than intrinsic unity binds the social matrix. Ford and 

Jarman, then, to some degree, prof- a dialectical historiaty, one based not on a unifying master 

narrative but rather on the interplay among social forces at any given moment, no matter that 

those forces may be graspable only as random, fragmented or aleatory. 

Contrasting the work of a nonconformist such as Bukowski with Lhat of Ford and 

Jarman portrays postmodem reality as both a condition and a performative discourse (a way of 

narrating the contemporary condition), a notion which echoes Jarneson's cal to his reader to 

regard late capital as both "balefui" and offering a "liberating dynamism" (47). The different 

takes offered by Bukowski, Carver, Ford and Jarman on the "cluttered" (Buford 4) realism of 

pos tmodernity largely depnd on the given authof s disposition towards what Mîchael Tnissler, 

in "Famous Times': Historiaty in the Short Fiction of Richard Ford and Raymond Gand' (1994), 

cak "the absent O t h d  (51). The absence of a verifiable individual, in the guise either of self or 

other (Jarneson 15), ailows Bakowski to posit the author as a site of contesting information &lmf 

both amplifieci and muted, at the same üme as it leaves Ford feeling mamoned, optirn&idy 

grasping at the consumer catalogues and oher detritus of postmodern culture as a meam of 

engaging with the body politic Dirây realism conveys a reality that evokes responses both 

enîhusiastic and negative. While BcikaMki may moi1 from a society which offers the Seam 

catalogue as its bible, wanting to have no part in that Society at all, Ford tons to the catalogue, 

happy to at l e s t  have an altefaa ttiroitgh which to measure and imagine the hopes and IsPn of 



the absent "other," through which to conceive the site whem he might situate an absent national 

narrative. Catalogues for Ford permit access to an Amerkan poütical unconscious tha t Bukowski 

dcridcs and, ultimately, flees. 

The omission of the "othef characterises this h idy  as weli, the "other" of gender, race 

and ethnicity, nationality and the nonianonical producers of pop culture. Absent from critical 

address, Elien Cilchrist, Diane Schoemprlen, Jayne Anne Phillips, Mary Rohison and Jean 

Thompson, among others, haunt this text with the la& of attention paid to a distinctively 

ferninist version (or versions) of dirty r e a h ,  a vasion bnefly toudied upon only in my 

discussion of Lorna Jackson and Bobbie A m  Mason in chapter one, "Dirty R e a h :  

Introduction.** If de Certeau's theories of "making do," "sbiitegy and tadics," and " the ordinary 

and discourse" indicate methodç used by dirty realirts to appropriate and subvert the discursive 

hypocrisy of American and Canadian pdicy-makers during the Cold War, then these theories 

may also apply to addressing the hypwisy of a patriarchal discourse, as weii as supplying 

instances of i t s  appropriation and subversion in the way that Norma Jean dialectically confronts 

history as social custom at the end of "Shiloh" and, through this confrontation, realises personal 

Liberty; while Leroy and Mabel remain immobilised by a soda1 dixourse intent upon 

maintainhg traditional roles, Nonna Jean's reaiisation about the contingent nature of that 

discourse, upon the way changing histaical conditions alter social possibilities, d o w s  her to 

spread her wùigs in preparation for flight. N m a  Jean has witneaed the commodification of 

history at Shiloh, as weii as the simüar commodifieation of the *le (as her Mme impîies) by 

organs of comrnodity production (Holiywood), and, in witnessing th& grasped something of the 

wa y strategic discourse cuts itseif off from historical contingency, aeaüng a "monumental" space 

tha t imprisons and immobilises those (such as Mabel and Leroy) unable to access the "ordinary" 

that strate* discourse marks itself off hm, the forces of contingency at the heart of the 

historical proces. Meanwhile, h y  must p s i v e l y  sit and waîch, unable to comprehend why 

Norma Jean dws not fit into the patterns that bind bis pemptions of self and other and that 



obstnict his mobility. While Mason's view remains emblematic of one feminist angle into dirty 

realism, the disparity between the attitudes of Bukowski, Carver, Ford and Jarman suggesb that 

at least as many differe~es  of attitude should exist within the canon of female authors- 

providing further "definitions" this study might move "towards." 

Authors such as Louise Erdrich and Enrique Meâina further widen the xope of the 

"othec" fields into which dirty realism extends. If die term dirty tealism can apply to Erdrich and 

Medina (Buford included the former author in Granta nineteen, and critic David W. Foster used 

the tenn in reference to Medina's writing), then a relevant critical task r e m a h  the investigation 

of the term through theories of the subaltem. To what degree does the hypocrisy aesthetic 

facilitate the subalkrn voice? To what degree does it silence or reib it? The opening sentence of 

Louise Erdrich's novet, Trucks (1988), suggests the ways in which the variant discursiveness of 

dirty realisrn lends itself to an empowered ethnic discourse: "We started dying before the snow, 

and like the snow, we continued to fall" (1). This sentence introduces the reader to the mass 

death of the Anishinabe from "spotteci sickness," " treaties," "govenunent papers" and seasonal 

conditions ( 2 ) .  However, the last phrase of the sentence, "continued to fall," lifts the notion of 

dying from mere physicality and transfers it to a metaphorical level, since an "inteminabte" 

falling into death suggests a continua1 production of those who "fall" as well as the act of falling 

itself. The final extinction of death conflicts hem with the concept of the interminable. Erdrich 

overwrites the death of her people (genocide) with a sustained dixourse. Moreover, the types of 

death enumerated after the sentence sugget that "treaties" and " papers" - discourse both as 

legislation and as a determiner of the physical conditions that cause mass death for the 

Anishinabe- form part of the threat addresseci by Erdrich's novel. The treaties enacted for the 

purposes of ccwxistence and peace in fact served to continue war and legislate genocide. 

Erdrich, then, conflates codicting messages to m a t e  a text that will not only describe the way in 

which the Anishinabe "fell" like snow but will preserve the moment of that fall interminably. 

Erdrich's text proves both a testament to the death of the Anishinabe and its 



denial. Dixursive variance as the fom of govemmental legisktion reappears in the writing of 

Tracks itsclf, appropriated from the dominant order to serve an aim that contests that order's false 

promises of peace and goodwiii. The task of studying subaltem writers such as Erdrich in Light 

of dirty r e a h  requires an examination of the intersection of her poçition as singular authorial 

voice (published, among other places, in mch middletlass organs as Gran fa and 7ize New Y~ker) ,  

spokesperson for and member of a marginaüsed community, and the krger badGdrop of 

postmodem sirnulam. Her efficacy in deploying the hypoaisy aesthetic to inscribe herself into 

the canon of established authors, while at the same time protesthg and subverting the treatment 

of the Anishirtabe, remains, üke the feminist pe-ve, one of the directions ihis study's 

delayed definition gestures towards. 

The issue of class ükewise needs a more inbicate examination. Noting differences, for 

instance. in Bukowski's and Ford's attitudes has unly scratched the surface of dass difference. To 

what degree does Bukowski's cekbration of dirty realism depnd on his chosen portrayals of 

members of a social class two or three degrees dowmcale from that of Frank Baxombe? Whiie 

Bukowski's own social success receives attention, the relation between Bukowskr's dass 

sympathies (in particular towards that of the lower c lss  he eventually tramcended) and his more 

celebratory, cynical posture of hypocriry (most opnly prodaimed in the success story. 

H o l l y < c ~ d ,  1990) offers an opning for huther discussion of dass. WMe Ford's Baxombe 

appears a generally contented man detennined to remain opamistic in the face of incalculable 

l o s  (the death of his son, the disolution of hs nrrriage), to what degree* and why, does Ford 

modulate this optimism when deahg with the l e s  SOciaUy-integrated, or pMeged, individu& 

in A Piece of My Hanl(i976), nil Ultimrite G d  Luck (1981), or Rock S@ngs (1987)? A charader 

such as Earl the criminal and excon from "Rock Sprlligs" (lm, displace hi'imseif into the thyd 

person at the end of the s t q  to ask, 'And 1 wondered, because it seemed funny* what wouid 

you think a man was doing if you saw him in the middle of the ~ g h t  lmking in the windows of 

cars in the parking lot of the Ramada M.. . Would yoci tknk he was anybody Wce yod" (27). 



While Bascombe can take the possibility of his voluntary entry into the "ordinaryt' of community 

for grantcd, a character W<e Earl cannot r e a k  the same agency Earl must aiienate himseîf h m  

his own narrative and offer himself to our sympathy belore he can even consider such an option, 

a tactic w hich points to the tunits of his agency and his passivity in the face of a society unwüling 

to recognise a commonaüty between Earl and itseif. Earl's economic limitations result in 

questions, while Bascombe's economic certainties result in conclusions. The chance to move 

beyond soiipsism, into a more stable seme of community offers itself to Bascombe, whüe Earl's 

caii for recognition (is "he . . . anybody like you?") from the readerships suggests an inability 

(much as Bukowski's story of Henry does in "Adion") to ovexrome monadiçm. The hyp- 

acsthetic is less a choice for lower class characters than an hevitabüity, while middle ckss 

characters such as Bascombe can conceive choices beyond isolation. The need for a c r ~ s s ~ o n  

of the canon on class Lines also postpones the am'val of a definition for dirty realism. 

The issues of nation, race and ethnicity, already touched on in the discussion of Erdrich, 

also provide another forum for scholarship on dirty reaüsrn. If ethnicity and race, as the passage 

from Trucks suggests, distinguish another field of pstmodem reality, one enmeshed in its own 

discursive problematics, then the hypouisy aesthetic can work as a targeted tacüc against spmfic 

sites of dixunive production, such as "pace treaties" with the Anishinabe. Accordingly, how 

does dirty realism perfomi visa-vis vanous national discounes? Although th& study has 

touched upon some of the salient diffmnces in Canadian/AmerKan examples of dirty nalism- 

for example, between David Adams Richards's and Helen Po&benko8s view of the union as 

representative of the individual worker, and the more divisive view between individual and 

union presented in Richard Ford's 'Whterldl" -the relation between Canadian and American 

dirty realisms needs htrtha elaboration. Purdy8s and Bukowski's correspondence in 7k 

B a k m w ~ t r d y  Lettm (1983) maps nit the reiatiomhip of two writar elaborating congruent 

aesthetics-an interest in modemism, Robitison Jeffers, tough-minded cynicism, a müing of 

biopphy-shapd, respectiveiy, by experiences in the Canadian north and downtown Los 



Angeles. How the Canadian element in a book such as Purdy's Pwtm fm al1 the Annettes (1%2), a 

book Bukowski frequentîy praised, affecbed Bukowski's own production in pst-1%2 works, 

such as It Catches M y  Hemt in Ils Han& (1963) or Crucifix in a DeaUilinnd (1%5), involves a shidy of 

the writer-to-writer genesis of dirty realism in a national conbext 

As the discussions of Jameson and de  Certeau indicate, late capital's "filled and suffused 

volumes" (Jarneson 48) and "dominant economic ordef' (de Certeau xiii) ptevent the emergence . 
of a positiue counterdiscourse; rather, the all-pervasiveness of the dominant system permit5 only 

negatiee acts of subversion that make use of preexisting elements made available by capital i tself. 

Since dirty realism's hypocrisy aesthetic reacts to and against dominant discursive systems, the 

political, economic and cultural conditions of the authot's home country will necessarily infuse 

that author's deployment of the hypocrisy aesthetic. To fully elaborate the dialectical operations 

involveci in dirty realism, then, requires an attention to national history similar to the critique 

developed vis-à-vis naturalism, in which the emergence of a particular instance of form (in this 

case a form of realism) occun in conjunction with historical developments. As Theodore Dwiser 

cntiqued the conditions of his age with vocabulacy drawn from the age-a vocabulary involving 

evolu tionary theory, em pirical science, Zola's aesthetics, consumer advertising, journalistic and 

sentimental prose stylistics-so do Purdy, Bukowski, Richards, and other dirty realists author a 

dirty realism that critiques society through a dixourse engaged with simulacra, pop culture, 

Cold War hypocrisy, national/regional divisions, and with notions of the reat as discourse. 

Richards illustrates the debate of region and centre, poor and rich, and local and official 

d iscourse. Ford's writings M e r  problematise the conjunction betwen discourse and region, 

since, in the words of Fred Hobson, in "Richard Ford and Josephine Hum phmys: Walker P e q  in 

New Jersey and Charleston," Ford's writing does not "dernonstrate any particular auegiance to 

geogra p hical place" (42). Unlike, Richards's, tfien, Ford's work esc hews geographical devance, 

evincing, instead, "nearlv a postmodem definition of place" (42), by which Hobson, refemng to a 

remark made by Ford himself, means that Ford's project prefers to interrogak how we 



acchatise to "place" through discursive acts, how our dixourse altm geopphy, r a h r  than 

geography behaving as an intMsic influence on linguistic custom; Ford's writing of pbce prefers 

to intcrrogatc discursive practise rather than mount a defence of regional values or qualities, 

which itself reveals the loss of inhinsic referents between persona and place in ptmodemity, 

and Ford's own decidediy humanistic project,' which concems sociai pracess more than physical 

terrain? Nation, region and setting rernains an important aspect in the movement towards 

defining dixty reareaümï whiie my study has discussed some of the relevant differences between 

dirt y realists in Canada and Amerira - particularly in chapter three, "Dirty Realism: History " - 
the various authors' relations with the state remain open to further elucidation 

This study only marginaUy addresses authorial biography. Whde 1 borrow heavily from 

interviews and cite important dates in the lives of the authors (births; education, 

apprenticeships), 1 do not include much biopphical information. The absence of biographical 

data results largely h m  my focus on dhty reaüsm within larger cultural occumer~és, on 

sketching in broad strokes the historical developments that interpnetrate the dirty realist 

aeslhetic. The application of biogaphy-partimbrly in the case of a writer such as Bukowski, 

whose fictions so often toy with, dimiantle, or purposehilly confuse the boundary between 

biography and fiction, or a writer such as Carver, so vocal in defending the necessary sicili 

required to transform autobiopphical detail into art (Fites 20Mn)-to literary production 

would enable an analysis of the way dirty realists rallieci fiction to the maintenance of authoriai 

status. Recent biographioil studios of Bukowski-CIMJs B u m g  a Sun Bet, by Caald Lockiin 

(1995), Bukaruski: A Li!' by Neeli Cherkovski (1997), The Buk B& Musings on Chies BukoTosùà, by 

Jirn Christy (1997), Qimles BukatlrSki: Lockad in thc A m  ofa Cruq Li& by Howard Sounes (1999)- 

indicate a widespread interest in, and itrsiftence on, the authorial personality; sudi studies 

eniighten us to the p h  of the authot within the pubiishing industry, and to the way that author 

manipulated industry standards and expectaticms ta guarantee himself or herseif a mode of 

üwig teetering behwen the contradictory daims of authenticiky and market demands. 'Ihe 



transformation of biograpkal detail into fiction demands discussion of a set of contingencies 

influencing the development of dirty realimi hoom partinilar expriences growing up in North 

Amcrica. 

Finaiiy, 1 have dealt strictly with literary examples of dirty realism; however, as 

mentioned in the introduction, the term dirty realism appars in xholarship on architechire and 

visual art. In addition, the characteristics of dirty r e a h  - a working class focus; a " c i u t t d  

milieu of hotels, bars, downtown strips, rural poverty; narrative ambiguity and variance, 

discursive uncertainty, hypocrisy - a ppear in more " popuiar" media, such as 6iLn and pop music. 

The d M o r  John Cassavettes-parliruhrly in his early films, S h a d m  (i%û)8 Faces (1968), 

Hiisbanàs (1970). The Killing of a Chinese B&e (lm), and A W m n  Under the Inpuence (1974)- 

explores the underside of working dass life, treating, respeaively, jazz musiciam, subwban 

houscwives, rniddletlass husbands, the stripprs' circuit and the mental breakdown that results 

from a housewifets stified existence. Other relevant films include Barbet Schroeder's Bm$y 

(1987), Michael Field's Bright Ange1 (1991). and Steve Buscemi's Trm Loitnge (19961, the k t  and 

second of these written by Charles Bukowsici and Richard Ford, respectively. These filw aii 

witness a convergence of the f a m h r  concenrr of dirty realism-labour, narrative and 

commodi ty culture. Schroeàer's füm, for example, foUows Henry Qiinaski through Los Angeles 

bars and bar-fights, an affair, as weU as his encounter with wealth and the poss~bility of a rich 

Mestyle he rej-. BMy examines c&ss as narrative, as narrative detaminant with Chinaski 

equaüng sociai mobility not with wealth but with imaginative adventure and diuursve capaaty; 

in other words, dass affiiiation provides values impe~ous to the lure of wealth, thereby 

detemining the choices made by Chinaski. in popular musiç Bruce SpMgsteen's Nehaka 

(1982) offers a portrait of bleak conditions in the American mid-west, with lyric narratives 

reminûcent of Richard Ford's stories in W Springs3 Recent music dasiifid as "altemative 

country" also lflcaily probes the iives of dowtwndaut chataders, such as cuckolded husbands, 



firemen, hobos üving in "dead men's dothes,'' arnong these, the albums of Richard Budaier, 

Lucinda Williams and Son Volt. 

Tom Waits's d i x o p p h y  prominently features the aesthetics of dirty reaüsm. 

Punctuating b often ethnically-nuanced music wiih noises such as a k t  banging on a door, or a 

block of wood hamering against a grate, Waits sings of hobos ("Anywhere 1 Lay My Head," 

1985), sailors on shore leave ("Shore Leave," 1983)) aspiring musidans ("straight to the Top," 

1987) and helifire preadwrs CWay D o m  in the Hole," 1987). His music driHs through the 

consumer dutter of white trash America, as the song/monologue "Frank's Wild Years" (1983) 

illustra tes: 

WeU Frank settled d o m  in the Valley 
and he hung his wild years 
on a nail that he drove through 
his wife's forehead 
he sold used office fumiture 
out there on San Fernando Road 
and assumeci a $30,000 loan 
at 15%% and put a down pyment 
on a little two bedroom place 
his wife was a spent piece of w d  jet trash 
made good bloody marys 
kept her mouth shut most of the t h e  
had a Little Chihua hua named Carlos 
tha t had some kind of skin disease 
and was totaiiy blind. They had a 
thoroughly modern kitchen 
seifdeanhg oven (the whole bit) 
Frank &ove a Little sedan 
they were so happy. 

Whde the written text neitha conveys the musical backdrop of lounge-style j a a  nor Waitsk 

hilarious, off-hand, cut-rate cornedian delivery, it embodies some of the conceils elabmted 

elsewhere in Waits's catalogue. The ciiched plesentation, with its "used office himiture,'' 

"$30,000 loan / at 15%%," "used jet trash" and "little sedan" generates a pastiche of 

contemporary suburban Me; Partmodmiism of the Citltitruf Logic of lnte Gipitolkm d e s u i i  mdi 

pastiche as the diaraderistic mtirtic mode of pos~modemity: "Pastiche is . . . the imitation of a 

peniliar or unique, idiosynuatic style, the wearing of a linguistic mask speech in a dead 



lan y age. But it is a neutral practice of such mimicry, without any of parody's ultenenor motives, 

amputard of the satiric impulse. devoid of laughter and of any conviction that . . . healthy 

linguistic normality stili exists" (17). Waits's clichéd image of Frank the used office fumiture 

salesman and his wife is not a protest agaimt such reification but a delight in it; it springs h m  

pastiche rather than satire. Waits's stereotypical delivery presents a showman pretending to be a 

showrnan, a chn ider  of smaii lives ptending to be a chronicler of smaii iives-an involution 

of roles which effectively obscures authenticity of motive. Entertainment rather than satire - or, 
if salllic, then a satire divested of any poüticaiiy corrective or puript ive aim-chatacterises 

"Frank's Wild Years." The ending of the piece, in which Frank r e t u .  home, douses his house in 

gasoline and "park[s] aaoss the Street, laughing," then puts on "a top forty station" and "headk] 

north" "on the Hollywood freeway," suggests that Frank's violence mates no radid rupture 

with the arrhetypal suburban lirestyle, sirue the name of the freeway indicates that Hoilywood 

s pans the country, while the top forty station reminds us that no ma tter where Frank goes he wül 

rcmain a site of reception for the producîs, services and message of consumer smiety. Frank's act 

of violence against his home cames no implidt "conviction" of a "normaüty'* that might offset 

the dead air of Waits's pure performance; the a d  of violence agaimt the suburban home springs 

from the same simulated conditions that determine the inauthentiaty of that home. The 

desaip tion of the wife as a submissive female, with her adept cocktail mixing, requisite quiet and 

the blind "Chihuahua named Carlos," cannot even r i g h w y  warrant condemnation as 

misogynistic- projecüng the values of masculine superîority or fantasy-sùwe it conveys such a 

reified image that it continuaiiy reimtates itself as a surface without "ulterior motives," as a 

"play" upon portraiture for the &Etion of an idiosyncratic style (Waibrs). Finally, Waits's 

delivery itself, his "idiosyncratic" style bis placement of "mask" upon "mask," ariw h m  no 

allegiance to any "conviction" excqt to h t  of style itself, to manner of deiivery as self-justirying 

cornmodity; its "use" remaim that of dehiting an artjstic persona, of spedjmg an 

entertainment, without protesting or subvexting the historiaty of the su- matter or the 



conditions underlying the vapid spectacle. Frank is a vehicle for Waits's "act," rather than an 

au t hen tica Uy a t tempted rendering of an historical su bject. The rendering ils&, however, proves 

indicative of dirty realism's simulation, its appropriation of h a g e r y  to furnish a commodity of 

"style," in Waits's case an "antique" speech, "dead," for i ts  total focus on artifke. Lost in a world 

cluttered with simulacra, wandering a world "transfomed into sheer images of itself and for 

pseudo-evcnts and 'spectacles'" (Jarneson IB), Waits's music, Like the Miting of Bukowski (an 

author Waits has cited as an influence), acts as a node of amplification of various mesages in 

order to enable an evasivenes on Waits's part. Notoriously elusive in interviews, Waits's project 

may be temed the projection of a style or prsona that fevek in constant perfomianre, revealing 

nothing of the prformer underneath, a veritahle püing of mask upon mask. Pop music therefore 

offen yet another area in which to further elaborate the aesthetics of dirty realism. 

While areas such as gender, race, nationaüty, biography and pop culture offer further 

avcnues for dkusçing and conceptualking dirty reaüsm as a postmodem writing my study 

airns at providing critical terminology from which such studies might develop. in discussing the 

gcnealogy. history and theory behind much dirty reaiist writing, certain common elements 

continue to resurface in the works of various authors: the disappearance of a stable, believable 

nietanarrative that would explain and justify the actions taken by American administration at 

home and abroad; the emergence of the notion of discourse as a malleable, variable "story" used 

to justify and re-jusafy actions that do not fit itto a consistent stable pattern; the appeiuance of 

"ciutter" as a corrseqtience of the radical shift away h m  the dommaKe of nahm usheried in by 

the awakening of American sdety to its potential for world-wide nudear catâstrophe and the 

continual necesity of commodity production and recyding the rapid rise of comurnption, 

particularly commodity cnimmption, as the primary cultural irnpetus duMg posiwar America; 

the realities of pastidie, simnktionf loss of historicity and entrapment that d t e d  h m  the 

rapid descent into image and wvenfiable narrative; the loss of wrifiable epistemological 

narratives of cause and effect ushered in by quantum physics and fidd thcay. niese historical 



conditions al1 contribute to the development of dirty realism as the realisrn of postmodemity, and 

to its hypocrisy aesthetic as both the exemplary practice of ils age as weU as a tactical protest 

against i t  

Most importantly thk study has aimed at suggesting that the realism of conbemporary 

Amenca and Canada is not-as Marxist cntics Jameson and Eagleton, or xholars such as 

Kristiaan Versluys and Bill Buforci define it-an aestktic obpct exempüfymg an earüer stage of 

capitalism or a stable tradition preceding, though now occumng alongside, postmodem fiction, 

but rather a dynamic literary aesthetic that responds to changes in the hisbrical landscape with 

its own formal adjustmenb. As naturalism adjusted the pre-existing realism of William Dean 

Howells to respond to changes in the American scene-to the inctease of immigration, 

industrialism, commodity production, worker agitation, the rise of positivist, empirical scientific 

rnethodology and theories of detierminism - dirty realism adjusted naturalism to developments in 

America during the Cold War; 1 have used the term "hypocrisy" to designate a method of 

portraying society based upon discursive, biographical and epistemological vacillation only 

because hypocrisy, as Whitfield points out (25), was the order of the day, a time when vice- 

president Nixon's proclamations of American liberties abtoad did not accord with the political 

witch-hunts at home. The theorh chosen for illuminating the study of dirty realism similarly 

reveal a concem with the conceptual and social constraints implied by posbnodernity, against 

and within which dirty realism operates. 

My insisbence on reading dirty realism through Jameson's Mmxism m d  Forni and 

Fat  tnodeniis ni, or the Cir lttird Logic of iate Gipitalisilr, and de Certeau's T k  Pracfice of Ewryday Lijë 

(with bnef asides into Adorno and Horkheimer, Raymond Williams and Shiart Hall) is selective 

rather than an adulteration of various strains of Mamism or postmodem theory. The sometimes 

scattershot selection and usage of these critics itself speaks for dirty realism's theoretical variance 

(and the insufficiency of a single theory, including the various Mantist strains, to an explication 

of the movement). Fmm Mmxism and Forni 1 draw Jameson's definition of dialectics as thought 



about thought, as a hyper-conscious examination of one's place in history, and one's definition as 

a subject by historical conditions, as well as praxis as selfaïtical action. Jameson's dialectic 

affects the study of di* realism twofold; first, it points out the degree to which postmodem 

Marxism renders itself up to its own m t i n y ,  a constant addressing and r ~ a d d m i n g  of its 

conceptual horizons in a way that continualiy dissolves and reforms suppositions regarding the 

historicai moment; secondly, this Jamesonian version of the Maixist dialectic also indicabes the 

degree to which uncertainty, indeterminacy and a proces of continual self-interrogation 

characterises the American postmdern, and thedore informs the reality that dirty makm 

conveys. Pus tnrodentisni, or Utc Cultural Logic of Late Gipitalisr and 5he Practice of E-&y Lve in 

combination address the entrapment of the subject within a discourse so alkncompassing that it 

im mediately a bsorbs and recycles forms of counter-discourse, leaving,-in the wclrds of Jarneson, 

no "footholds for critical effectivity" (49)' a thesis developed from Horkheimer and Adorno's 

Diulectic of E~ilightmrnent; if Jameson's discussion diagnoses the postmoâern condition as one 

lacking sites from which to launch an effective counter-criticism, Lhen de Certeau's themetical 

mode1 offers a means of operating subversively from within a system that pro- too fluid and 

unfixable for a "overtly political interventions" (Jarneson 49). 7 k  Pructiœ ofEf#ly&y Lip outlines 

precisely the limited avenues for agency provided by a Society overwhelmed by commodity 

production; de Certeau's thesis faskns onto modes of production and consumption in 

contemporafy society to illustrate the means by which the subject may tactically operate from 

within the system, when that system permits no position "without" itrelf. The shorthand of thw 

ernbeddedness within late industial capital appears üuoughout dirty realism: in Ford's nie 

Ultirriak Good Li& where  qui^ confiates hth  Vietnam and Mexico with America; in Jarman's 

Salvnge Kirtg KI!, whose hyper-referential language continually stirs up the "cluttef' Dnnkwakr 

cannot transcend; in Bukowski's "Camus," where Liirty remains loclced in a "double suicide" 

between institutional demands and his desire to subvert them; and in Carvef s "Put Yourself in 

My Shoes," where Myers camot contnve narrative except in the vocabuiary provided 



by Morgan. Dirty r e a h  therefore witnesses the entrapment described by Jarneson as weli as 

the "making do" of materials and occasions provided by that entrapment, as d d b e d  by de 

Certeau. Dirty realism joins the Stream of postmodem fictions in addresing an acutely 

postmodern condition of hypr-consciousness regarding contemporary social conditions. Its 

d ialectic remains criücaîiy postmodem, focussed on dixourse, indetminacy and conceptual 

manoeumbility. The application of Jarneson's and de Certeau's theories on the pcstmodern 

subject iiluminates the extent to which dirty malism engages its cultural moment. 

If realism is a form moving in time, mutaüng as social conditions mutate, from a genteel 

Howellsian reaüsm, to the confrontational and progressivist n a t u r a h  of Dreiser, Nomis, Farrell 

and Steinbeckf to the "dirty" clutter of dMy reaüsm, then this study proposes an aimost 

metafictional awareness for dirty realists, as authors both yralysed and empowered by a hypr- 

consdousncss of their capacity for mutation. As metafiction presents an awareness and 

interrogation of narrative ümits and efficacyf so ako does dirty realism present a simüar 

awarenes and interrogation of realism as an aesthetic. Raymond Carver's Iater story, "Blackbird 

Pie" (1986), included in the coilection Wzme I'm Calfing F m  (1989). most dearly addresses this 

hyper-conxiousness, where its narrator writes his story of a miter whose writing of the world 

cannot keep up with the changes happening around him a story about the way temporaiity 

causes the obsolescence of narrative fom. demanding alterations to the way in which namative 

makes reality perceptible. In this story, a husband, the kt-person narrator, experiences a 

sudden shift in "autobiographicaim terrain aha he receives a letter fmm his witè explainhg her 

sudden decision to divom him. Incapable of even recogiiising his wife's handwriting, the 

husband vadates behveen haü-heartedly examining the letter and approadung her. By the thne 

he d e ~ d e s  to confront her she has already pcked and is standing outside their home, where two 

Iost ho- have appeared out of the fog. The wife geîs a ride into t o m  by the owna of the 

horses, leaving the husband to ponder his inabûity to r e c d e  h(s narrative of the aarriage wüh 

hem. Speaking of the inadent in retrosptxt, the narrator says: "It cnild be said, la instance, h t  



to take a wife is to take a history. And if that's so, then 1 undexstand that I'm outside history 

now - like horses and fog" (510). Incapable of asserting a new namative to explain the loss of his 

wgc, the narra tor fa Us outside of "history." becomn as lost in a "fog" of unanchored speculation 

as the horses. Without definite referents, or more appropriately, a way of accounting for hiç 

relation to changing referents in the world around him, the husband's form of narration proves 

insuffirient to maintainhg reaüty, rendenng him incapable of approaching and accounting for 

history. A more fluid sense of narrative is needed. 

Carver's story, then, acts as a node for the confiicting questions and amwers, confiicting 

expectations and conventions, that we bring to the terni reufify (and, by extension, realism), since 

the author's solipistic account of his marital "reality" cannot survive the intrusion of a variant 

history and alternative discourse written in the fom of a letter by his wife (appmpriately, the 

husband's failure to properly "read" the lettcr also prevents him from "writing" adjustments into 

his narrative). As Carver's story illustrates, the notion of reaiism itself cornes under m t i n y ,  as a 

term not fixed to dehi te  aesthetic aims, but as one l a b o u ~ g  under a variety of apprehensions, 

including that of the protagonist, author and reader, apprehersions that it does not necessarily 

reconcile. but often merely juxtaposes. R e a h  changes with reality. in this case, Carver 

juxtaposes two different narrative versiom of what reality is to illustrate how a pMicular reality 

has its particular mode of realism, its particular way of confronthg the world. In other words, 

Carver's story exposes realism as a site of conniding strategies, as depicted by L i h n  R. Furst in 

[reaüsm'sI strength lies precisely in the readiness to use 
contradiction as its pivot instead of denying and bypassing it, as 
critics have tended to do hy envisaging the reaüst novel either as a 
fanQhil portrayal of a social situation at a partYular t h e  in a 
particular pbce or as a textual web of dixourse. 00th thse 
conceptions are valid, but each is partial in more than one seme, 
not least because of its exclusion of the other. . . . [Realism] offeds] 
a basis for a binary reading that does not eliminate or mimmize th 
dissonance in favor of one or the other alternative. (2) 



Furst's view of realism as an aesthetic ciaiming to found tnih in i.hsion (2) neatly summarises 

my own point about dirty realism, namely. that r e a h  involves an interrogation and pbying 

upon the elements of contradiction and simulation that are inevitablc sidwffects of 

conceptuaking the reai, from Dreiser to Nomis to Farrell to Steinbeck and on to Bukowslu, Ford, 

Jaman and Carver. Moreover, Furst's observation, that contradiction itseif-rather than either 

"social portrayai" or noting the "textual web"-provide realism ib primary "pivot" doa not 

necessarily mean that aU reaüsts handled or deployed contradiction simihrly. Iristead, different 

realists from different periods manifested contradiction in pumit of various shategies. Dreiser, 1 

argue, expased the contradictions of his day in order to faditate social impmvement; his display 

of contradiction serves the aims of critique. By contrast, the contradictions manifested in the 

work of, wy, Ridiard Ford, whiie equaliy respnsive to the social context, imtead outhe a 

strategy for resisting the "colonising" (Poshodnnism 49) effect of capital' in Ford's case 

contradiction is often (though not always) valorised. 

By self-consciously exposing its "dissonance," iis refusai to give more weight to "one or 

the other alternative," dixty realists deploy r e a h  as a pütical praxis, as a way of contestirtg 

both the "textual web of discourse" enacted by Cold War poücy-makers and the "saiai  situation 

at a particular time in a parücular place," as describeâ by Jameson and de Certeau. Aware of 

hypocrisy as a cultural trait and as a meam of überation, dirty r e a h  pactises an aesthetic 

aware of its participation in the social conventions of its day. By not "exduding" any 

"conception," by-as Ridiard Ford pub it-"authoriring everythin~" dirty reaüsm makes 

contradiction itself (rather than the contradktory elemenis, wwhehr ''social'' a 'MW" in 

character) the fucus of its writerly efforts. Responding ta the inauthenticity around hem, to a 

world cluttered with simulacra, dirty realism offers an instruction on hypocrisy as an operating 

p ~ à p l e ,  as a way of foüing any attempt to systematically situate the subject, a principle derived 

from the very narrative Mwwe witnessed on the part of the Amencan state during the 1- 

and 1960s. Dvty miism is Lhen an adaptation of Fursi's "duaiistid' tradition of reslirm to the 



discursive and social uisis of postrnodemity. In a clu ttered with simulaaa, illusion W the 

tmth of the day (this is not to imply that dirty realism doesn't vaüdate the teal, but rather that its 

discourse continuaiiy reminds us that it k a r s  no responsibility towards upholding a consistent 

rcgard of occurrence, that its stanrcs and verdicts can SM withou t notice, dapite the presence of 

fact), and dirty realimi serves not so much to cast üuth in the fonn of illusion but to continualiy 

explode one illusion with another, particuiarly the illusion of a centred, andiored, universal 

"realism." If naturalism illustrateci the contradictions permitted by Society, then dirty realism 

permitted contradiction in Society, and in this way it offers another permutation of the 

contradiction Furst sees as the essence of realisrn. If this study has attempted any contniution to 

the ongoing debate surrounding realinn, thcn it is the situating of reah' s  contradiction within 

a postmodern context. 

The Cold War eventuated a crisis in the awareness of the mal, casting doubt on the 

metanarrative of American democracy, which in tuni destabilised the possibility of any fixed 

discourse. in fact, my notion of realism as a mutable Corn moving in Lime may simply prove 

another manifestation of the historical moment, in which the writing of this dissertation proves as 

hazardous, contradictory, reifying and uncertain an enterprise as the wriüng of dirty realism; this 

does not mean that 1 have set out to write "dirty realism," merely that my study exhiiits many of 

the characteristics common to pstmodem writing-whether realotic or metafictional or even 

theoretical. While Furst seems Iairly convinceâ of her thesis of contradiction, 1 rernain wary, 

since, as Schaub has already pointed out, the notion of conbadntion as a m d  force came about 

as part of the shift away from a rigorous Mwdst ideology in the opning phases of the Cold War, 

as a rejcction of ideology altogether (190). In d e r  words, my a m n t  emphasis on conbadiction 

and hypoaisy may in fact arise as much kom histoncal conditions as h m  any dechive aitical or 

scholarly breakthrough on the subject of reaüsm. While th& sort of study demands, to a certain 

extent' the establishment of a basic texminology h u g h  which we may begh to speak of &y 

reaüsrn-an activüy that inevitably teifies its subject matter-1 h o p  that hirtkr diwsons of 



dirty realism might expand, if not openly contndict some of the points 1 have made, if only to 

encourage a body of schoîarship as irreducibly HUed with variance as the canon of dirty reaüst 

authors themselves, and not because 1 long for a "dirty realist!' scholarship but because 

scholarship needs to tailor its work ta pertinent but chmghg historical conditions. 

After dl, even within the parameters set forth by this study, much work rernains, not 

only with expanding the dixussion of dirty rieaihm inb the areas of feminism, cultural and 

ethnic studies and pop culture, but in further investigating the cultural background of di* 

realism itseif. Mainiy, 1 have deait with worler of prose fiction, but a shable body of poetry, by 

Purdy, Bukowski, Jarman, and others, as well as drarna and screenplays, by playwrights such as 

David Mamet and Sam Shepard, offers amas for huther study. Dkty realism's debt to 

modernism needs scrutiny as weU, since Carver, Ford, Bukowski and Jarman al1 cite early 

modernist authors as major influences on their work the relation between Eliot's poetry and 

Bukowski's verse, FauIknefs works of southem gothic and Ford's A Pkce 4My  Hemt or even, as 

Fred &on argues, nie Sporlnon.ter, requin? analysis. 

The adverb "towardsff qualifies not only this definition of dirty realism, but my own 

critical certainties as weU. Originally intended as a negative critique of Marxism, the course of 

preparation, study and then writing of this study has brought me far from my original, polemical 

position, into the complexity of a M y  of authors whose operations prevent the emergence of 

ans permanent polemical values. Nor does the boundary behveen the anti-ideological traits of 

dirty realism seem as unrnuddied as at the o u b t  of writing; in tact, the anti-ideological 

contortions of dirty realism's hypocrisv are deeply grounded in Cold War ideology, even if onlv 

in their function as a poshue of indeterrnitucy that apes and amplifie the discursive instability 

of Cold War policy-makers. The formulation of a purportedly non-ideological, anti-intellechial 

stance demanded a full investment in comprehending and portraying the inkllectual, political 

and ethical currents of the time, and so the d i e  realists operateà in a conceptual loop of 

appropriation and rejmtiom More often than not bexts such as fndepmdena Duy corne fuJl circle, 



initially rejecting corn plicity in the contingencics of their given historical moment, in the mas 

idcology, only to rejoin it with an awareness of the importance of confronting these contingencies 

and taking part in the debate circulating around thern. My own confrontation with the debate on 

dirty reaüsm has also come full circle, engaging those very sources 1 formerly sought to reject, 

absorbing them into the conversation of this study. 

Undoubtedly, a pronounced anti-academic au thor such as Bukowski would object to 

many of the categories-dialectics, hypmisy. pop culture-through whidi 1 have read &y 

rcalism, yet it somehow seems litting that a writer who s p n t  so much of his career exploiting his 

staius as former "swet-bum," womaniser, alcohoiic, and whose novels. such as Part Ofice and 

Factotilm, coniinuaUy illustrate means of subvertine institutions to one's own ends, should in hm 

furnish material for a doctoral thesis that he would regard as doing violence to his work if 1 

have appropriated Buk to serve the ends of my own xholarship, 1 have done so in hii 

knowledge of the irony behind such an appropriation, and with prhaps  an qua1 measure of 

irreverence. And, so, it seems that th& study has come hi1 circle afier ail, into hypocrisy iâself; it 

seems 1 have been wriüng in the spirit of dirty reaüsm all along. 



ENDNOTES, CONCLUSION 

t Ford states his humanism most expiicitly in the interview with Huey Guagüardo 

For me-and 1 mean for me insofar as 1 I t e  characters-adng 
apocalypsel ficing the end of Lile for whkh there is no 
redemption about which I fwl confident, what we are charged to 
do as human beings is to make our üves and the iives of othm 
as iivable, as important, as charged as we possiily can. And so 
what I'd cali secular redemption aims to make us, through the 
agency of affcxtion, inümacy, closeness, compiicity, feel like out 
tirne on earth is not wasted. (613) 

Elsewhere in the interview, Ford iauds the wotks of critics and schoiars, Cleanth Brooks, 
R.P. Blackmur and Harry Levin: "So 1 have never found that. as a d e ,  the tme literary criticism 
[of the type written by Brooks, Bbcbnur and LevinJ, which is broad-based and humanistic in 
character, evkcerates or denatures iiterature at d l .  It's only maI l  minds that denature and 
eviscerate üterature" (619). Ford's authorial projects, then, retain impliat sympathy with th 
"broad-based" humanism of modeniist a ih l  and exhibit this sympathy wMe coping with 
postmodernity, though "evisceraüon" continues to threaten the stabiüty of the individual upon 
which humanism rests. The forms of evisceration include commodity fetishism, the l o s  of a 
verifiable ego, discursive deracination and opaaty, ai i  dangers investigated in The Sportmvitm 
and Independence day. 
Carver himself d o e s  Hobson's contention of Ford: 

It was important for me to be a writer h m  the West. But that's not 
true any longer, for better or worse. 1 think I've moved around too 
much, lived in too many places, kit dislaated and displacedf to 
now have any finnly-rwied sense of 'place'. . . . But the majonty of 
my stories are not sent in any spafic locale. 1 mean they could 
take place in just about any aty or h n  area. (Fins 2îSl4) 

Carver himçeif locates his writing ou bide of traditional spatial-geographical linkages, 
gesturing tow ards a sense of contemporary "didocation" appüca ble to any region. 

3 Ford ha, in fact, written an essay on Sp~gs teen ,  "The B a s  Ckerwi,'' in Esquire 104 
(December 1985): 32629. The n'ossnirrents between the popular culture of Springsteen's 
music and Ford's writing m e r  emphasiges the necessity of undertahg a study of popular 
culture in reference to dhty reaüsm. 
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