
 

 
Postmodernism and the Crisis of Representation
Author(s): Maxine Greene
Source: English Education, Vol. 26, No. 4 (Dec., 1994), pp. 206-219
Published by: National Council of Teachers of English
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/40172842
Accessed: 20-06-2017 13:05 UTC

 
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content in a trusted

digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about

JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at

http://about.jstor.org/terms

National Council of Teachers of English is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend
access to English Education

This content downloaded from 68.13.213.26 on Tue, 20 Jun 2017 13:05:29 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 Postmodernism and the

 Crisis of Representation

 Maxine Greene

 Julian Barnes, in his novel Flaubert's Parrot (1985), tells of a British
 physician obsessed (for a variety of unspoken reasons) with discovering
 the truth about the life of the 19th century novelist, Gustave Flaubert. He
 travels back and forth to Flaubert's birthplace in Rouen, combs the sur-
 rounding countryside and what is left of Flaubert's homes and his lovers'
 habitations. He visits the hospital where Flaubert's father performed sur-
 gery, the public squares, the town hall, the museum. He reads as many
 of Flaubert's letters and journals as he can find, as well as all his fiction
 and volumes of contemporary criticism. He realizes sadly that, although
 the novelist died little more than a century ago, "all that remains of him
 is paper. Paper, ideas, phrases, metaphors, structured prose which turns
 into sound" (p. 12). Yet the doctor strains to reach beyond the texts to
 find something solid and dependably "real." He does come upon a stuffed
 parrot he wants to believe is the one that stood on the writer's desk; but
 he finds out, at the end, that it is one of three identical parrots left of fifty
 that looked almost the same. He tries, similarly, to identify one of three
 statues of Flaubert as a reliable rendering; but he finds out it is a replace-
 ment of the original and that, in any case, every extant statue is lacking
 either a thigh, a moustache, an arm. To make it more complicated, six
 North Africans are playing boules around the statue in Rouen. For them,
 it is nothing more than a goal post in their game; they see it, inevitably,
 through colonized eyes. Moving on, Dr. Braithewaite finds it necessary to
 construct several chronologies of Flaubert's life, each from a different
 vantage point with different content; since one will never do, and each is
 (at least to some degree) "true."

 Maxine Greene teaches philosophy, literature, and the arts in Teachers College,
 Columbia University. Her most recent book, The Dialectic of Freedom, (1988) was
 published by Teachers College Press.
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 The doctor recalls that, when he was a medical student, some prank-
 sters at a dance released into the hall a piglet smeared with grease. "It
 squirmed between legs, evaded capture, squealed a lot. People fell over
 trying to grasp it, and were made to look ridiculous in the process. The
 past often seems to behave like that piglet" (p. 14). So, given what many
 people see happening today, does what we once believed to be "objec-
 tive reality," either in the events of human lives, in social history, in the
 natural world. It is necessary, of course, to point out that there is a pig, as
 there are (most of us would agree) lived lives, diverse social arrangements,
 an earth under the sky. "The world is out there," writes the philosopher
 Richard Rorty, "but descriptions of the world are not. Only descriptions
 of the world can be true or false. The world on its own - unaided by the
 describing activities of human beings . . . cannot" (1989, p. 5). That means
 to an increasing number of observers that description, like language it-
 self, is contingent on vantage point, or on location, or on gender, or on
 class, or on ethnicity. Description, after all, is a human activity; it does
 not come down from "nowhere," nor does it point to some non-human
 reality beyond. We can no longer presume an ability to tap into the uni-
 versalist knowledge of what James Joyce called "the God of creation" who
 remains "within or behind or beyond or above his handiwork, invisible,
 refined out of existence, indifferent, paring his fingernails" (1947, p. 48).
 Joyce's Stephen Dedalus, of course, was comparing the artist with such
 a God; but, in these postmodern times, neither artist nor philosopher is
 capable of representing what is objectively "out there." For David Harvey,
 the "crisis of representation" has to do with the dematerialization and the
 shifting of a "central value system" (1990, p. 298). He speaks about the
 changing experience of space and time, of sign systems, and of the ways
 in which money and commodities have become the bearers of cultural
 codes. Jean-Francois Lyotard writes about the impossibility of judging the
 validity of narrative knowledge. There are many language games, he says;
 there is no single way of rendering or representing or creating a
 "metanarrative" to refer to what is universally true (1987).

 This is why the pig is so slippery, why representation has become
 problematic on all sides. What, after all, does it signify to represent ob-
 jective phenomena mentally? Or intuitively? Or imaginatively? In what
 sense do the schemata Dr. Braithewaite develops with respect to Gustave
 Flaubert enable him to picture or to represent that strange, epileptic, syphi-
 litic, brilliantly talented seeker for le mot juste- for an art without illusions?
 Is there a dependable language that can mediate between Dr. Braithewaite
 and some actual Flaubert? Is there a particular, rule-governed language
 game that will render the novelist "truly"?
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 For generations, the Enlightenment conviction that there was a single
 right way of representing what objectively existed outlasted the divergent
 systems associated with romanticism, impressionism, symbolism, even
 the non- Euclidean geometries. The roots were deep; the desire for clarity
 and objectivity was extreme. Cartesianism, stemming from the 17th cen-
 tury, signified (as Susan Bordo has written) a "flight to objectivity" (1987)
 from the realm of sense and feeling. Bordo sees it as a defensive response
 to separation from an organic, female universe. Whether or not, people
 clung for decades to the classical belief that reason or the "eyes of the
 mind" were equipped to grasp what lay beyond, in some supersensible
 realm. The truth was conceived of as corresponding to an objective real-
 ity that could be grasped and accurately described. As time went on, there
 was a shift to more and more interest in languages or symbol systems that
 could be relied upon to provide valid representations if they were freed of
 bias, superstition, prejudice.

 There remained for many an overarching vision associated with the
 abstract, the linear, the patriarchal, and again with the "flight to objectiv-
 ity." It is hard to resist some lines from Wallace Stevens' "Six Significant
 Landscapes" in this regard:

 Rationalists, wearing square hats,
 Think, in square rooms,

 Looking at the floor,
 Looking at the ceiling.

 They confine themselves
 To right-angled triangles.
 If they tried rhomboids,

 Cones, waving lines, ellipses -
 As, for example, the ellipse of the halfmoon -

 Rationalists would wear sombreros.

 (1964, p. 75)

 It may be a matter of recognizing that there is no single-dimensional
 medium reflective of the "facts" of the world, but a multiplicity of language
 games, as Ludwig Wittgenstein made so clear (1968, Sec. s 18, 19, p. 8)
 and Jean-Francois Lyotard is developing further (1987, pp. 84-86).

 What is called postmodernism entails rejection of the idea of language
 as a medium expressing or representing what pre-exists. At once, it fo-
 cuses upon perspectivism and divergence of point of view: voices of the
 long disqualified, the long silenced are being attended to and, wherever
 possible, decoded. There is an interest in hermeneutics or interpretation,
 making sense of traditions against the backgrounds of lived experience
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 and location in the world. Feminist theory has enhanced the idea of stand-
 point or what has been called "situated knowing" (Benhabib, 1992) or
 knowing from the perspective of actually lived encounters with others, of
 entanglement in a variety of language games. There are views from the
 borders (Spivak, 1990), from what are called the margins (hooks, 1990).
 There is an interest in what Mikhail Bakhtin called "heteroglossia" (1981 ),
 the continuing sound of voices on many levels; there are frequencies never
 tapped before.

 If realities are constructed, as many scholars now believe they are, if
 meanings are created by living beings in diverse kinds of relationship, ques-
 tions arise regarding representation that were seldom confronted before.
 We are not simply faced with the problem of deciding whether discourse
 functions to represent an objective or pre-existing "reality," or whether (as
 Jacques Derrida puts it) consideration of a play of signifiers must replace
 familiar notions of signifiers referring to objectively existent instances of
 the signified (1980, p. 7). Many of us are beginning to recognize that rep-
 resentation in its traditional sense has had to do with the exercise of power.
 It has been, ordinarily, arbitrary and dependent on false assumptions. This
 applies not merely to the taking for granted of the referential status of words,
 images, symbols, and the like. It also applies to any person's being thought
 to be representative of a gender, category, ethnic group, as if there were
 "essences" to be embodied or exemplified.

 What remains? Nothing but what Sartre called "the reef of solipsism"
 (1956, p. 223)? Nothing but being enclosed in textuality, with nothing
 beyond but more texts, as in Borges's "Library of Babel"? The universe,
 for the writer, is a vast library composed of an indefinite number of hex-
 agonal galleries, an infinite number of shelves. "Perhaps I am deceived
 by old age and fear," he says, "but I suspect that the human species - the
 unique human species - is on the road to extinction, while the Library will
 last forever: illuminated, solitary, infinite, perfectly immovable, filled with
 precious volumes, useless, incorruptible, secret" (1962, p. 87). Given the
 crisis of the referential, of representation, what happens when we find
 nothing existing beyond those galleries, beyond those texts? What hap-
 pens when we can no longer trust in the mediation of language, when the
 best consciousness can do is grasp the appearances of things - telling us
 nothing of a representable realm beyond?

 Encounters with Imaginative Literature
 I want to turn to a consideration of encounters with imaginative literature

 as a way of suggesting alternative modes of orienting ourselves in a liter-
 ally unrepresentable, perhaps unreadable outside world. There is some
 agreement today that fictional language (as used in Flaubert's Parrot, for
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 instance, or Madame Bovary, or The Great Gatsby, or The Golden Note-
 book, or The Bluest Eye) is neither anchored in commonsense reality nor
 representative of what is empirically real. There are some who assert that
 fictional terms actually refer to a universe of the imaginary, of the as/if.
 CJmberto Eco speaks of the iconic signs used in literature as constructing
 models of relationship for the reader like those of the perception relation-
 ships we construct when we recognize or remember objects "in the world"
 (1984). I see that Flaubert statue in Rouen, for example, as a replica or
 idealization of Flaubert. The iconic sign (the stuffed parrot, Emma Bovary' s
 cherished leather cigar case, the billboard over the "valley of ashes" in
 The Great Gatsby, the Shirley Temple doll in The Bluest Eye) does not share
 qualities with a stuffed parrot or a cigar case or a billboard or a doll in the
 actual world. Rather, we perceive such objects in much the way we per-
 ceive similar ones in the world around. Suppose we are reading Virginia
 Woolf s 7b the Lighthouse. We construct an image or a model we recog-
 nize as a lighthouse by means of the same operations we performed when
 we encountered a lighthouse perceptually. That perceived lighthouse is
 not necessarily to be equated with an actual lighthouse. What is desig-
 nated when we read Woolf s novel is a condition of conception and per-
 ception that enables us to construct something we recognize as a lighthouse
 in our imagination. It is one intended by the iconic signs chosen by Vir-
 ginia Woolf; but it is in no way a single thing, evoking either fixity or ob-
 jectivity. Among the signs she used are these: "the hoary Lighthouse,
 distant, austere" (1952, p. 14); the Lighthouse as little James's passion;
 "two quick strokes and then one long steady stroke, was the light of the
 lighthouse" (p. 73); "the Lighthouse was then a silvery, misty-looking tower
 with a yellow eye . . ." (p. 215); "the tower stark and straight . . . barred
 with black and white . . ." (p. 235); "For the Lighthouse had become al-
 most invisible, had melted away into a blue haze . . ." (p. 241 ). These shim-
 mering, unstable visions may evoke Claude Monet's changing faces of
 Rouen Cathedral or the grainstacks changing with the light. None of the
 phrases refers to or corresponds with a lighthouse that is more actual or
 factual than any other. There are only the words, the signs, the signifiers,
 and the restless play among them. There is an ordering of signifiers
 ("hoary," "invisible," "silvery") that may provoke those who read to pro-
 duce a signified "lighthouse" for themselves.

 What is produced (and it must be variously produced) cannot simply
 be a lighthouse standing out in the water in the Hebrides, a lonely figure
 against a ground. It is how it seems to mean to Mrs. Ramsay looking from
 the window, or to James as a child and as a young man, or to Mr. Ramsay
 scolding that they will never go, or to Lily Briscoe watching, painting from
 the sidelines or gazing outward from the shore. It is how it seems to stand
 in opposition to the roundness of the window, how it seems to rear itself
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 as a phallic symbol threatening to mother and child. It is how it seems to
 cast its light fatefully, indifferently through the long years as "time passes."
 We realize that the iconic signs - those signs whose meanings can be seen
 only as other signs, not in terms of "real world" referents - are fulfilled to
 the degree their relationships to the so-called "real world" fade. The light-
 house may exist in a kind of parallel universe related in diverse ways to
 the "real" but not directly connected with it. What the sign ("lighthouse")
 denoted prepares the way for summoning up what it has not denoted.
 Denotation is transmuted into connotation: the meanings flicker and vary
 and multiply, as they move beyond the referential fixity of the "real."

 We realize, of course, that the sign, like the text itself, is only a poten-
 tially iconic or meaningful sign until someone reads it. The transaction
 between a reader and the text that is Woolf s novel brings into being a
 situational frame in which the encounter is enclosed. Since the text is a

 fiction and not a case study or a journal article or a biography, it does not
 have to be validated through reference to a concrete existent. The reader,
 actively communicating with the words of the book, looking through the
 multiple and transient perspectives it presents, gradually may constitute
 an illusioned, as/if world which that reader achieves as meaningful against
 the background of her/his own lived reality. The actualities of that lived
 reality, like the other facets of the everyday and mundane world, cannot
 be totally abandoned. All the reader can do is bracket them out, put them
 into parentheses within her/his experience, so that they do not prevent her/
 him qua reader from moving into another space, an unreal world made
 out of memories, stored images, dream fragments, ideas, fantasies that
 have been reordered by imagination.

 By an "act of reading" (Iser, 1981), the reader sets the work and her-
 self/himself into motion. The realization that follows occurs in a space
 between the artistic pole (the pole of the text written by Virginia Woolf)
 and the aesthetic pole (the pole of a reader unlike any other person, ac-
 tualizing the work with as much awareness as can be mustered). The
 meaning of the work is emergent, an event associated with the activation
 of experience. It is, as Jean-Paul Sartre put it, when he spoke of reading
 as a synthesis of perception and creation, an occurrence requiring both
 object and subject: the text that imposes its structures and the reader who
 makes there be an object that is a literary text.

 In a word, the reader is conscious of disclosing in creating, of creating
 by disclosing. ... If he is at his best, he will project beyond the words a
 synthetic form, each phrase of which will be no more than a partial func-
 tion: the 'theme,' the 'subject,' or the 'meaning.' Thus, from the very be-
 ginning, meaning is no longer contained in the words . . . and the literary
 object, though realized through language, is never given in language."
 (1965, pp. 43-44)
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 The reader, guided by the writer, brings meaning out of the silences of what
 Sartre called his/her subjectivity. The idea, however, is similar to the move
 from denotation to connotation, the move to what might be and is not yet.

 For Robert Scholes, reading is a constructive activity, as it is for Iser
 and for Sartre. Scholes goes on to quote Roland Barthes, saying that we
 rewrite "the text of the work within the text of our lives" ( 1 989, p. 49) . There
 are landmarks or guidelines set up for a reader in any piece of writing; but,
 as Iser and Sartre both point out, there are also gaps or blanks that have
 somehow to be bridged. These are due to what Iser calls the "fundamen-
 tal asymmetry" between the text and the reader (p. 167). There are, for
 instance, certain moments experienced by Mrs. Ramsay that may not tally
 at all with a reader's experience. When she has prepared her dinner party
 that will provide some stability, some island of order in the midst of the
 fluidity of things, she suddently thinks, "But what have I done with my life?"
 and then takes her place at the head of the table (p. 96). In some puz-
 zling way that reaction is inexperienceable; and, if the book is to go on
 making sense, the reader has to find a way of filling in the void. Filling in
 in that fashion, she/he builds bridges in her/his own experience - in some
 fashion, rewriting a life text. The scene of the work being read, after all, is
 depicted consciousness; because it is reader consciousness that has been
 provoked to invent the illusioned world.

 For all the imposition of textual structures, for all the connections
 between the text at hand and other texts the reader has read, there is a
 peculiar area of freedom. The reader is allowed a free fictive use of per-
 ceptual experiences; since no one can contain or prescribe them with any
 specificity. Reordered, reshaped as they must be, the experiences become
 new or what some people describe as "defamiliarized." So it certainly is
 with the lighthouse, as it may well be with the billboard in The Great Gatsby
 or the electric bulbs in Invisible Man, Like art in Herbert Marcuse's for-

 mulation, literature

 breaks open a dimension inaccessible to other experience, a dimension
 in which human beings, nature and things no longer stand under the law
 of the established reality principle. . . . The encounter with the truth of
 art happens in the estranging language and images which make percep-
 tible, visible, and audible that which is no longer or not yet perceived, said,
 and heard in everyday life." (1978, p. 72)

 For Marcuse as well, "everyday life" does not refer to something objec-
 tive that can be represented by language or image.

 Without referentiality, interpretation becomes distinctively important.
 What Scholes calls "protocols of reading" are required not only for engaging
 with illusioned worlds but for finding frameworks "in which to negotiate
 our differences" (1989, p. 51). The content of a novel is not immediately
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 reachable, as we have suggested. Whatever happens or is to happen has
 to be decoded; reader activity is necessary if meaning is to happen.
 Postmodernist emphases upon interpretation or hermeneutics accompany
 a belief that there is no longer a privileged authority lying behind or within
 any "reading." 7b the Lighthouse is not to be mined or penetrated in a
 search for pre-defined meanings; nor is meaning to be sought through some
 sort of referential analysis. In any case, meaning always seems to tran-
 scend whatever the words say or express; there is continually a move
 beyond.

 Certain modes of interpretation focus on the questions particular texts
 seek to answer and pose over and over again to their readers. They may
 have to do with good and bad, the purposes of life, the conflict between
 genders, the overcoming of oppression. In Woolf s novel, the questions
 seem to have to do with finding some core of stability in the midst of flux.
 Or they might have to do with the place of the aesthetic impulse in re-
 solving existential problems. They might even have to do with truth. The
 process of grasping the questions in a text, however, is a process of be-
 ing moved to question further and further, not to find an answer. There is
 always a laying open of possibilities that suspends any final completion
 of any text; it suspends- or ought to suspend - any finality in the reader's
 response. By the questions the reader poses, there may be a transcend-
 ing of what Gadamer calls the historical horizon of the text (1989, p. 290)
 and a fusing with the reader's horizon until it is transformed. Both hori-
 zons, for Gadamer, are located in history, in an ongoing tradition; and the
 ground for reader understanding is always prepared for in a past the reader
 carries with her/him as she/he lives.

 Interpretation of the questions provoked by a text is not simply a func-
 tion of the moment; it is grounded in the accumulated meanings of the
 reader's past. At the end of To the Lighthouse, after Mr. Ramsay and his
 two grown children finally reach the lighthouse, the father has been able
 to say to his son (after years of disappointment and waiting), "Well done."
 The old poet Mr. Carmichael and the painter Lily Briscoe are watching them
 silently from the beach; and Mr. Carmichael seems to Lily like a pagan
 God "spreading his hands over all the weakness and suffering of mankind;
 she thought he was surveying tolerantly, compassionately, their final des-
 tiny" (Woolf, 1962, p. 242). Lily returns, at that point, to her canvas, think-
 ing that it will be hung in attics, if anywhere, or it will be destroyed. She
 longs ambivalently for the dead Mrs. Ramsay:

 She looked at the steps; they were empty; she looked at her canvas; it
 was blurred. With a sudden intensity, as if she saw it clear for a second,
 she drew a line there, in the center. It was done; it was finished. Yes, she
 thought, laying down her brush in extreme fatigue, I have had my vision."
 (p. 242)
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 For certain readers, the questions only begin, especially when those readers
 feel that they have lent the Ramsays and Mr. Carmichael and Lily Briscoe
 and all the others their lives. After all, their striving, sailing, writing po-
 etry, painting pictures, waiting, dying, are (if they are to occur at all) the
 readers* striving, sailing, writing, painting, waiting, dying; the questions
 throb in the readers if they are to throb at all, as incompleteness beck-
 ons, and possibilities draw them on.

 The phenomenological and the hermeneutic approaches to reading
 are not the only approaches; and, for Norman Holland and others, they
 take another path. Apparently convinced that novels do not, in any simple
 fashion, represent the existing world outside, psychiatrically inclined critics
 like Norman Holland are interested in interpretations as they express
 people's identity themes. As Holland views it, readers use texts to sym-
 bolize and at length to create or to replicate themselves. They work out
 through the texts particular shapes of desire and adaptation. Rather than
 stressing defamiliarization, Holland says that new experiences with literature
 are interpreted in ways that reflect readers' characteristic modes of cop-
 ing with the world. He writes:

 The individual can accept a literary work, only to the extent he exactly
 recreates with it a verbal form of his particular pattern of defense mecha-
 nisms and, in a broader sense, the particular system of adaptive strate-
 gies that he keeps between himself and the world. This matching is
 therefore crucial. Without it, the individual blocks out the experience. With
 it the other phases of response take place. (1980, p. 125)

 He acknowledges that different readers can gain pleasure from the same
 fantasy and one reader can gain pleasure from many different fantasies.
 His main point is that "all readers create from the fantasy seemingly 'in'
 the work fantasies to suit their several character structures" (p. 126).
 Drawing from the literary work enough material to recreate his identity of
 life-style, the reader (because of the dangers posed by guilt and anxiety)
 may well transform mere fantasy into "a total experience of esthetic, moral,
 intellectual, or social coherence and significance" (p. 126). In effect, he
 is saying that some of the modernist metanarratives and formalist sche-
 mata may have been defensively developed for what appear to be deeply
 personal reasons.

 He acknowledges, like the postmodernists, that interpretation is
 always to a degree contingent; and he denies the claims of objectivism.
 Somewhat troubled about sacrificing objectivity, however, he tries to find
 a "proportionality" among unity, identity, text, and self. He ends an es-
 say by saying: "Every time a human being reaches out, across, or by means
 of symbols to the world, he reenacts the principles that define the min-
 gling of self and other, the creative and relational quality of all our expe-
 rience, not least the writing and reading of literature" (pp. 131-132). In
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 effect, he is holding to the idea that there are indeed symbolic media that
 connect human beings to "the world." He is not, apparently, troubled by
 what postmodernists call the crisis of representation, since relationality
 and proportionality may solve the problem of the slippery pig with which
 we began.

 Some of the differences between Holland and a philosopher like Sartre
 (as well as postmodernist thinkers coming after him) have to do with the
 idea of going beyond lived situations by means of engagement with works
 of literature. For Sartre, there are indeed determinants; but there are hu-
 man acts that transform the world "on the basis of given conditions." Sartre
 writes that the human being is characterized by her/his "going beyond a
 situation" and by what she/he succeeds in making out of what she/he has
 been made (1963, p. 91). He did not deny the role of preconceptions; nor
 did he negate the influence of traditions, of history itself. But his concern
 was largely for what we try to bring into being, for human projects, not
 for recreations.

 Like many feminist thinkers today (Sandra Harding, for instance, Dona
 Haraway, Linda Nicholson, Seyla Benhabib), Sartre and a number of
 postmodernists thematize situatedness and the plurality of possible mean-
 ings to be discovered as projects. They are projects pursued in context
 and in the light of situatedness. It is not accidental that when Sartre wrote
 about literature, he talked about the ways in which writers address them-
 selves to their readers' freedom, to their capacity to choose themselves,
 to shape their own narratives, to become. The writer shows her/his gen-
 erosity, according to Sartre, in animating the world she/he presents with
 her/his indignation. She/he discloses it and creates it with its injustices
 shown as abuses to be suppressed.

 Thus, the writer's universe will only reveal itself in all its depth to the ex-
 amination, the admiration, and the indignation of the reader; and the gen-
 erous love is a promise to maintain, and the generous indignation is a
 promise to change, and the admiration is a promise to imitate; although
 literature is one thing and morality quite a different one, at the heart of
 the aesthetic imperative we discern the moral imperative. For, since the
 one who writes recognizes, by the very fact that he takes the trouble to
 write, the freedom of his readers, and since the one who reads, by the
 mere fact of his opening the book, recognizes the freedom of the writer,
 the work of art, from whichever side you approach it, is an act of confi-
 dence in the freedom of men. And since readers, like the author, recog-
 nize this freedom only to demand that it manifest itself, the work can be
 defined as an imaginary presentation of the world insofar as it demands
 human freedom. (1965, pp. 62-63)

 Sartre's view suggests that literature creates an absence, perhaps an ab-
 sence in lived experience, an emptiness to be filled. This sense of empti-
 ness is one of the forces that may open a person to move beyond in the
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 face of incompleteness, to explore new possibilities in experience, to look
 at things as if they could be otherwise.

 Such a mode of responding has a great deal to do with the notion of
 process, of striving, of story-telling - the only way many of us have of
 pondering a self. Richard Rorty makes an interesting reference to Sigmund
 Freud when he speaks of Freud's concern for human beings in their par-
 ticularity, and about the ways in which he functioned as a moralist "who
 helped de-divinize the self by tracking conscience home to its origin in
 the contingencies of our upbringing" (1989, p. 30). Rather than discuss-
 ing rationality abstractly or simplistically, Rorty goes on, Freud showed
 forth the subtlety and wit of our unconscious strategies. "He thereby makes
 it possible for us to see science and poetry, genius and psychosis - and,
 more importantly, morality and prudence - not as products of distinct
 faculties but as alternative modes of adaptation" (p. 33). Freud prepared
 in many senses for the postmodern rejection of the central "rational" self
 and for the postmodern interest in redescribing, in creating the self as life
 proceeds.

 He suggested that we praise ourselves by weaving idiosyncratic narra-
 tives-case histories, as it were - of our success in self-creation, our ability
 to break free from an idiosyncratic past. He suggests that we condemn
 ourselves for failure to break free of the past rather than for failure to live
 up to universal standards, (p. 33)

 There are, if this is the case, multiple intimations of postmodernism in
 Freud's work, even as there is a subtext of anti-representationalism. Freud
 tried always to turn attention from the universal and the "necessary" to
 the concrete and the contingent. Rorty writes of Freud's view of the cre-
 ative unconscious and of the importance of metaphors in self-description.
 Unlike Holland, Rorty believes that something is called "fantasy" simply
 when it revolves around metaphors that do not catch on with other people.
 And, finally, Rorty writes:

 Strong poetry, commonsense morality, revolutionary morality, normal
 science, revolutionary science, and the sort of fantasy which is intelligible
 to only one person, are all, from a Freudian point of view, different ways
 of dealing with blind impresses: impresses which may be unique to an
 individual or common to the members of some historically conditioned
 community, (p. 38)

 There are different vocabularies, different metaphors to be used as new
 possibilities open, and no single description or mode of being can be called
 inherently "right." Again, the point has to do with rejection of universal
 constraints and standards, and of frameworks in which all differences may
 be resolved. This approach connects with a view of literature that indicates
 its appeal to our freedom or to our ability to choose. The very absence of
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 finality where novels are concerned may feed that capacity and desire,
 even when we try to defend against the very thought of incompleteness.
 Sometimes, in fact, participation in a novel's narrative, making that nar-
 rative an object of our experience, can move us to generate our own nar-
 rative, to tell our own story and thereby to open new perspectives for
 ourselves. There may be a voice sounding that is like the voice of Beckett's
 character at the end of The Unnamable, saying,

 you must say words, as long as there are any, until they find me, until
 they find me, until they say me, strange pain, strange sin, you must go
 on, perhaps it's done already, perhaps they have said me already, per-
 haps they have carried me to the threshold of my story, before the door
 that opens on my story, that would surprise me, if it opens, it will be I, it
 will be the silence, where I am, I don't know, I'll never know, in the si-
 lence you don't know, you must go on, I can't go on, I'll go on. (1959, p.
 577)

 In a moment of decentering, then, of eroding authorities, of disappear-
 ing absolutes, we have to discover new ways of going on, as members of
 communities, as persons in process, always on the way. More and more,
 people become restive with the kind of "grand narrative" Lyotard describes:
 "such as the dialectics of Spirit, the hermeneutics of meaning, the eman-
 cipation of the rational or working subject, or the creation of wealth" ( 1 987 ,
 p. 73). The old promises based on a faith in human rationality, unanimous
 agreements among rational men, and the likelihood of universal peace have
 been fading since the Holocaust and the bombing of Hiroshima. Today,
 the hope of referring to universally applicable norms has almost disap-
 peared, what with events in South America, China, Cambodia, and (most
 recently) Bosnia and Rwanda.

 How can we make sense of our lives? How can we accept the charge
 implicit in Merleau-Ponty's remark that we are "condemned to meaning"
 (1967, p. xix)? Merleau-Ponty also knew that meaning is an event, a
 happening along a route of becoming. When imaginative works enable us
 to see metaphorically and allow us to deal imaginatively with what goes
 on under the heading of "reality," we see the texture of our experience;
 we discover the text-like character of our lives. And it is then that mean-

 ing has an opportunity to emerge.
 We may not be quite aware of this until we engage in the deliberate

 making of narratives as ways of shaping the materials of our experience.
 Doing so, we begin making sense of our lives and, at times, determining
 our purposes. The experiences of disclosure and patterning that are di-
 mensions of literary experience often do move readers to reach for their
 own modes of sense-making by articulating how it has been for them. There
 is always an asymmetry between text and reader; lives are forever dis-
 tinctive and require their own telling, their own insistence on going on.
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 With this in mind, I would end by returning to Flaubert's Parrot In its
 conclusion, after the long fictional account of the doctor's search for the
 truth about Flaubert, there is a chapter called "Pure Story." It has to do
 with the infidelities and attempted suicide of Dr. Braithewaite's wife. The
 reader is asked to imagine that she/he is moving from the obviously fic-
 tional to the "pure" or the representative, "whatever you may think." The
 doctor speaks about Ellen, who had friends and interests, "though, un-
 like me, she didn't have some rash devotion to a dead foreigner to sus-
 tain her" (p. 166). He quotes Flaubert, keeps talking of events in his life;
 he moves on to friends' efforts to comfort him, the doctor; he writes of
 having to press a switch on the ventilator and read off the final phrase of
 the ECG trace. It is the farewell signature that ends with a straight line.

 You unplug the tubes, then rearrange the hands and arms. You do it swiftly,
 as if trying not to be too much trouble to the patient. The patient. Ellen.
 So you could say . . . that 1 killed her. You could just. I switched her off.
 I stopped her living. Yes. (p. 168)

 And he says he understood her less well than he understood a foreign writer
 dead for a hundred years. He returns to Flaubert:

 You cannot change humanity, you can only know it. Happiness is a scarlet
 cloak whose lining is in tatters. . . . Pride makes us long for a solution to
 things - a solution, a purpose, a final cause; but the better telescopes
 become, the more stars appear. You cannot change humanity, you can
 only know it. Les unions completes sont rares. (p. 169)

 The point is to live our lives because they are ours. Or to shape our
 narratives in ways that do not duplicate other narratives. At least we can
 work to render them the kinds of stories that open out to possibility. This
 does not depend upon representation; it depends upon creation and in-
 vention, preferably among others who are also in quest, who recognize
 us for what we are striving to be and who win our recognition for what they
 are not yet. Risks, yes, and relativism, and an ongoing conversation. And,
 I would hope, a live imagination; since, with many others, I believe that a
 poetic imagination can play a liberating role in postmodern culture. Works
 of art, of all human creations, are occasions for exploration, not for comple-
 tion. Indeed, they remind us that history and the human story can never
 be completed. So literature, with other works of art, can become a har-
 binger of the possible. There are no promises, no guarantees. Emily
 Dickinson wrote that "The possible's slow fuse is lit by the imagination."
 It may at least be time to light the fuse.
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