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Chapter 1 

Introduction: N amative Consciousness 

Narrarive consciousness is a term capable of denoting two senses: a 

narrative-leaning consciousness as well as a consciousness-leaning 

narrative. It implies a narrative which records and reflects a cclnsciausness 

in the rnakin and a consciousness which conceives and constructs a 

narrative in the making. 'The study takes up the approximations of narrative 

and consciousness towards uc.h other as they struggle to evolve irlto 

meaningful polarizations as textual and huinan entities. A litcraq text, a 

narrative, is seen as attempting to realize itself as a totality. as a self- 

contained unit of mcaning. an organic wholeness, through an individual 

who longs to erase the creases of existential anguish for the consciousness 

to consolidate its selfhood through a narrative. Thus the fictional process 

and the human presence are seen to be indulging in similar pursuits "which 

suggesl that thc' creation of a fiction resembles the creation of n huinan self. 

real or imaginary" (Edelstein 99). 

The term narrative consciousness carries duality written iiito i t  as the 

term refers to narrativc that is  conscious of itself/ils own narrativity or a 

consciousness, which i s  related to/consists of a narrative. I t  is a s ~ u d y  of a 

kind of narrati~e matrix in  \i hich issues of sel thood, narratic r and socicty 



interpenetrate resulting in a text which dcpicts a cot~sciousncss e\er  in the 

process of becoming--simultaneously the consciousi~ess of an individual 

seeking definition within the erected fictional bou1-tds and the 

consciousness of a text with well-marked narrative structures. Hence the 

struggle is dual but symbiotic as welI. This "liquidity" (Weinstein 189) 

defines the narrative consciousness, as both ar-t: rr~anifestations of an 

inclividuai's struggles to define onesel f. 

The goal of this study is to a n ~ l y s e  three Alnerican novelists, William 

Faul kner ( 1 897- 1962), John Barth ( 1 93 0- ) and E. L. Doctorow ( 1 93 1 - 1, to 

trace out the narrative consciousness. William Faulkner. a quintessential 

modernist, John Barth, an apparent postmodemist. and E. L. Doctorow, a 

postmodern neo-realist-- a l l  of them traverse the Moehius strip of self- 

narrative-society-self: The texture of the consciousness, which envelops the 

self-art-society/ideology-self co~itinuum, engages their creative energy. It is 

this unity of meaning that i s  the srlbject of this study. The attempt i s  to 

trace the dynan~ic called narra1ik.e consciousness by studying these 

connected elernerlts which constitute it. Their novels basically deal with 

their protagonists, seething with inner dilemma. courting narrative 

expiation. The linguistic and social obstacles, which they rhelnselves court 

with the hope ot'sel1'-realization; sabotage the voyage towards sel f-discovery. 

'The precarious integrity of  sell' and the need to redress it through a 



narrative, the fragility of' thc narrative arising from the non-transparency of  

the medium. the social denial of self to realise itself--all these are central to  

the dynamic of narrative consciousness. Society and the self-generated 

spiritual inertia thwart attempts at building an identity while the language, 

the tool, which helps build it, exposes its own unreliability and inability, 

dismantling the effects of the text and the man to compose a discernible 

whole. The resolution they all end up with is one of incomprehensibility of  

self and at1 imaginative denouement in which the effort replaces the entity 

sought, the effort is taken to be the entity. The consciousness which goes 

after i ts own affirmation sans dubiety and the narrative that tries to assert 

its own entirety both fail in effecting a closure, and hence, definition. The 

texts leave the  fluidity of narrative (and) consciousness, locked in 

generative tension, as they "mutually create one another, mr~tually 

constitute themselves as elements in a holistic structure" (Mortimer 6 ) .  The 

study takes a prefatory look at the fiction of Fauikner and Barth hetiwe 

dwelling at length on  selected novels of Dc>ctorow. 

This apparently dual identity quest, which characterises the narrative 

consciousness. is reflected in the self-conscious nature of the novels of the 

authors taken up  for study here. This self-consciousness is reflected in the 

rabid self-absorption of the - protagmists as well as the self-conscious 

nature of the narrative too. 



"Sclf-consciuusrlrss" car1 mean consciousness oI* a self, of an 

"I", of a core unity, or it can refer to the consciousness of 

oneself by an entity (a person, a novcl). . . . If a text flaunts its 

own artificiality, i f  its own provisional reality is constantly 

undercut, if its authors presence in and not behind the text is 

constantly being emphasized, it is commonly called a self- 

co~lscious text. The cohesive functio11 the underlying 

organizing intelliger~ce whether of the author or the narrator. 

imbibed within the text can be considered the "self' of the 

text. If this textually created self is in some ways analogous to 

a human seIf, perhaps the human self is only a "linguistic 

configuration" rather than an ontological entity (Edelstein 99). 

I t  is this problematic which energizes the fiction of Faulkner, Barth 

and rloctornw. Their rnajnr characters arc caught in the Jilernrlla caused by 

this apparently dual search for selves--that of the text and the author. They 

embark on a voyage to decipher themselves and compose narratives to that 

effect. But the scepticism of cxistcncc spreads and the rxploration spreads 

to thc nature and meaning of narratives. and by extension. to that of 

laneuage itself. The quest of the man to know oneself triggers a narrative. 

The narrative, which is rnzant to explore the rnan in his social 

surroundinps, causes an exploration of its own identity. The result is the 



narrative cnnsciousness which encapsu talus the art-lire tension at onc Icvcl 

and the creative-evolutionary dilelntna at another. 

Self or identity is an omnipresent terrn in the every day discourses of 

life. The language of seIf-reference has become the staple of cornman 

vocabulary of ~nodcrn lifc. Identity eIicornpasses all aspects of, activities 

in, life. To have an identity is "to be like others and yet also to have 

qualities that make one different froin them.. . I t  is to maintain a balance 

bclwcen similarity and Jiffercrlce in the face of individual development and 

social changes, so that one can assirnilate to sclf demands for change ur 

adjustment but also fulfill an inner desire for constancy," states Hewitt ( 1  52) .  

But i t  is ilripcrative to differentiate between the ordinary use of the term 

from the more important, intellectual uses of it. There are certain core 

experiences which bring the consciousness of one's self to the surface. 

Shock. failure, defeat, victory. death, crime. injustice, loss, adversity--events 

of these kinds can cause the prclble~matisation of self. The taken fm 

qantedness of life is rejected and the search for alternatives begin-- 

dlterrialives which would help the self-realisation in the renewed context. 

.4d~ersity thus causes the problematisation as well as the need for 

reaffirination of sell: This adccrsity can take the guise of inner 

uncertainries of philosophica) kind as well as those unjustly thrus~ by the 

w i e t y .  ? he c r o ~ d e d  coinposittl of cotlscivusness that contain? and 



constitutes language can hardly sever its lics with the snciely too. ?'he 

individual's narrative descent into the past auto~natically gathers the social 

scenario and the WRY he feels betrayed by rhe rathcr consti+ictive norms i t  

has imposed on him. As rhe individual's self-seeking narrative exfoliates 

into linguistic and social ones, it does so only to relapsc into the textual 

liquidity of everything--the flrlx rhat is narrative consciousness. 

Narratives contain and constitute an act of communication. 

Etymologically the word nan-ativr comes from the Greek root 'gnarus' 

meaning ' to know'. The novels of the wrikrs under study are always 

attempts at knowledge, means of communicatior~, with oneself and the 

world. In a very basic way, the narrative cndcavour in their fictiun is tied 

up with questioiis at. self and/or identity. Becausc, "fiction is (like olht'r 

forms of narrative). the privileged site for celebrating the cnactmcnt ot' 

individual identity. Fiction is one of the arenas in which the culture tells its 

iables of selfhood, of the successt'ul negotiation between a self. on the one 

hand, and a world, on the other" (Weinstein 175). Hence the centrality of 

articulation in the definition of personhood can't be igaored. In many ways 

the novels studied here are expressions of a psyche in turninil, a 

consciousness grappling with itself to be. Instcad of presenting the whole 

of an entity confronting fife, they reveal a process of selection and 

omission, acceptance and rejection, cognitiorl and percept ion, confusion 



arid conception of an evcr crvolving ci~nsciousness--a consciousness in 

pursuit of what Jung has called "the dream of totalityv-the self (qtd. in 

(iarzilli v). These novels attest that "Selves are texts, motley tissues woven 

fronl reminiscences and borrowings" (Weinstein 2-3). 

Since language embodies consciousness without clearly revealing it. 

the representation generally held to be self in reality is an ever-evolving 

consciousness manifesting itself through language. As consciousnsss is 

circu~nscribed by the idea of language, i t  foregrounds itself in the course of 

the individuals narrative push for definition. "Characters constitute their 

consciousness as they invent suitable fc-rrns of language" (Mathews 3 I ) .  

Self is revealed as a kind of rcpresentation, "more or less random and more 

or less ingenious combinations of images and identificatiotls" (Weinsten 2-3), 

heavily enmeshed in linguistic endeavours. Yet. ironically, the nlaj or irritant 

in the narrat ivelexistential quest for ~noorings by the consciousness is 

language itself since the protagonists of the fiction investigated find out that 

"there is no common measure between mind and language" (Mat hews 3 7) .  

The brooding, pathological self-consciousness of these self-seeking 

protagorlists aggravates the linguistic scepticism. Language proves an 

unreliable instrument as the narrative mines into the depths of existence for 

meanings. The meanings of meanings tend to delay infinitely the quest. 

Hence sel f-conscious narrative leads into linguistic consciousness and vice 



versa. 'l'his elusive signification cxpuses thc hc>llclwness of the atlc~l-tpt at 

narrative expiatinn. The sense of inner vacuum which initiatcs the need for 

textual consolation results in heightened exasperation at the fluid core of 

language too. The questor finds that "writing doesn't respond to loss. i t  

initiates it; writing itself is as much a kind of loss as it is a kind of 

compensationy (Mathews 19). Because "language and the act of writing 

are so bound to the idea of loss--of the word's referent, the writer's self: 

even of time itself' (Lockyer 3). An act of verbal self-composition hence is 

the making of an unmaking, a spiral which. as it is wound at one end, gets 

undone at the other. Thus the self-consciousness of the protagonists/ 

narrators turns into self'-consciousness of the narrative and soon into self- 

consciousness of the language resulting in the making of' the narrative 

consciousness. 

William Faul kncr ( 1897- 1962)+ one of the foremost among rnoderrl 

American ~~ovelists. is preoccupied with \t*hat Gail L. Mortimer terms the, 

-*dilemma of desire" ( 1  2 1). The way realization nullifies the sweetness of a 

desire haunts the man. The spiritual, political and narrative counterparts of 

the dilemma--tile sitnuitaneous necessity of participation as  well as 

isolation. convinced of the effective sterility of bot h--present itself in the 

body of his fiction. William Faulkner's creative energy is fuelled primarily 

by the articulatory and identity concerns. His fiction basically deals with 



the upheavals ol' a consciousness attempting a corc identity. This is thc 

epicenter that splinters into the tingui.;tic, inetaphysical and the social 

dilerninas of exister~ce. The characters of Wi llialn Faulkner's tiction are 

embroiled in the struggIe to delineate an integral sense of themselves in the 

racially fractrlred social psychc of the Suut11. Their birth and growth in the 

slavery-infested South mould them into precarious entities as contentless 

vessels. But the self-narratives of Fal~lkner are also stuck with the agonies 

of articulation as well. The bottomless void that the  articulation attempts to 

bridge simmers in their consciousness as they venture to relate their past 

and their tale. The integration of self is under-realised not just because of 

[tie linguistic scepticism, but also because o f  the denials spread by the 

prejudiced society too. Hence the story is always 04' an individual's abortive 

attempt to take stock of himsclrA~erself; via a narrative recalIldiagnosis of the 

past and the society. This "dilemma of desire" (Mortiiner 12 11, reflective 

of the stated approximations of the poles of the crcating cunsciuusness, 

defines the sinli~ltaneous flight and pursuit of the Faulknerian hero and 

Faulkner the writer. 

John Barth (1930- ), eager to be: simply known as a teller of tales. 

cnds up being the teller of tales of tales, thanks to ohsessions like that of 

Faulkner operating at a different lewl. A reluctant postrnodernis~, Barth 

endeavours to replenish the narrative exhaustion of the co~ltelnporary 



pcriocl by chi)~)si~lg t13 dwcll on the theinc of' cxhaustiu~i itsell: I-Iis Iictiun 

atkmpts "np-bringing novels" (FB 1 32) of his orierilatior~-seeking protagonisrs 

and settle down to be counted as "down-hr-iiiging-novels" (FB 132). ' 1  he kcy 

term in the fictional schemc of B ~ I - l h  is self-consciousness and the key area 

that of narrative voicc. Whatever the thematic and contextual variations, 

the Barthinn hero is ir~variably on a mission to discover hirnself. The 

mission ultimately boils down to one of communicating oneself the 

tncaning of o~ie's existence. In this narrative voyage ironies abound, the 

central one hcing the frailty of the destinations and the untrustworthy 

naturc of the means of the voj4age: the container and the contained seeking 

cach otlier, in a way. The experimentative vein of Faulkner vis-a-vis the 

narrative voice rises to untested heights in Barth. The hunt for voice and the 

search Cur narra~ive alternatives merge in the tur~noil of' the consciousness 

of the fiction. The articulatory crises are chronic in thein, as chronic as the 

metap1lys;ical and existential anguish. In  the "narrative equals language 

equals lifee* (FR 236) motto of Badh is contained the elusiveness of each 

S G ~ I I I G ~ ~  which constitutes the iiction of seIf. The ti-equent trips his fiction 

makes to the mythic literatiire of the past, to especially his nlascot 

Schtherazade, are part of Ihe narrative-existential role taking exercise. 

From Todd to Ebenezer, Meneleaus to the Siamese twin. the query is as to 

this essence. the personhood. The dormant strains of social criticism 

submerged in the ironic appraisal of the narrative. literary ~raditions of the 



past. surface strongly in the later novels of Barth. Ibr~ning thc sell'-society- 

language matrix of Faulkner. I t  is the matrix which houses the mutually 

combatant, mr~rually containing narrative consciousness. 

In a similar vein, E. L. Doctorow (193 1-- ) wants to know how he 

can make use of'the disreputable genre materials of the past in the preserlt 

scenario. His very first attempt, a western, sels the configuration of his 

fiction: self-composition through narrative exposition and social analysis i t l  

a vicious cycle. From Blue. his first protagonist to the latest, the self- 

narrative-society circularity persists. Dnctorow, a contemporary of Barth 

and in whom this study peaks, is the one in whom the mentioned 

cunstituents of' the ilux of the textual/human consciousness remain in a 

more or less balanced state. The three major chaptcrs of this study Jwcll in 

depth on thc narrative consciousness o f  his selected ficlion--Welcome 

Hard Times, The Book of Daniel, Ragtiine and Loon Lake-- investigating 

separately into the self. narrative and Society segments of the phenomenon. 

Doctorow has brought out nine novels, a play, a collection of stories 

and a novella. and a collection of essays, not to mention the innumerable 

essays through which he has cumn~ented on the major socio-political issues 

of the conte~nporary America. His literary career begins with Welcome to 

Hard Times (1960). published white he was working with the Dial press. 

To launch himself as a novelist. he mr i tes  the story of the destructiun, 



construction and rc-destruction of a wcstern frontier town. It is also the 

story of Blue who seeks the futile narrative consolation ol' recalling the 

history of the town through his sceptic ledgers. Big as Life ( 1  966) which 

came out next followed the Doctorowian policy of using disreputed genre 

materials to tell his stories. If it is the western in the first novel. it is science 

fiction in the second one. The novel revolves around the arrival of two 

giant humanoids in New York and the way people react to i t .  The basic 

assumptions of lifk get tested and threatened as a consequence. In 1971 

Doctorow's seminal piece of fiction, The Book of Daniel came out. Here 

the novelist turns to history and fictionalises one of the landmark political 

events of the American past--the Rossenberg case. The novel depicts the 

struggle - of the Isaacson children. children uf the fictionalised Rossenbergs, 

to come to terms with themselves, their past and their parents. Though i t  

has become an obsession for the writer to explore the American past in his 

subsequent novels, nothing he ever did afterwards aspires to the same 

literary height and sirnilar creative fernour. If critical attention is drawn to 

Doctorow by his The Book of Daniel. i t  is Ragtime (1975) which has 

ensured the real arrival of the novelist in the popular conscience. Ragtime, 

winner of National Book Critics Circle Award for 1976, tells the story of 

three families against the backdrop of the first fifteen years of the 

nineteenth cenrury America. At the end the Black. the Jcwish and the 

WASP families become one melting pot. Drinks before D i n n g  (1979) is 



thc result of Doclorow's a l le~ l lp ts  at a radical theatre of' ideas. As tilt: author 

puts it, i t  is a drama turned inside out. exploring our idea of a character. 111 

his next novel Loon Lake ( 1  980) he again dwells on his, by now, favs>uritc 

exercise of fictionally revising the American history. It portrays Joe's 

initiatory journey in the background of the depression America o f  the 

1930s. Lives of the P m  (1 984) is a rollicking narratio~l of the crises of a 

writer flowingly presented in a deceptively lighthearted intertext, Though 

subtitled as "A novella and six stories," the  book reveals a t  the end as 

containing six stories by the writer who is the protagonist o f  the Novella. 

'The novella, which gives the collection its title. throws quaint links and the 

subtle weaving to hold the text together. It is rather late that we find 

Doctorow incorporating his own life in a big way into his fiction, namely 

in World's Fair ( I  985). True  to the Doctorowian pattern, t h e  book explores 

certain key cultural emblems of America while revealing the story of the 

growing up of a sinall boy in straightfornard narrative voice. Billy 

Bathaate ( 1  989) is a bildungsrornan O F  kinds. Adding one 111ore to 

Doctorow's little heroes, thc novel depicts Billy's initiation years and his 

involvement with the notorious New York criminal Dutch Shultz. 

1 he play ufltbr the narrative consciousness in Doctorow's fiction is 

to he explored from three perspectives. All the leadins characters of his 

fiction are self-seekers. Dissatisfaction. the all-consuming passion that 



drives Docturow, is crucial in the struggles o f  all th t  protagonists of the 

writer. They exhibit a tendency to hop frotn the physical to the 

philosophical with confusing ease, especially when caught between the 

need lo act positively and the impossibility of finding anytl~ing positive. 

Taken together, the mentioned components of his fiction very acutely 

rcflect, repeatedly, the writer consistently grappling with himself and his 

views. The opening chapter 011 Doctorow shows how the whole of his 

fiction is investigating the struggle oS/for the self from various angles and 

in differing contexts. The quasi-existential struggles of his primary 

characters, his themes, the struggle for voice--these will be the parameters 

to test the afore stated interests of the writer. I t  will prove, by extension, 

how these demonstrate the extent to which the author struggles to develop 

a scnse of beIonging in the cosmic polity of knowing and being. 

Of equal relevance is the need to study the artist heroes as each 

novel of the writer is in the f o r m  of an artist/writer trying to remember the 

defining period of his life. Since the effort proves to be fruitless, it is also a 

limited testimony to the author's faith in the inability of' the language to 

embody any realitylthe inability of man to make language mean. Starting 

with Blue. the ledger keeper-narrator of his first novel, every narrator deals 

with the difficulty of representation This need to represent and the futility 

of such a need are emblematic of Doctorowian narrators. All the de fact0 



hislorians of his fiction are actually writers who are put to thc  ask of' 

writing by thc force of ' the circumstances. Whatever he the driving force of 

thcir need to narratc, their overriding feeling is of one doomed to represent. 

In a world in which lirlearity itself is suspect, it pays little to lean on 

causality. They end up representing the unrepresentability of their mission- 

-whether it is the truth regarding the accusations against the Rossenbergs or 

the sense of the evil within in the frontier novel. But at the same time these 

artists concede the fact that often the only way out of the impasse is 

through imaginative resolutions. So the folIowing chapter investigates the 

narrator/artist heroes of the writer to bring out the elenlent of fightltlight 

for identity in them. It will also study the tension utlresolved in these 

narratorstartists owing to their inability to ~larratively compose a realizable 

tcxt/sel f. 

'['he third chapter on Doctorow studies the role played by 

statelsociety in the creation of this unresolvahle question of identity. -'The 

fi_lndainental referent of identity is social locationl" in the words of Hewitt, 

as "identity is a matter of objectification by others as well as self 

objectification'' (150). I t  is i~~~perative to determine the extent o f  influence 

of the statelculture in rendering the self proble~natic as all the protagonists 

of these novels, in one way or the other, are fighting for justice, fighting 

against the state's iinposition of itself on the self: Doclorow has stated the 



way he is upset by the element o r  injustice and of the extent of its rcach. 

Yet the fictiorlal diagnosis refuses to place the hlatne squarely at the doors 

of the society. I r  only underlines the di le~n~na of knowing and being since 

the tools of communication are incapable of coinposing the truth. The 

individual and society are seen as both paired and opposite. The individual 

is threatened by society and the social order is undermined by the 

individual disorder. On the other hand they are mutually constructed too. 

This is where the political and the philosophical meet and often collide in 

Doctorow. The activist in hi111 fights the injustice of impositions as the 

artist concedes the necessity of the same imaginatively. I t  has been the 

social co~nrnitrnent of the author that made him often select the key 

moments of the American culture as the gist tbr his fictional mill. 

Doctorow's revision of the theme of American dream in Welcorne to Hard 

Times, Depression years in Loon La&, the Rossenberg case in The Book 

of Danid and the ethnic question in Ragtime--all ovenvhel~ningly point to 

this. tn Doctorow's scheme of  things, one of the principal forces responsible 

for the disintegration of the self, thwarting it's potential realizations, is 

Culture--the counterfeit values imposed by Culture. Hence, his exploratiot~s of 

freedorn and justice are linked to explorations of self and the ways in which 

it  islis not realized. 



There is a presumption of universality to the ideal of juslice- 

-social justice, economic justice. And it is a platonic ideal 

too--that every one be able to live as he or she is endowed to 

live: that if a pcrson is in his genes a pout, he be able to 

practice his poetry. Plato defined justice as the fulfill~nent of 

a person's truest self (qtd in Harter and Thompson 7) ,  

states Doctorow in an interview. The plunges of Doctorow in to the past. 

therc forc, arc to examine why individuals/groups/races are denied justice. 

refiised their freedom to realize themselves. The enquiry always leads, 

though not una~nbiguously, to the social set up, the transparent betrayals of 

the right to life. The chapter looks into the way the set values embodied by 

America, by extension humanity, make a mockery of peoplc's sense of 

selfl defiles their sense of idenlily. as revealed in Doctorow's tiction. 

Ethniclltn~nigrant voices raise similar queries regatding the diletn~nas 

of the self in Doctorow. The American society has always been a sclciep of  

actual, potential or imagined mobility. The  lovel list lays necessary emphasis 

on this as he depicts the Ethnic as well as the non-ethnic, who nonetheless are 

in flight. On the one hand the presence of the ethnic elements and characters 

could be explained as the logical off' shoot of the writers concern t'or the 

society. for social justice. 'aiding Arnerica in realizing the potential of 

melting pot status. On the other. the point made by the novelist not 



necessarily takcn up by any, i s  the question about the Eternal Immigrant 

called Man. Since Doctorow shares with his hero Daniel the dictum that 

fully connected things don't exist, he is juxtaposing the immigrant in the 

American context against the immigrant in the cosmic context, life as the 

ctemal immigration. If the problein for the immigrant is one of meaningfilly 

incorporating himself into the host community, preserving one's core intact, 

similar is the anguish of the nationals of the country. Those w l ~ u  are 

technically believed to belong to the land of heir birth are no more sure of 

themselves than those who feel alienated on account of their distant origin. 

This juxtaposition helps the novelist to make the two play against each other 

as he makes thc artist impulse play against the activist one. Ultimately it boils 

down to a question of the fluidity of identity in every case. These novelists 

approach the liquidity of existence in which "connections proliferate and 

meanings drop away" (Saltzman 16). Narrative conscinusness becomes the 

receptacle of' these explorations with "interrupted catalysts-' of self. 

narrative and society, to use the term used by Merriwether to describe the 

fiction of Faulkner (83). 



Chapter 2 

William Faulkner: Inlerruptcd Catalysts 

William Faullkner's has been one of the defining presences in the 

American fiction. His immense productivity, both in terms of its breadth 

and innovation, has placed him on a pedestal not equalled by inany in the 

world of fiction. Rccording the ebb and flow of the emergent America 

through the fictional county of Yoknapatawpha, his imaginative recreations 

of the race-infested Mississippi present the life of a man divided within the 

twin pulls of  artistic inclinations and ideological/social compulsions. The 

oeuvre of Faulkner, hence, is consistently engaged in investigations of 

form and content, of identity and ideology, of ontology and epistemology, 

of life and art. Though predominantly portrayed as a spokesperson for the 

modernist American fiction, Faulkner essentially einbodies the American 

obsession with concerns of selfhood and articulation. This chapter therefore 

makes a prefatory study of the major fiction of Williain Faulkner with special 

emphasis on the sel f-narrative-society-consciousness continuum in it. 

The purely individual strains and co~nplexities of one's art and the 

taxing struggle to make it reside amidst the social compulsions, the self- 

implied defeats inherent in such efforts and the final destination of all such 

struggles--these amount to travails of , a  coagulant consciousness in the 



writers studied here. For Fnulkner, as Andrei Bleikasten statcs, "the urge tu 

write sprang frurn a passionate desire for self affirmation and self realisation. 

Boldly asserting his authority, insisting on his derniurgic powers with a ims t  

Balzacian self confidence, Faulkner was determined to create a 'cosmos of 

his own', existing for and by itself, of  which he would be the sole owner 

and proprietor" (viiij. This intention permeates and is shared by the major 

figures of his fiction. His fiction represents, "a consciousness, deeply self- 

axvnre nr~d even self-beset" (Beck 6) .  Faulkner tries to take both poles of 

perception into account at once, the sub.iective and objective worlds, as 

functions of each other and his fiction reflects this struggle of a 

consciousness to evolve itself into being. 

As in the case of Barth and Doctorow, what precipitates the creative 

impasse in Faulkner is the contradictory pulls of a consciousness powered 

by schisms of life and art, societal responsibiliq and artistic compulsion. 

the felt promise of narrative vent and the inner certainty of its fi~tility. The 

protagonists of Faulkner are seekers of integrity of being. Bemused by the 

guiles of existence, they are fratltically on the look out for ~neatls uC 

deciphering theinseives. Societylfamily beguiles them at one level and they 

turn to narrative as part of the quest for relief. But the plurality of meaning 

only aids further entrapment of their already ivarped psyche. The intense 

anguish of the question of existence throws the debate concerning the 



genuine roots of the dile~nlna open: is it the angst inherited. one generation 

serving as the hapless, helpless receptacle of the deeds o f  a previous one? 

1s it a reeling attendant on the sickly perceptions of' a troubled mind? Or 

can the cause be attributed to the tragic inability of the medium to deliver'! 

Rather than help establish the locus of the dilemma, these texts only 

traverse the network of potential causes/sources regmessus ad infiniturn. In 

strikingly similar statements Doctorow, Barth and Faulkner have dwelt on 

the dangers of thrusting ideological functior~ on the shoulders of creative 

art. Yet, such protestations notwithstanding, the thickly marked political 

contours of Faulkner's fictional writing speaks loudly on the conflicts in 

which his career i s  caught, a major one being the question of race in the 

slavery-ridden American South. These were the "demons" the demon- 

driven writer in Faulkner fought with to affinn himself, to successfully 

quantify hiinselfl to also find what it means to be an American. This is 

further rendered comples by the strong influx of existential flavour in his 

works. the sceptical faith in the power of language and mind to capture 

reality, in spite of his professed faith in endurance and prevailinent. The 

life and philosuphy of fiction as envisaged by Faulkner, at t imes though 

hazy. point to the same concerns possessed by Barth and Doctorow 

regarding questions of selthoud and creativity. This is why Hleikasten calls 

the novels of Faulkner "t-t~on~uncnts to a self ever 10 be" (2). 



Faulkner's gcnius llclurished at a tilnc when thcrc was new, 

exacting and i mpol-tant work in the understanding of human 

perception and human consciousness and in the growing 

awareness that art originates in the human response to events 

rather than in the external world of discontinuous act. With 

his age, Faulkner recognized that the world was continually 

being reconstructed by the perceptions and conceptions of 

people interacting with it. It is this awareness that allows him to 

place something so mysterious and mischievous as the human 

consciousness within what is, afier all, the art of a man who 

maintains an architectonic sense of his craft (Kinney xv). 

As a writer Fauikner always took his fiction-making efforts as 

t.fYorts progressively towards an ultimately unrealisable state of perfection, 

~ n u c h  similar to the view ernbraced by Doctorow. This explains his feeling 

that the great works, as far as far as he is concerned, whether it be from 

him or the writers he admires, are "splendid failures" (Meriwethcr 1 SO), 

like his The Sound and the Fury. This argument is akin to the theory of 

identity as revealed in the fiction of Barth and Doctorow too. not to 

mention many such instances in the fiction of Faulkner itself. If it is socio- 

economic, philosophic elements which contribute immensely to the 

concerns of personhood in Barth and Doctorow, it is the racial-linguistic 



pIight that rcccives marginal edge i n  the unachievable flight towards a 

stable sense of identity arnong Faulkncr's creations. This is not to deny the 

existential rlilcmma, which Inany of' the major characters of Faulkner 

embody. I t  becol-nes all the Inore proble~natic in a writer who sertns to feel 

quite strongly the need for correcting the social imbalance caused by racial 

and economic segregation. The situation bred by this curious ideology-art 

mix is peculiar and i t  reappears in similar guises in the writers to tbIlow. 

These currents of self, narrative and society flow into each other, defying a 

clear demarcation of the constituents of the consciousness. 

Though extremely complex and stunningly innovative the creative 

career of Faulkner had been, it  still carries certain stock features. Social 

uprootedness, spiritual orphanage, existential dilemma which springs out of 

these, acute sense of isolation, feeling of being hounded by the tragic past, 

varied queries as to t11e value of the real, the quest for truth. the thernes of 

1.acia1 purity and the agony and inevitability of ar?iculation--a11 these make 

their repeated appearances in various guises in his fiction. The present 

study investigates the narrative consciousness in Faulkner's selected tiction 

through the concerns of self ernbodied by the major characters, the quest 

for integrity by his narrative and the social hurdles in the achievement of  

the same. 



Willia~n Faulhncr's inilia1 foray into the realm of fiction is with 

Soldier's Pay. It is a typical introductory work, indicative of a writer who 

is yet to find his voice. Rut it  is valuable as it drops tentative indications as 

to the direction Faulkner's fiction is to take in the future. The intense forms 

of alienation, feeling disoriented or displaced in whatever location the 

characters find themselves, is certainly strong in early works like Soldier's 

&. Galligan has no apparent destination during the train trip with which 

The Soldier's Pw opens. Donald Mahon who returns from the war is 

equally unsure of the place he is retiring to. The sense of loss of identity in 

Mahorl is understandable in his lack of verbal response and in his inability 

to recognise figures from the past. The returned soldiers in the novel, as 

Gamy Harrington has stated, "suffer from deracination and dislocation.. . 

moving like dise~nbodied shades engaged in a futile attempt to reestablish 

some sense of personal identity" ( I  5 ) .  

Instances of confusing identity abound, pointing to a pervasive 

sense of loss of perceptions of individuation. Joe Galligan and Januarious 

Jones, the two figures with artist orientations, signal the core art concerns 

Faulkner will persist with in the novels to coune. Faulkner's second novel 

Mosquitoes lays heavy emphasis on what is to emerge as the pivotal 

concern of the writer: "the extenl to which language reflects, distorts, 

subsurnes or creates lif'c" (Harrington 24). I .ike Barth's Tidewater Tales, it  



d\f:clls on an outing on a yacht by a group of ad-lox.crs. ~ l l i ~ u g t ~  fairly 

grounded on discussions of art, the work si~nply shifts the backdrop 

withnut essentially altering the stage or the tfleme of his firs1 novcl. The 

fluidity of existence and the well-nigh i~mpossible task of placing one's 

sense nf belongingness to a sticking place are very much what the crisis of 

the text is all about. They drift about, vapid figures, spiri1ually dispossessed 

and vaguely self-defined. I'alliaferrcl and Gordon, espousing and 

denouncing the significance of the word respectively. jointly tell the story 

of  the sense of sterility the entire group of characters suffers from. 

As, Faulkner's totrt* de force, is a curious little work, 

with its stylc  asking its stunning power, both in terrns of what it says and 

how i t  is said. With its strange title, the novel, coinposed o f  sixty 

rnonoIogues involving fifiren characters, centers on dealh as well as life, 

on the process o f  meaning in a multi-voiced pursuit of /by language. The 

story involves the Bundren family and the fi'rerce interpersonal relationships 

presented against the backdrop of the death of Addic Bundren, the mother. 

'I'hough i t  hinges on the steadfastness of a family to honour the final wish 

o f  their dead mother, Addic, to be buried in Mississippi. to be united with 

her forefathers in the final rest, i t  has placed heavy emphasis on the issues 

of perception and meaning in/by language. If for the dead it is the ultimate 

journey of reunification, for the living, i t  is a journey of self-discovery. of 



being born as thc uoi'tin is borrle. Whcn stripped of its innovative narrative 

scheme and intricate fictional pattern, the simp1 icity of the plot trlasks its 

innate depth. The tragic-comic journey. often horrifyingly stupid and at 

times scaringly tragic, provides the staple of the narrative. I t  restates and 

reaffirms the core concerns of Faulkner's fiction, constituting the 

polyphony of voices, the multiple perspectives of varying vision, varied 

intelligence and perception. These are often biased. eclipsed and infonned 

by the personal intelligence, peculiarities and prejudices. Each monologue 

defines the nature of the character as wcll as hislher relationship with 

Addie. The journey, which they undertake to realize the wish of Addie, is a 

journey, which exposes their real nature. The differing hidden motives of 

the trip or the different ultimate gains froin the trip (For Dewey, it is 

abortion; for Darl, a train ride; for  Anse, a new wife, etc) attest to this. 

With the burial of Addie, all the rnetnbers of the family are free to realize 

tllemselves in ordinary, unheroic fashion. 

"Addie is the center of As I Lay Dying. I t  is she who motivates the 

funeral procession to Jefferso~~. The Bundrens' goal is to find themselves, 

and so~nehow their relationship to Addie is the key to their identity. They 

must explore theinselves in tertns of Addie" (Garzilli 60). Addie, a woman 

of passionate individuality, is denied of "herself' when she is married to 

Anse, a rnan whu shelters himself in wordy speculation. rather lhan 



worldly action. Interwoven with the predo~ninanl issue 01' the ability and 

efficacy of coin~nunication is tl-rc question of meaning--meaning not mcrely 

of Ianguagelnovels that we use to comlnunicate with, but the meaning of 

actions, of lik in totality, of making sense of or~rselves, of existence and 

reality. A1I these are mads open lo scrutiny through the conventional tools 

with which we subject the whole lot of life's processes to analysis and 

articulation. 1 t is the word of the dead Addie, one who doubted the capacity 

of words to carry deeds on i t s  back, that leads to the series of deeds that 

tnake up the novel. Hence i t  is a novel which sets the exploration of self in 

a background of death, a narrarive on an attempt to bound being. 

The Sound and the Futy is Faulkner's classic which rnarks the end 

of his apprenticeship and heralds the greater pieces like L i ~ h t  in August 

and Absalom, Absalom!--a long period of creative outburst. Like Inany 

other novels to follow, it contains a strong dose of violence, family feud, of 

people caught in the grip of cvit heredity. An intense tale of fa~nily feud 

and brooding melancholy, it brings to fusion the thematic burden of 

Fnulkner with innovations in narrative techniques. Divided into tour 

sections titled after the particular dates, the novel spreads the action from 

the childhood of Quentin, Caddy, Benjy and Jason to the Easter Sunday 

1928. the day on which Caddy, Quentin's daughter. runs away with a man 

from a circus show. With a twisted chronology, the novel challenges easy 



con~prehension. Still, at the  hear^, t t ~ c  text is intensely involved with the 

angst of a consciousness caught in the act of meaning--world as well as 

word. 

The major bearer of the entangled, unextricated personhood, 

colnpulsively seeking a sense of self is CSuzntin Compson: "an alien body, 

a wandering mind, a dizzying sense of dissolved doings, feelings and 

sufferings" (Weinstein 173). The depiction of'the last day of his life shows 

the man caught in the convolutions of tortuous thoughts as he struggles to 

free himself from the ambiguous relationship with his sister and the 

Compson family honor. Incest, miscegenation, honor, sex--the common 

ingredients which cause the imbalance in many a protagonist of Faulkner 

war in the character of Quentin Compson. 

Identity necessitates a tenuous balancing of attachment and 

detachment in terms of a person's relationship with the pevple around him, 

with the comtnunity of which he is a part. Personhood can't be achieved 

through total isolation as it is bound to engender war in the subjectivity. 

This is because iderltity is as much a product of self-evaluation as i t  is a 

quantity formcd in response to the evaluation of the community. Quentin's 

obsession with Caddy's virginity is linked to his personallfamily honour. 

Ilis attempt to convince his father of his supposed incest is part of his effort 

to put an end to the ambiguity and to withdraw Srom the world tnarked with 



the taint of sin. As i t  happens in Ihe case ol'all ca~npulsive sel S-seekers, this 

will only lead him to isolation. triggering ti~rther violent cogitation. It never 

helps a Inan with Quentin's speculative bend of mind to be in the shadow of a 

Fither who feels that "a Inan is thc sum of his misfortunes.. .one day you think 

misfortune would get tired, but then time is your misfortune'' (TSTF 1 03). His 

father only fosters these scepticlexistential elements, a running thread in the 

fiction of Faulkner. 

The pivotal preoccupation of Quentin, which reveals his anxiety of a 

fleeting sense of self, is his terror of the passage of time. Apart from 

honour and virginity, time is ironically the catalyst, component and 

deterrent ot'his monologues. As Gail 1. Morti~ner states: "the world itself 

undermines his efforts to keep things stable as it fragments, flows and 

charges through time despite Quenti~l's vigilance" (63). From the very 

beginning of his mnnologue, he expresses his struggle with time as he 

quests for the timeless and stable. 'I'hs inexorable passage of time terrorizes 

hiin as it aggravates his feeling of futility and the fear of prolonging his 

existence, which he has already judged a failure. But the urgency of his 

desire to coin~nunicate and the fear regarding the uncertainty as to what is 

to be communicated keep him trapped in a hazy psyche. Hence the inore 

potent portrayal of the struggle of Quentin is evident in the narrative 

a n g u i ~ h  and anxiety he experiences. 



doc Christmas' plight in Lighl in August is the same bul ingrained 

with a different orientation: "[Hlis blood wouldn't be quiet, wouldn't lct 

him save it. I t  ~vould  not be either one or the other and let his body save 

itself' (LIA 449). What rocks Joe's frail sense of sanity is not only the 

supposed [nixing of blood, but it is the defining ingredient of his troubled 

subjectivity and the source of all his inner vacillation. Because, the basic 

problem of doe i11 Light in August is not a matter of blood. His tragedy is. 

as Faulkner hitnself puts it: "not to know what he is and to know that he 

will never know" (qtd. ~ I I  Gwynn 72) .  Joe's precarious sense of self makes 

i t  hard for him to find acceptance among others and this defines his 

behaviour towards himself as well as others. 

The prime block on his road to self-discovery is the ambiguity 

surrounding his ancestry/blood. As Mortimer suggests, "in his search for a 

stable identity, Joe doesn't find it possible to live with both possibilities, 

that he is black and that he is white, because society possesses clearly 

delineated and irreconcilable expectations about how. in either case, he 

must behave" (16). The early years of his childhood he spent at white 

children's orphanage has clearly planted feelings of black inferiority and 

self-hatred in him. As is coininorl in Faulkner's fiction, the emotionally 

turbulent childhood convincingly cor~tributes to his disorganized sense of 

sell' ; i ~ d  ill turn accentuatrs the disturbing need to delineate a coherent 



ILcling of identity. Tho ellsuing chaotic perceptions rendur hitn incapable 

of opting for either of the possibilities, the black or the white. 

Joe illustrates the duality resident in evcry such protagonist horn 

Faulkner--stasis versus motion, black versus white and self versus the 

other. Echoing the travnils of the Doctorowian figures, he is severely 

lonely, every crisis forcing him to be on the move, scxually problematic, 

irate, carrying the hell of t,ord Jim with him, l'he Southern American 

society he belongs to never delineates possibilities of existence other than 

as either wholly white or purely black. A mixed blood entity, where 

allegiance is  fluid, is beyond the perceptive capacity of such a society. 

"Not knowing who hc is in such circumstances leads inevitably to 

ambivalence about the very things he comes tn recognize as 'self" 

(Mortimer 16). This affects. in return, his perceptions of the world. This is 

11ow the tragi-circularity of the search for personhood takes its shape. 

Society has already incapacitated him from presuming a sense o f  

wholeness and this has handicapped his perception of the people and 

objects around him. 'l'he eternal sense of becoming which the subjectivity 

is assured to experience has its origins here. Hence Joe feels that, "all the 

past was a flat pattcrn ... all that had ever been was the same as all that was 

to be. since tomorrow, to be and had beer1 would br: the same" (LIA 206) 

and he "never got outside of that circle" (LlA 32 1 ). 



Externalisat ion of inner ~ncllives. self-objectification, self-division-- 

all these exemplify in various ways the war itvithin Joe. Likc Doctorow's 

Daniel, again, it often happens in the novel that Joe repeatedly experiences 

his motives and passions as something foreign to his self: Time and again 

he refers to his body as "it" and watches things hnppenlng to "it," as when 

"he watches his hands fumbling at the door" (LIA 2 10). Similar is his 

comment when he tries to get out: "if I can just get it outside, into the air, 

the cool air. the cool dark.. ." (MA 210). As a descendant of Quentin who 
w 

is directly intluenced by his nihilist father, it is inherent in Joe Christmas 

that aspects of his personhood act towards disorientation. This massive 

disruption at the core of the self and the resultant flight and terror are 

pronounced in another significant character in Uqht in August, Gail 

I-Iightower. 

Quite a number of characters in Faulkner's fiction embody what 

Gail Mortiiner calls his "one-is-two'' formula, which manifests as dual 

nature of the characters (98). A novel like Light in August rests on the 

inner polyphony of the central characters. GaiI Hightower and Soana 

Burden supplement Joe in the novel. They both lead isolated lonely lives, 

caged in the past, simultaneously excited and exacerbated by nostalgia. 

Hightower who seems to  h i v e  '"two faces" (LIA 89) and Joanna "a dual 

personality" (LIA 235) are c a u ~ h t  bctween a need 10 hold on to the past 



despite their faith in thc futilitj of doing s ~ )  in the present. In almost each 

respect, she cor~stitutes a challenge in her ability to do  a Joe. l'he currents 

which rock her inner calm are similar to those of doe's and are suggestive 

of thc disestablished self. This preoccupation with duality is not confined 

to the major characters in the novel. I t  seeps down to the very bottom of the 

narrative and finds its echo even in figures like Hightower's father or in 

1,ucas Birch's two names. The narrative ingcnuity and the experimentation 

in word formation reflect the stated rut  ot'personhood quest into which the 

consciousness of these characters has fallen. 

Apparently the story of the rise and fall of Thomas Sutpen, 

Absalom, Absalond is a powerful novel that actually restates Faulkner's 

fictional pursuit of ontological and episte~nological concerns against the 

context of personhood. 'I'homas Sutpcn, a settler i n  the Old South, is a 

ruthless tnixture of daring and shrewdness. As narrator after narrator 

atternpts to explicate the motives of the design of Sutpen's existence, the 

mosaic of dilemmas and conflict that people the collective psyche of the 

co~n~nunity is brought to relief. The author has infused his routine 

ingredients of fiction like race, incest, tt~iscegcny and violence in his 

exploration of the elusive concept of reality and truth, which could often be 

alternative terms for selfhood. Yet the remix throws up an enlightening and 

enigmatic revelation on the flux of personhood. On writing, on polity and 



the c u l l ~ ~ r a l  entity called l i  k l~nan,  it posits observations oi' awakening. 

Quentin, Shreve. Rosa, Sutpen, Born--all are characters who play and 

referec this game of meaning and being. Recall of the past to reconceive 

the present and to realign oneself continues. 

Absalom, Absalom! unravels the issues of interracial complexity 

and identity in its entirety. Thomas Sutpen who selects Jefferson to seat his 

grand design of hundred acres of land and a mansion does so by trampling 

on the social conventions of the place and irldividual liberties. Born in the 

mountains of Virginia, it is the taunts of his early childhood that inscribe a 

design in him, a design with personally drawn racial boundaries and 

~naterialistic, predatory instincts. Hence Sutpen's personhood comes to be 

delineated in terms of the self-imposed "grand design" and recurrent jolts 

to it thwart his self-realization. There is sotnething of Coalhouse Walker of 

Doctorow's Ragtime in the Inan as he approximates the fruition of the 

prqject at hand. Pushing senti~nerlts to the margins, he moves forth with 

si11~1e-minded devotion. He is taciturn and his voice is buried urlder layers 

of narrative reconstruction. Quentin and Shreve think about hiin in 

retrospective. It is Sutpen--his arrival, his doings, h is  relationships, briefly 

his design-- that has upset the lives of the rest in the novel. Rosa Coldfield, 

the priine sufferer, has her troubles started, she says, after being insulted by 



Su~pen",  ofliring a marriage only if their union results in a malc tjf'spring. 

I t  intensifies, it' not inaugurates, her sell'-alienation. 

Identity implies invisible houndarics. Invisible because. the 

demarcation that delineates the realm of subjectivity is fragile, mutable and 

subject to imminent collapse. Moreover i t  is as imaginary as it is psychic. 

Characters who undergo scrutiny on account of their threatened center in 

this study do have difficulty in keeping in position this separation. Either 

the past or the figures of the past inhabit them, rendering then1 defenceless. 

Thomas Sutpen holds residence in the lives of Rosa, Quentin, Shreve and 

the like, colonizing them and their times to the exclusion of everything. 

Rosa Coldfield fits the Faulknerian world in many ways. She is the 

unwanted child, born "at the price of her  noth her's life and never to be 

permitted to forget it.. .a living and walking reproach to her father" (AA 46). 

As it1 the case of many a character in Faulkner, she lives with a father she 

hates and it hence causes a precarious sense of self in her from quite an 

early age. I t  is into such a life that Sutpen barges in her childhood. 

Daniel lsaacson, Doctorow's hero in The Book of Daniel comments 

on the unsettling ~uultiplicity of people around him, causing feelings of  

self-dissipation. An echo of this could be found in Quentin too. Quentin's 

"childhood was full of them, his very body was an empty hall cchoing with 

sonorous defeated names; he was not being. an entity. he was a 



common~vealth. . . a barrack filled with stubborn, backlooking ghosts" (AA 7). 

Possessing an impotent freedom: he is as ~nuch baffled as ~rouhled by the 

legacy he compulsively inhabits. Though he is kcen to follow ihe legend to 

its end, Quentin is equally uncertai~~ of its expected outcome. The feeling 

of being marked in life and the sense of repetitiveness permeate his life. 

"May be nothing happens ever happens once and is finished" (LIA 210), he 

muses dwelling on the all-encompassing, cver-pervading sense of 

inseparableness, futility: "Yes, we are both father. Or may be father and I 

are both Shreve, may be it took father and me both to make Shreve. at* 

Shrevc and me both to make father or may be Thomas Sutpen to make all 

of us" ( H A  210). Like Daniel again, Quentin simply can't keep the world 

barred, preferentially. As is the case of k h t  in August and The Sound and 

the Fury the problems of irtdcterininacy, self-delineation, repetition and 

rr~eaninglessness are pervasive in Absalom, A ~ S ~ I L M I I ! .  The ones like 

Judith, Henry, and Shrevc--they are all under the influence of the same 

kind of logic. Judith feels caught in the strings of a giant puppetry which is  

humanity and Shreve is tormented by queries of multiple in.econcilable 

possibilities. 

Faulknerian involvement with the constitution of subjectivity is not 

to be entirely linked with his Yoknapatawpha rniIieu or being part of a 

world l i t  by racial tainr. Even in works like The Wild Palins or Pylon, sel in 



entirely different terrain. theme-wise and narration-wise, they reemphasisu 

the same explorative intent. The Wild Palms is co~nposed of intertwining 

narratives, alternatively arranged, titled "The Wild Palms" and "Old Man". 

Harry Wilhournc and an old unnamed convict are the protagonists who, 

except for the lack of concern as to their origin, subscribe to the 

conventional Faulknerian features. If the fonner is speculative, the latter is 

noted for being taciturn. But the opposition, the pairing, only throws 

further light on the author's relentless juxtapositions and parallelisms in his 

effort to explore personhood. Wilboume, a lnedical student who lefi 

incomplete his internship, lives with Charlotte Rittenmay er, wife of Francis 

Rittenmayer. His unsuccessful effort to abort her pregnancy leads to her 

death and his incarceration. Later. he  chooses to die in the prison. The old 

~nan, in prison fur his attempt to rob a train, ac t~~a l ly  goes through the whirl 

of a flood. of.ficially sent to save a man. He  gets lost, is carried away by the 

flood. The man saves a pregnant woman, sees her through her delivery and 

returns to the prison, much to the confusion and chagrin of the jail 

authorities. 

This fine counterplacing of loves/lives helps to shed light on the 

co~nplex issue of self and subjectivity. Harry. the lover, is often racked by 

[moments of severe uncertainty- and the feeling that future holds in store I'oI. 

h im only disasters manifold, "the immenloriiil blind receptive matrix. the 



hot fluid blind tbr~nation" (\Fv 1' l38). The nihilistic vein surfaces in him as 

the navel progresses. He states: "you remember. The precipice, the dark 

precipice: all m a n k i ~ ~ d  before you went over i t  and lived and all after you 

will but that ~near~s nothing to you because thcy can't tell you, forewarn 

you, what to do in order to survive" (138). This is clear reflection of the 

inability of deciphering life's equations, the failure to orient oneself and the 

cot~clusion that the past, even if mastcred, offers no solace to the living. He 

is aware of the ability of life to tear him asunder and to perpetuate the war 

within. The old Inan perfectly balances the picture by offering the other 

half of the argument and hence the ceaseless tilt possible in the 

achievement Inon-achievement of a tangible sense of belongingness. For 

the old man, to exist is to  be in the prison. After thwarting every 

opportunity he had. he labours his way back to the prison and is rewarded 

with a long period of punishment. The taIl convict muses: "Now there was 

a peculiar quality of repetitiveness about his present fate, how not only Ihe 

most serious crises ~Vecurrzd with certain monotony, but, the very physical 

circu~nstances fbllowed a stupidly unimaginative pattern" ( W P  271). I f  

Ilarry and Charlotte wreck the corlventions of society in their attempt to 

assert themselves, the convict tries t o  be authoritarian in submitting himself 

to discipliile and attempts to impose a pattern even on natural disasters like 

a tlood. 



Pylon, set entirely in town, is involved with the art of' flying and 

reporting. In the final reckuning, though, it is as lnuch about the reporter's 

struggle to articulate an event /life, as it is concerned with the travails and 

tragedy of fliers. The agonising inability to fathom life and render it 

coherent is powerful in the reporter. He is insufticient in comprehending 

the dinlensions of the drama which unfolds before him, in distinguishing 

between journalism and fiction, fact and truth. The schism of 

consciousness evident in every Faulknerian test is seen in thc ambivalent 

tone that the author embraces in the narrative. He is. "unable to reconcile 

his admiration for the fliers with his presentation of them as examples of 

dehun~anising effects of the machine age" (Ilarrington 55). As it is, the 

reporter's attitude to life echoes those of the major pro tago~~is t s  of 

Faulkner. Life for hiin is "thinking about the day after tomorrow and the 

day after that and the day after and after that and.. . s~neliing the same burnt 

coffee and dead shrimp and oyster and waiting for the same light to 

change.. ." (PLN 176). He is i~npressed by  he fliers' ability to evade the 

monotony of life circulnscribed by the regimentation of time, whereas the 

novel presents a picture of the life of fliers with essentially little difference 

from that of the res t--equal l y tnonochroinatic and boring. Monutor~y, 

sameness, the failure to salvage a perception of difference, of relevance in 

things and events or the lack of it. fuel the reporter's anxiety. Py Ion, wit11 



its aurii 01' doom transplanted to a lechnologised backdrop, only puts the 

pet themes nf Faulkner into another wary trial. 

'I'he ceaseless exploration of a conjectural pivotal to anchor ones 

life, hence, pervades the fiction of Faulkner. A novel like The Town or  

Down. Moses may not foreground the fissures of being alive like, As I Lav 

Dving or The Sound and the Fury. But in such works, what Faulkner 

attempts in a subdued manner is not essentially different from the feverish 

approach of the issues in, for instance, Absalom. Absalom!. Doing away 

with the acute turbulence of the individual's inner life, i t  p o i ~ ~ t s  to the 

public realm and the contrast only highlights his theory of "splendid 

failure" (Meriwether 180) applied to the concept of self. The difference is 

hence in degree, not in kind. They interrogate themselves to  plumb into the 

past, rlttc~nptir~g to access a decipherable past. The search splintersldeviates 

into a frantic hunt into the medium, so~net i~nes  as a consequence of the 

hazy nature of the goal sought and often because of the sceptic core the 

questors' possess. The private as well as public realins/functions of 

language are hotly contested in the polyphony of the narrative. Meaning 

and perception evoke queries of personhood as self quests for definition by 

narrative. 



The word and the story are parts of a larger domain in which self is 

often sought. The art-centered, creativi ty-orien ted nature of the works of 

Faulkner is a strong indication of the self-explurative quality of his novel 

writing. Faulkner's significance as a great novelist is perhaps eclipsed by 

his panache for experimentation with plot and narratiot-i. The novels which 

tell the tales of the rnen and women who seek the meaning of one's self; 

always ride on a narrative which attempts to perfkct itself, which explores 

the possibility of reaching the perfect mode of communication. Quoting the 

tcrms of Garry Harrington, not just the non-yolknapatawpha novels, but 

every fictional piece froin the writer has been "Fables of Creativity" (8).  

'I'tlcy are run~i~lat ions on meaning in life as well as art. Since they are the 

inusings of a novelist stuck with the queries of personhood, the nature of 

co~n~n~inicatiorl and the fluent. unboundable realin of consciousness, these 

cohabit in mutual tension. The books become perfect fields where their 

mutual indebtedness and violations are captured. 

Faulkner acknowledges the unbridgeable divide between l i fe and 

writing as wrwds can silnultaneously represent and make us agonizingly 

aware that it can only "re-present". The struggle of ma11 burdened with this 

consciousness is evident in his writing. "'The prohletnatic relationship of 



language t u  outer and innet. reality, i!s claim to referentialit? arid 

expressiveness, informs much of F auIkner's fiction" (Rlei kasten 25) .  

Because, as Bleikasten adds. "for Faulkner, the contradictiotl between 

language arid life, if never h a 1  ty resolved, could be copcd with through 

the creation of another idiom: the idiom of art. What art is, how it relates to 

the world and to the artist's self' (25 ) .  

But what is to be asserted while agreeing with Bteikasten is that 

Faulkner is aware of the limitless nature of the search for the artistic 

com~nunion as is he of the quest for personhood which drives him and his 

characters into a search for a poetics of art. Faulkner states during an 

interview  hat "Man is free and responsible, terribly responsible. His 

tragedy i 5  the impossibility--or at least the tremendous difficulty, of 

co~nmunication. Rut  man keeps on trying endlessly to express himself and 

to make contact with other h u ~ n a n  beings" (Meriwether 70-7 1 ). This i s  why 

Faufkner's "ruling concern was one of self definition in tertns of life and art. 

not articulation of a theatrical creed of' universal validity" (Bleikasten 28). 

Digging into the labyrinthine nexus that characterises the relationship 

between lit2 and art, self and creativity. Faulkner seeins to acknowledge 

Bleikasten's contention that "selves are fictions anyhow--1norc or less 

random, and more or less ir~genious co~nbinations of images and 



identifications. Selves :lrc texts: inot Icy tissues wovcn from rc~nin iscences and 

bo~~owings:  the patterns may be new and original, the material never is" (3 ). 

FaulLner is fascinated by the ~nutiinl empowerment, entrapment and 

e~nar~cipation of fife and art. All his protagol-rists agonisinglq appraxi~nate 

the reality via language, only to know thc always known that the 

significance i s  more in the ritual of pursuit than in the capture of truth. But 

irresistible is the need and passion for the exercise as it defines their sense 

of belongingness. Erection of identity defi(n)es the capacity to narratively 

unravel the haunting past through their articulations. But the self called 

fiction never reifies into a sedilnented entity at the bottom of the narrative. 

The liquidity persists. This explains John. T. Mathews' argument that 

"language--both as characters manipulated it and as they are constituted by 

it in the novels-- simultanecsusly erodes the autonomy and discreetness of 

selfhood even as it creates them" (1 6 ) .  

The tendency on  the part of Faulkner to probe into the intricacies of 

the creative/ar-tistic functions of language is pronounced right fro~tl the 

beginning of his carcer. In Soldier's P a ,  Joe Gilligan and Januarious Jones 

are two muted artist figures, acting as complementaries. They represent 

opposed attitudes to reading and hence, language. If Gill igan is inarticulate, 

Jar~uarious has a Janus-like facility with words. It clearly is the seed which 

sprouts in lo  full-blown language consciousnrss and narrative co~nplexity 



in the works to comc. The atteinpt to bunch disparate material togclher 

during the narra~ion is certainly the spade work for the modernist fractured 

structures of As I Lay Dying - and The Sound and the Fury. Mosquitoes. the 

very next novel easily acco~l~modatcs the linguistic emphasis aspired to by 

the writer in Soldier's m. The cost of art in the creation of fife and the 

price of life in the erection of art--a theme that holds all the three novelists 

under study here--raise its vigorous head here. It lays at the heart of the 

novel the extent of the ability of language to reflect lifelreality. It debates 

the question of the binary [unction of language, as a signifier of everything 

and nothing. '-It is a kind of sterility--wordsw, Fairchild admits "you begin 

to substitute words fur things and deeds.. . and pretty soon the thing or the 

deed becomes just a kind of shadow uf a certain sound you make by 

shaping your ~nouth a cenain way.. . but you have confusion too'' 1MOS 2 10). 

Talliaferro and Gordon sy mbolise the conflictitlg artistic pair in Mosqui toe. 

The use Talliaf'crro find in language is its ability to "balance desire and fear of 

satisfaction" (Mathews 46), reflecting what Gail Morti~ner calls '-the dilemma 

of desire" ( 127) in Faul kner. As John. T. Mathews expresses it, "Tall iaferro 

repeatedly sustains and suspends his desire by representing it, to create intimacy 

out of intimation" (47). Other characters in Mosquitoes also contribute 

alternate views on art and crcativitv. Mrs. Maurier, Fairchild. Patricia, all 

of thetn involve in this discussion of art and l i f i .  It is the only novel from 

I-aulkner which projects art as thc primc theme whereas in the later fiction, 



he masterfully weds the artistic experimentation and dcbi~les in the 

investigations of sel (-real isations. 

Snrtoris, later retitled Flags in the Dust. is a continuation of 

Faulkner's fictio~lal musings on t h c  language-experience conundrum. 'l'he 

novel, which brings the Yoknapatawpha into existence, corlfronts themes 

of representation and loss, articulation and accessibility, stitched to the 

Southern theme unlike in the novel of ideas like Mosquitoes. As in the case 

of Compson and Caddy in _T_he Sound and the Fury, Horace and Narcissa 

Benbow are the sibling pair who uses language to present and prevent their 

incestuous urges. Judith Lockyer. writing on the connection between being 

and becoming in the novels of Faulkner, states: 

Horace Renbnw shares Inore than a troubled sentimentalism 

with Quentin, Darl, Ike and Gavin. All five characters are 

bound by an intense, complex relation to words that often 

intersect with that of w.riters. Each one is tormented by his 

desire to do the impossible--to create, order and preserve the 

essence of experience in words. And each lives with the 

sense that he, too, is a kind of failed poet. To discover the 

genesis of that failure, Faulkner begins to challenge the 

li~nitations of language that make any meaning possible (3). 



Horace Benbow. who mahcs repeatcd appearances in Faulkner's 

fiction. is a significant name in his career-long csploration into the limits 

and potentialities of language. "Born aloft on his flowing verbal wings" 

(FID 180). Horace preserves the dream of glass blowing the perfect vase, 

akin lo  the chaste Faulknerian dream of seamless articulation. He states: "I 

have always been ordered by words, but it seems that 1 can even restore 

assurance to my own cowardice by cozening it a little" (FID 98). The 

passage is emblematic of the ai~~bivalent attitude HoracelFaulkner 

embraccs in their approach to language. His characters are "ordered by 

words" (FID 98) as Judith Lockyer points out--both composed of and 

compelled by them. It is this obsession which renders his outlook romantic 

and partly inakes hiin a railure. Turned by his immense faith in language to 

a self-commentator-cum-observer, his communication time and again 

becomes self-cornmunication. As 1,ockyer puts it, "Horace Benbow is, of 

course, dogged by the fear that language is mutable and not only 

representational throughout Flags in the Dust especially. But the struggle 

between doubt and faith in the power o f  words invigorate Faulkner's 

writing" ( 2 5 ) .  

Composed of competing narratives that vie for authority, The Sound 

and the F g  is a ~nilestone in Faulkner's lictional journey in the rather 

elusive terrain of articulation. The sensc of hollowness felt by Quentin 



Cotnpson and the vacuity that he attelnpts to tling arc senerated by and in 

turn fed by the fear of articul:~tion. Quentin i s  a Horace Benbow powered 

with added scel7ticisin and linguistic urgency. His is also Faulkner's 

dilemma of rrsolving the dialogue of the self and the worl:l]d, and of 

retrieving roots frnln a troubled legacy and disturbing past. The mutually 

conflicting views he holds regarding the dual capacity of language to solve 

and dissolve the self make his quest perilous. Chronically withdrawn and 

severely upset, Quentin is pushed into suicide as he essays to decipher a 

circle of the consciousness circumscribed by the self-elusive ideas of 

language. This is why Lockyer calls Quentin, "the dark extreme of his 

author's continuing debate about language" (36). 

A telling manifestation of Quentin Compson's linguistic dilemma is 

ctuhedded in the incest story involving his sister with which he is in 

dalliance in his imagination. His desire is to have the story with which he 

grapples articulated and established. Like Horace in Flags in the Dust and 

Joe in Doctorow's I-oon Lake, Quentin subscribes to the view that lying 

can aid survival. Hut. interestingly, Quentin wants to espose hitnself by 

exposing the verbal image that is stuck in him or ~ I I  tvhich tlr: is stuck. 

Ironically he is bent on doing i t  while suspectit~g the outco~ne and success 

of it. In his fervent speculations. his ~nonologues evolve both sides of the 

incest story and argue within himself. This constant friction. clevoid of 



ultimate fiuition, contributes to the chequered identity. To conf'ess having 

committed an  act he is uncertain about, he thinks, will release him. But it 

as well releases him into the afterinalh of having to chase the cause of the 

supposed act and the effects of the illicit imagination. Because, "for 

Quentin narrating is the art of asserting a self that is fitted with 

unarticulated, warring f'ears and desires" (Lockyer 42). This explains why 

language is held as a double-edged maker and un~naker of personhood by 

him. The incest story, the gap between the telling and the experiencing of 

it, its existence and legitimacy, keeps Quentin's selfhood in a life-denying 

flux. Expression is enactment and enactment is, ironically, bereavement. 

Quentin's nihilistic father only helps to confound the crisis as he advocates 

the fragility of language, further destabilizing the man's ideal faith in 

personhood revealed through language. 

Every section of the novel is actually an analysis of varied aspects 

of a dif'fercnt approach to the mind-language duality. Each section 

emphasizes as well as explores the relation of consciousness and language. 

I t  only fits Faulkner's scheme of things that he opens his study with Benjy, 

the idiot. He, in the words of Faulkner, -'is capable of only knowing what 

happened, not why" (qtd. in Merriwether 245). His is a consciousness that 

uses the medium of language without comprehending i t .  The readerllistener 

has to ~nassively supplement the articulation nf Ben-jy to derive his sense of 



reality out of it. Through Benjy. Faulkner pc~itlts to the isolation that lack of 

co~nmunication can cause. But simultaneausly he also serves to contrast 

the limits of success of those whn are not mentally impaired, like Jason or 

Quentin. Just as Benjy needs Caddy to formulate his thoughts and rcrldcr 

them meaningful, they all rely on the interpretation and imposition of the 

ones around. The difference is in degree, not in kind. If Jason is plain and 

clear, his linguistic clarity oftrr~ gives him away exposing the irony of his 

words. He knows the power of language and makes it  a rule not to write 

anything down. He is a liar inveterate caught irotlically in a need to 

decipher the letters of others. 

Quentin Colnpson appears with less intense and urgent desire for 

life definingldeny ing com~nunication in Absalom. Absaloin! This anxiety 

is only subservient to Ihat of Rosa Coldfield, who is inextricably cagcd in 

her own suffocating tale, seeking immediate narrative release. I t  obviously 

mars his peace but not as i t  did in The Sound and Furv. He speaks little and 

is a listener for almost three-fourths of the book. But in terms of intensity 

the novel belongs to Kosa Coldfield. Rosa, the compatriot of Quentin, ends 

in a coma if Quentin commits suicide. Rosa's hysterical narrative opens 

the war of  perspccfives in Absalom, Absalom!. She tells her story in a 

"grim, haggard, amazed voice" ( A A  7). She is, like Quentin, obsessed with 

the S11 tpen story, coininitted to telling and retelling her part and she replays 



Incmory to substitute thc present. Het- "i~npolcnt, yet indomitable 

frustl-ation" makes a captive of Quentin. As Quentin puts it, "because she 

wants i t  told" (AA 5 ) .  Nothing else explains her choice of Quentin or her 

passionate rendition except the fact that she wants it told. I t  is an obsessive- 

compulsive need. So contrary to her claim, she does hold a brief for 

herself. 

Absalom, Absalom! is a novel in which subject matter is meaning- 

making. the experiential nature of language. I f  The Sound and the F g  

confronts the question of' communication and the evolution of reality 

through attempted depiction of varying and varied states of consciousr~ess 

trapped in language, Absalom. Absalom! does the same through a handful 

of characters whose insecurity resides in their inability to get the past 

straight. I t  is the story of intrusion and violation of another kind. The 

Faul krlzrian kaleidoscope, FI l led with recurrent queries of self and the 

wor[l]d, is twisted to reveal a new pattern, equally intriguing and powerfully 

intimidating. Quentin, Rosa, Shreve, Sutpen--they all struggle to get the tale of 

Sutpen straight to illuminate the teller and the told. Meaning unfolds and 

grows richer as words accumulate. As sentences long to be instances of 

encapsulated eternity in their entirety, the feeling i s  one o f  being iln~nerszd 

in language. 



I7ro1n the perspective of thc current analysis, Light in August might 

sound as an odd choice since i t  is sirigularly lacking in the stock narrative 

twists and experimentation in plots so characteristic of Faulknzr. Presented 

through an c~mniscient narrator, the novel is narrated smoothly, except for 

an odd twist or two towards the end. In many ways Light in August 

reminds one of E.L Doctorow's Ragtime--from the apparent straight 

relation of the tale to the subject of race on which i t  is built. But the heart 

of the novel actually it~voives the fictional debate Faulkner has been 

concerned with through out: the relationship of life and language. Yet the 

angle through which the writer has chosen to effect the exploration offers a 

total change in comparison with the novels which have come earlier. 

Instead of placing for scrutiny the way language envelops consciousness by 

defying and restrictit-ig it, Faulkner approaches the public-private arms of 

the linguistic question. Language as cultural component and culture as 

linguistically determined rise to supretnacy in the novel. To a great extent. 

this is a consequence of the central place racis~n enjoys in it. Certainly no 

text of Faulkner is without involving the issue of racism. Rut in Light in 

August, the novelist accords it thc highest degree of prominence. 

The leading characters of Light in August are aware of the hostility 

and necessity of words to than, even though in a less pro~lounced manner 

when compared to those like Quentin or Addic in As I lay Dyinq. The 



public perception ol' concepts like Negro. woman, Bible is subjec1c.d tcl 

curious and stringent analysis here. All the ma-jor p l a ~  ers like Joe, Joanna, 

Doc Hi~les, McEachen are stuck in the social distinction of these words. 

Hightower dwells in an old story of his grand father's wartime decds. 

Books claim much uf his waking hours. I f  he reads 'I'ennyson, it is in the 

full knowledge that it is as effete as "listening in a cathedral to a eunuch 

chanting in a language - which he does not even need to not to understand" 

(LlA 350). Light in Augusl represents an array of characters ~vtlo deny the 

relational and contextual nature of language--Doc Hines, McEachern, 

Calvin Burden, Joe Christmas and Joanna Burden, the first two being the 

foster fathers of Joe. Byron Bunch, another loner in Light in August, is 

beset with questions of delineating the complex relationship of the self and 

the polyphonic uorld around him. His effort is to make his word good. But 

he realises how ephemeral language could be. Hence Light in August is 

about the difficulties of perceiving relationships, of the impossibilit!: of 

knowing people correctly. 

Like Barth and Doctorow, William Faulkner too has targeted the 

formal versions of history as his fiction basically chronicles fictionally the 

South-Jefferson and Mississippi. As in Barth and Doctorow he blurs the 

disrinction between fiction - and history, which is another way of 

probleinatising thc conception of' thc South, and that of language by 



cxtensirm. The mingling of the iinagincd anci [he supposedly rcal informs 

the major bulk of his "invented historical novels" (Rollyson 7). In a 

passage reminiscent of Docforow's views on history. Rollyson comments 

on the methodology of Faulkncr's wr~tjng: "it appears that the central 

question in Faulkner's historical novels is what the character thinks 

happened in the past. What actually happened may never be entirely 

resolved" ( I I ). Faulkner too refuses to subscribe to  the finafityliormali ty of 

conventional history. He takes on the sanitised regional history of the 

South and pushes his apocryphal version forward. In Light in August, all 

the major characters are besieged by what they think happened in the past. 

Their knowledge is more often than not at loggerheads with their past 

truths. Either the falsity of their knowledge or the limits of it anguishes 

them. The omniscient narrator, like that of Doctorow's Ragtime, as he 

attempts a recrcntion of the past through memory. acknowledges the public 

other of the private wor(1)ds. 'I'he word problc~natises life for Joe and the 

word "woman" does the saine for Joanna. Joe's life is composed of "voices 

evocative of names and times and places*' (LIA 115). As in Ragtime, the 

narration is repeatedly extremely ironical, which is one way of making 

explicit the dormant duplicity of language. Thc social restriction of livcs 

through language is given thrust here. As Lockyer suggests, "the i~rlpulse 

tn trust language absolutely irritates every one'" (93). But language being 

the only tool. 11s inevitability has 10 b? confronted too. 'This is why the 



narrator repeatedly coins newer compourlds to express himsell'. The novel 

hence alternates between linguistic fatality and necessity. 

As I Lay Dying is described by Harold Bloom as "Faulk~~er's 

strongest protest against the facticity of literary conventions" (Ilrgo 6). 

Death, the presence of an ahsencc in the life of the bereaved in As 1 Lay 

Dying is as much the absence of legitimate presence brought forth by 

language and cc?mmunication. In  the midst of jumbled chronology, 

multiple, fragmented narration and the \ a r i d  consciousness through which 

the locale arid the events clip along, the novel centers itself on the elusive 

trail that meaning leaves on human attempt at articulation. Because 

whatever else As is also about. it forcefully foregrounds the 

question of being and meaning. From the chronically sceptic Addie. who 

dismisses the expressive. referential power of language, through the 

Verdamanesque realm beyond language to Cash's attempt to legitimate his 

talk, the novel takes a sound, deep look at the spectrum of human 

articulation. ?'he novel, follotving the clear-cut djlision of the cast of 

Mosquitoes on the basis of their attitude to language. in fact, contains a 

whole varicty o f  characters verifiable in terms nf their passion 

forlprejudices against language. Anse, Cora, and Whitefield are those who 

find language reliable. Darl seems to he so perplexed as well as perturbed 

by {heir struggles to verbalize his esperience. Vardaman is stuck at a 



prin~itive luvel of mental experience. with the language available. Cash is as 

precise as his carpentry is. 

I t  is Addie who is pivotal vis-A-vis the question of co~n~nunication in 

the novcl. For Addie "words don't ever fit" (AICD 157). Cowered down by 

years of unpluggable gap between words and deeds, she spurns the 

authority of language. Addie's is the most outspoken denial of language 

but the stance she adopts i s  redundant. The polyphony of the cast, the 

shades of perception and the problems of articulation presented through 

them makes As Faulkner's supreme exploration of the travails 

and tragedy of attempted communication. Darl, on the other hand, 

champions the cause of verbal communication. He is a Illan with intuitive 

power who  first declares the death of Addie far away from horne. Though 

mad, Ilarl's efforts to make himself understood. primarily to the world and 

then to the rest, to make himself li~~guistically rational. rationally 

articulated, make h im embody the Faulknerian travails of articulation. His 

extra perception of the insane is juxtaposed with the precariousness of 

Vardaman. Darl puts such a high premium on the linguistic assertion of his 

self because "for him, the self and its relation to others exist when he can 

put them into words" Itockyer 77). 'l'here are ~noments in the novel when 

he seerns to be trapped by the words in which he seeks refuge to deliver 

himselt: Expression and entrapment circle the contorted psyche of his. His 



swing of' the barn on fire is an instance. His description 0 1 '  the firc indecd 

serves to pvirlt to the bizarre alchemy of the real 'and irreal, the sane and 

insane, in the imaginative realisation of creative act. I t  also comments on 

the hazards of truthful expression as it invariably slips into realms beyond 

and things unsaid in the fear of risking incoherence. Narration is an 

isolationist endeavour. an attempt to cut oneself off, to detach the viewer 

from the viewed, with the intention of possessing the optional dista~lce fbr 

legit irnising the viewed as truth. Darl's heightened efforts to narrate 

himself leads him into a lunatic asylum: "Darl has struggled throughout to 

intercept events by making them a coherent story but ultimately his 

language will not aIlow him to control events because he is also living the 

story he is telling. Once he removes himself, he can be objective, but that 

Inearis the dissolut icw of himself' (Lockyer 8 1 ). 

In Darl and Vardman. Faulktler has created a ur-tique fictional study 

of the concerns of perception and articulation. Vardina~i is mentally 

deranged and Darl furiously sliding away from the shores of sanity. The 

differetlce seems to be one of quantity than of quality. But, as il' 

subscribing to the Doctorowian flux to come, Faulkrlrr leaves ambiguous 

the relationship regarding the cause-effect sequence. Is DarI mad because 

he is ttlc receptacle ot' severe perceptions of an extra-sensitive psyche? Or 

is the psyche rendered thus because of a deranged mind'? what is certain is 



that thc author has e~nployed the couple of the111 to travcrsc the shifty 

equation connecting self and articulation, being and meaning. 

Hence, the experiential nature of language is an explicit subject of 

his novels as Faulkner explores the link between consunler and language in 

the contest of so rnuch failed com~nunicators/co~nrnunication. The human 

instinct is to articulate the self, but again and again, we see that articulation 

is fumbled or choked off horn an audience within the novel. For reasons as 

diffft-rent as they are, none of the Compson brothers can com~nunicate 

effectively. Language remains an interior tool for them and the effort is to 

articulate consciousness. not to seek solutions or to establish connections 

with the (people of the) wc~rld. Of the three writers discussed in the thesis, 

no one looks into the relationship between language and consciousness 

rnore thoroughly than William Faulkner. If  Earth and Doctorow wrestle 

with the problems of narrative voice and articulation of reality, Faulkner 

places himself at even prior levels of consciousness in exploring the 

relationship of knowing and meaning. Frlr Faulkner's characters, it  is the 

language and its articulation which constitute this consciousncss. "[Tlhey 

create identitics that cohere in the tcxts of their li\,esv (Mathews 3 1 ). They 

do not merely recrlll the past, they exist in them. Hencc. '.the problem of 

identity is COI-lfluent with the problem of the narrative presentation of 

perceptions" (Mortimer 7). 



Thus in Faulkner the persistence o r  the writerly dilemma of 

constituting a narrated self while relying otl an ever elusive med i~ i~n  of 

language, is cogent. All his major characters rely on and emphasise "a 

scnst: of the interplay of perception and identity" (Mortimer 4). All the 

texts of Faulkner are, in one way or another, linked to the agony and 

efficacy of trarlscrihing onesetf. one's life into a text, and thereby, in the 

words of Walter. J .  Ong, "spatialising" it (1 10). &cause, "a spatial 

orientation implicitly assumes that the location and definition of something 

(the conceptual drawing of a line around i t )  fixes it sornehow" (Ong 110). 

"This illusion of control is implicit in the act of writing, which by virtue of 

i t s  finitude--the words on a page, seems to help us to represent tangibly the 

entities we are trying to think about" (Mortimer 37). All his protagonists 

are involved, as Faulkner himselt: in an extended struggle to fix their 

fleeting sense of being with narrated lives, spatialised, realised beings. The 

texts in which these characters erect their "splendid failures" (Meriwether 

I SO) of self-construction, hence, are manifestations of n consciousness in 

play. 'l'he pulls and counter pulls of self and language, men and test, to 

mean and to be, reveal the shifting fissures of consciousness. The issues of 

race and colour only heighten the schisms u f  consciousness and aid the 

play to I'urther persist. 



There are many obstacles in the pursuit of a narrated personhood in 

Faulkner apart from those presented by the inexorable entity called 

language. The goal of the major characters of Faulkner is to decipher the 

past and to compose coherence by bridging it with the present. The roots of 

their troubled legacy lie buried in the past and often are of social origin. I t  

is the clash between the individual ethos and the coercive machinery of the 

societylstate which triggers the crisis. As Faulkner is given to iterate, there 

may be "no such thing as was" (Meriwether 2 5 5 ) ,  but if it .is embedded 

with the present, that presence itself thwarts the characters' desire to 

unentangle themselves. To further mystify the liberation struggle, they all 

have pasts immersed in the racial conflicts of the past. The Southern 

cultural backdrop that defines Faulkner's oeuvre provides yet another 

crucial detertninantldeterrent in the constitution of their personhoods. 

It is not at all surprising that together with Barth and Doctorow, 

Faulkner has dismissed blankly the idea of his fiction carrying any political 

aflyliation or manifesto as such. Yet, an author who succeeds in 

problematising the Southern way of lif'e in his novels could hardly keep off 

the signs of the times and he actually does noi. At  he very hub of Southern 

American culture and the tiction which feuds on it. is the racial question. 



Among other things, violence, incest and isogyny crcep always into his 

world of fiction as olkfshuots of the feelings of race and place. In his 

Faulkner's Apocr\ipha, Jostph R. Urgo takes an insightful look at [he 

apocalyptic vision of Faulkner and its ideological implications. Faulkner, 

for him, is a twentieth-century writer of apocrypha writing against place 

and time, denying the universallperpetual authority of any single 

established truth or knowing (Urgo 48). Faulkner admittedly is interested 

in portraying the scenario of -'man in conflict with himself, with his fello~v 

man, and with his time and place, his environment" (Gwynn 19). As Urgo 

modifies: "man is in conflict with himself, with the perceptions and values 

he has inherited and carries with him, preconceptions that can blind him to 

reality and prevent independent or genuine reaction" (59). 

I n  every work of Faulkner--Joe in Light in August. Quentin in The 

Sound and the Fury--the major sufferers are recipients of a cultural 

scenario, a past they are coinpelled to accept, a history they are destined to 

live through. Their personal quandary is as much an outcome of the 

philosophic scepticism they possess as it is a derivative of being held 

captive by the deterministic cultural parameters of a shifting community. 

The role of co~nmunity in the co~~struction of a sense of identity is quits 

significant. There is a delicate dovetailing of give and take irlvolved in i t .  

in the way we feel our separateness and experience this knowledge 



subjectively, there are questions of our perceptions and expectations aboul 

thc world involved. -'\A]ll of the choices that we make about how to live 

our lives arc based on yerceptiurls u f  the world and our felt role in it; even 

the tnost diverse hehaviours will be variations on a basic identity theme that 

may be seen as a sort of core metaphor for our existence" (Mortiiner 4). In 

a revealing study, Mortimer highlights the connection: 

The identity themes for Faulkner's narrators and male 

characters, were we able to discover the111 entirely, would 

rend to he troubled ones, for the perceptions revealed in his 

descriptive passages show us that their world is experienced 

as unlikely to offer what they nccd. Instead, the central 

consciousness that guides us through Faulkner's fictive world 

assures that precious things in the world will tend to leave it 

and that the only way to prevent loss is to hold on, to creale 

containers and to e~nphasise boundaries, to see things in ways 

that control the dissolution that is the nortnal state of things 

(Mortimer 4). 

Faulkner's characters dwell in  a very inimical environment, 

stumbling their way through. more often than not. with the implicit 

awareness of the cul-de-sac they stalk. 



This is all thc rnore relevanl when i t comes f'ro~n a wr i~er  who has 

expressed serious reservations about the way the'blacks were treated in 

America. As Cleanth Brooks has stated, *'withholding from the black 

people of their full civil rights and socially Ibrcing them in to segregated 

schools, Faulkner saw a flagrant denial of the opening sentence of the 

declaration of independence" ( 139). Faulkner's planned essay, titled "The 

American Dream; What Happened to It?" was meant to be a critique of the 

American way of life. "011 Fear" and "On Privacy," the only two to be 

really accomplished, are a scathing attack on the American cultural ethos 

of rhe period. The concept of the freedom of the individual is at the heart 

of both essays. "We seem to be losing all confidence not only in our 

national character but in man's integrity too," Faulkner states (qtd. in 

Brooks 14 1). The release from mere subjecthood, which the American 

Drearn pro~nised through opportunities to become persor-is in their entirety, 

has turtled out to be a mirage in tenns of reality. In "On Privacy." Faulkner 

describes America as having promised "a sanctuary on earth for individual 

man," one in which he would be safe from "the old, established, closed- 

corporation hierarchies of arbitrary power.. .of church and state" (qtd. in 

Brooks 144). The individualism that Faulkner advocates here is what 

Doctorow asserts in his writings, citing Plaro's view of Justice: "the liberty 

to realise ones full being" (Brooks 145). 11nt the corrupted version 



permitted by Alncricar~ cul turc, wherc cxistcncc is transformed into a 

synonym for corporationalised lust and individual greed. 

This anger and frustration of Faulkner against the American grain 

marks its appearance primarily in the form of the race-infested class divide 

in the South. In Light in Au~ust, Joe Christmas is ignorant of the Inallner 

and degree of recognition required for his acceptance in Jefferson's racial 

society. The presumed black blood in Joe unsettles his life forever. I t  

renders him an exile for life froin life. It pushes hiin out of the confines of 

both the black and white coinmunities alike. He remains a culturally 

undefined entity in a society in which the parameters at' existence and 

acceptance are fixed only in terms of the racial scales. He doesn't receive 

any models to follow or aspirations to realise. It is this secular void that 

coerces him to denounce the mural codes of both races. In the white- 

do~ninated Jefferson society of the time, a mulatto was considered Inore of 

an inferior black. The norrns of colour-based identification and segregation 

has made the acceptance of a racially ambiguous one impossible. This 

leads to the uncertainty regarding the reception ofkJoe in the society. 

In every sense, at every c~+ucial encounter in the life of Joe, the 

blacklwhite query has haunted him: his childhood as a white boy in an 

orphanage, aborted sexual initiation by a black girl and so on. Ralph 

Watkins argues convincingly that the danger t h a t  Christmas represents to 



society in Jel'i'erson exists hecausc .Joe has donc two things: first, he has 

crossed the threshold between white and black and his existence brings 

together what should, in a racist society, he wholly separate (13). The 

Jefferson community's fear of Joe seems to stem frorn the ambiguous 

status he has in society because of his presumed mixed identity. They feel 

him capable of upsetting the rhythm of their lives as he can't be definitely 

label led. 

"Because svciety has treated hiin as a white man. although he is not 

part o f  it, he must conform to white society's morality codes. Joe's anger 

co~nes in part, not only from his uncertainty about his identity, but from 

society prqjecting on to him its anger at what it interprets as wilful 

deception" (Sugarmann 100). During the fifteen years period he is left 

away fko~n Jefferson, Joe has wandered bct\veen his possible dual 

identities. -*He had once tricked or teased white men into calling him a 

Negro in order to fight them or be beaten: rlow he fought the Negro who 

called him white.. .a t  night he would lie.. .with each suspiration trying to 

expel from himself the white blood and white thinking and being" (LI A 2 1 2). 

When he kills his white mistress, the white code catches up. asserting its 

whiteness and Joe's blackness. castraling and killing him. When Faulkner's 

depiction of the racist Sourh and the blacks in his fiction are analysed- 

from Dilsey, through Joe to 1,ucas Beat~champ, the three landmark blacks 



in his fiction-- the sigr~ificance attached to the mulatlo stands out. Being 

people of mixed blood, they are capable of ~nat~iScsting the confusion and 

puzzlement, leading to ambiguities and ambivalences. 

In the spectrum of varying contours of the self-society network, The 

Sound and the Fury claims a different kind of space. In i t  Faulkner explores 

the struggle of an individual, Quentin Compson, a Doctorowian Daniel 

minus the burden of a politically destroyed family legacy, whose hyper- 

sensitiveness combined with cacophonous family relationships render hiin 

extre~nely susceptible to the concerns of shrinking selkood. If in Joe's casc 

the external pressure far outweighs or a l  least equals the turbulence within, 

in the case of Quentin it i s  the inner hell that wrecks albeit it could be the 

consequences of his dealings with the immediate family surrounding and 

the cultural, sexual equations it embodies. 

Instead of a single maternal figure guiding a child to a sense 

of separateness and identity, the Southern child was often 

raised alongside a Negro (and white) siblings by a black, as 

well as a white mother. I n  this context, the coinplicated 

sorting out of one's self as a being with a coherent and clear 

identity of one's own might well be made more difficult by 

the presence of two maternal figures and two races ... in a 

meaningful emotional stale. I f  a white child is nursed nrld 



raised by a black woman. the white mother inay be Sell lo bc 

absent (Mortimer I 3). 

This greatly explains the reeling of a sense of inner vacuity in the 

central figures of The Sound and the Fury as well as Light in August. In the 

later stages of the Southern inale child, this leads to fixing wornarl as a 

polarity and to erection of boundaries. This feeling of Joe reappears in 

another guise in the identity crises of Quentin too: 

Woman are like that they don't acquire knowledge of people 

we are for that they are just bum with n practical fertility of 

suspicion that makes a crop every so o Aetl and usually right 

they have an affinity for evil for supplying whatever the evil 

lacks itself for drawing it about them instinctively as you do 

bed clothing in slumber fertilising the mind for it until the 

evil has served its purpose whether it ever exited or not 

(TSTF 1 19). 

This stereotyped conception of the female which is a Southern 

cultural derivation has exerted its pressure in de~i~olishing the bounds of 

entity for the emotionally unstable Quentin. If finally Quentin has failed in 

~naintaining the requisite distance and is compelled to submerge in the 

'-waters of Caddy". a union which implies destruction. a togetherness, a to- 

gct-he]--ness, which denies the bounds of self h r  has sought, it i s  to a great 



extent a result of the said fixation. Hence the vacillatio~i ot' Quentin 

regarding his attitude to women and Caddy in particular roughly parallels 

the same o r  Joe, the black-white duality, the involvement-detachment 

patrenl. I t  is loss of love that has disestablished the moorings of Quentin's 

psyche and it is a direct consequetlcc oT the colour politics in which the 

South indulged. The story of Quentin is, there fore, as illuch about the loss 

of self through loss of love and the discomfort of Faulkner's heroes with 

women is closely related to the disease of a culture of the turn of the 

century South America. 

I t  is the remix of the same Southern ingredients of race, family and 

cultural moves which wreak havoc with the lives of Rosa and Sutpen in 

Absalom, Absalom!. In any dispassionate analysis of the Sutpen design, 

the genesis of'the grand design is related to his boyish encounter with racist 

superiority and the concept of ownership of land. Till then, "he didn't even 

know that there was a country all dividad and fixed and neat because of 

what colour their skins happened to he and what they happened to own'' 

(AA 179). The initiation of Sutpen, born in the mountains of Virginia, into 

the colour-conscious rites of ownership cements his resolve to conceive a 

racially pure dynasty. Thomas Sutpen glues hi~nself to the iinage which has 

rebuked his nascent psyche. The South and its racial politics are writ 

sharply into the backdrop of the characler as well as of the novel. The saga 



of Sutpen is that of thc race-riddcn Soutl~. I f  Joc in L l ~ h t  in August 

undergoes the trauma of turbulent inner contradiction as to the colour or his 

self, in Sutpen i t  is the external, material trappings of the same prejudices 

that surface. His passion to fix his identity abidi~~gly with the Southern 

symbols of land, mansion and male offspring is society induced. t Ie deserts 

his first wife at Haiti, a rich planter's daughter, finding that she has Negro 

blood in her and she couldn't be adjunctive to the forwarding o f  the design. 

Rosa, too, is wrought by curious influences of the familial and personal 

nature, but of which, the least significant one is that of the Southern 

cultural mores. She is left to fend for herself, in her isolation, at Sutpen's 

hundred. Though at his mercy, she rejects his orfer of a conditional 

marriage. Hence to a very good extent what tunls Rosa into a psychic 

wreck is the existence of Sutpen and her father in a racial patriarchy. 

Though the study restricts itself to selected works of William 

Faulkner, the aspects of his fiction subjected to analysis here runs through 

his whole oeuvre. Isaac McCaslin and Gavin Stevens exeinplify the same 

in Go Down, Moses as they attempt self-recognition through articulation. 

Gavin is especially significant as his voice spreads through as inany as five 

of his works. ?'he capacity of language to reveal as well as conceal, to tell 

truth as well as falsehood, confuses him. The Reivers, a story of  thc 

growing up of 1,uscious Priest. too is involved with the quesrion of self- 
C- 



disco~rery at ihc stage of initiation. Moreuvct-. it too voices the fc'ccliilg ol' 

being overwhelmed in a ~vor ld  of plenty, where choosing and bounding 

beco~l~es impossible. Hence even works as different from the exterior as 

Pylon or The Reivers at the heart embody the same urge to ease selves inro 

einotiona1 consolidation through therapeutic narration. 

In the matrix of interpenetrating layers that make up the 

consciousness of Faulkner' s characters, a clear-cut ciel ineation of the 

purely individual and socia) is always a futile venture. In someone like 

'l'homas Sutpen the pursuance of a socially rooted design is made a religion 

orand he is on the trail of experiences that cause/coerce him to catalyse the 

irltlsr compulsion. The same goes true in the case of many characters 

studied here. As the evils of the South stretch to accommodate the evils of 

the land, the evils of humanity, the cursed South becomes a lnicrocostn of 

the doomed mankind. Faulkner lets the blur called consciousness with its 

shifty bounds of self and society record itself. When expression precedes 

and equals existence, and existence denies and defies essence, the cycle of 

ceaseless attempt at expression and thus existence persist. The narrative 

houscs this play in the consciousness as the self is both the ob-jcct and the 

source of the consciousness. Each of the components of' the narrative 

consciousness catalyses the other as well as serving itself as catalysts. The 

urge fnr self-definition pushes for linguistic path and language atteinpts to  



gather the lifc a]-ound. As a sociallj dctzri~iir~ed culture and language cxcrt 

the pressure back on the individual psyche. the turmoil is total. 'l'hc 

catalytic activity of each is thus interrupted by the other component, 

leading to the ever evolving, ever emerging sense of self in the flux or 

consciousness--what Urgo calls, "the continuously created meaning" (24). 

Consequently, it drags along the material, spiritual and socia1 irritants, 

repeatedjy confronting and doing away with the search for absolutes, the 

signature uf John Rarth's funhouses of fiction. The being and the knowing 

dissolve into each other. as does the key and the treasure in John Barth. 



Chapter 3 

John Barth: A Spooky Sjinulacruin of Sense 

John Barth has been at the forefront of a campaign to redirect the 

exhausting narrative possibilities and to refuel the American novel. In a 

highly productive creative career spailnirlg about sixty years, worth a 

dozen of excellent novels. he has enco~npassed quite a number of literary 

strategies, inviting varied critical labels: American absurdist, black 

humorist. fabulator, and finally neo-realist. With the likes of Thomas 

Pynchon, Kurt Vonnegut and Donald Barthelme, John Rarth led the 

American fiction uf the sixties to break new ground in terms of its form 

and content. Drawing on the modern as well as ~ h c  postmodern poetics of 

fiction, he has set a course which has undermined the conventia~~al taken- 

for-granted parameters of fiction while building on the same foundations 

a fiction of possibilities on the possi hly exhausting fiction. 

'l'he rationale which fits John Barth to the present study, together 

with Faulkner and Doctorow is, to put i t  in n general introductory way, 

his idie fixes: the mechanics and politics of narrative which splinters into 

themes of seIfi narrative, and social dilemmas. Barth's fictional obsession 

couId be silnplified in the words of Max Schulz as "felt life and fictive 

means" (xi). As is the case with Williain Faulkner. Barth's characters are 



inccssat~t ly caught up in the Ii~lguistic. social and metaphysical 

entanglements in their struggle to narratively delineate a sense of being. 

Whether real or parodic, they are all questors atteinpting to  writclt~arratel 

record themselves to tirm up a feeling of wholeness. Chasing an ever- 

receding meaning of self, they exhaust their narrative, rendering the 

ceaseless genesis of the self-narrative circle further elusive. The 

epistemological and ontological concerns. which inform the contents of 

Faulkner's novels, make their presence rather emphatically here. The 

postmodern queries of confronting as well as captul-ing reality. the 

problem of knowing and representation, the imaginative and intellectual 

cul-de-sac into which the contemporary novel has allegedly fallen--these 

power Barth's fictional mission at replenishment. 

Two essays, "Literature of Exhaustion" ( 1962) and "Literature of 

Replenishment" (1979) sum up the fictional manifesto of John Barth. 

Echoing Philip Roth's well-known plaint of reality outstripping fiction 

and the consequent feeling of exhaustion of fictional possibilities, these 

essays argue for the contelnporary need for confronting the vacuum 

generated by the death of high rnodelnis~n and general narrative 

exhaustion by turning the cul-de-sacs against thems~lves. Barth advocates 

employing the narrative dead ends to generate tales. Hz prescribes a 



"synthesis or transcension" (FB 203) of the ~nodurnistlpostir~vdcrr~ist 

categories as in the writings of Italo Calvino or cabriel Garcia Marqorz. 

I t '  the modernist, carrying the torch of romanticism laught 

us that linearity, rationality, consciousness, cause and effect, 

nriive illusionism, transparent language, innermost anecdote 

and middle class moral conventions are not the whole story, 

then from the perspectives of the closing decades of our 

century we may appreciate that the contraries of those 

things are not the whole story either (FB 203), 

argues Barth. Working a path of synthesis. Barth has settled down to the 

claim of being a teller of tales, Janus faced ones, with "one foot in the 

narrative past and the other in the structuralist or poststructuralist present" 

( Walkiewics 13). 

"...The condition of disorientation ... is my characteristic subject 

matter, my tictionary stock in trade. Intellectual and spiritual 

disorientation is the family disease of al l  my main characters", Barth 

states, "a disease usually complicated by c~ntological disorientation, since 

knowing where you are is often cot-itit~gent upon knowing who you are," 

Barth states (FB 13). Starting with Tndd Andrews in The Floating Opera, 

evcry major figure in his fiction is aggressively involved in the act of 

consolidating their lives on ineaningful lines. Language i'ai Is them 



becrjuse of their uncertainty regarding the realily that  circtcs him as a 

result of the consciousness o r  the unreliability of medium and the absurdity 

of existence. The result always being that "the medium i s  the message" 

(FB 86). Regress in infinitu~n in the novels of Barth vis-a-vis characters or 

themes are a direct consequence of this dilemma. As and when the hunt 

for the self deteriorates in to a play with language, at the ontological level 

the search for identity settles down into a sedimented articulation of the 

path, not the destination. If  language unsettles the voyage at one level, the 

social obstacles perh'onn the satnz at another. A Barthian hero always gets 

stuck in the dense, to use a word loved by Barth, "labyrinth" of these 

shifty permutations of self. narrative and society. In the words of 

K0bert.A. Hipkiss: 

The threatening world outside drives the characters into 

thc~nselves in these novels and in the play of their 

consciousness we see both their attempts to escape the threat 

and the abortive attempts to defeat it. The imagination of the 

author and his characters, art and artist, become an alternative 

world it1 which the divided self took refuge to put itself hack 

together ( 12 1 ). 

The narrative and episteinologiual voyage within. in Barthian 

terminology, scriptotherapy, pushes the protagonist headlong into the 



vudiginous quick sands of language, into the 111utual ly constituted and 

mutually consuming narrative and consciousness. 

'This unenviable plight of Barth's self-brooding and selr-making 

protagonists is compounded by certain com~nonalities. They are either 

loners on the trail of consoling self-discoveries or individuals coinpulsively 

following what is felt to be the destined herohood, like Giles in Giles 

Goat-BOY. They all end up adding one more co~nponent to the Barthian 

scheme. without offering anything valid in terms of the goals which 

initiated their quest. i~laking Barth coin~nent that "what I've been writing 

about all these years is not only orientation and education (rather, 

disorientation and education), but imperrect or unsuccessful or misfired 

education at that: not ergiehungsromane but herabzjehungsromane; 

'dotvn-bringing-novels' " (FB 137). l'he scribblerian instinct to fix 

oneself in letters to halt the fluidity of' being boomerangs as the slippery 

signification process proves equally unyielding to the ever evolving self s 

manoeuvres. The destination of absolutes--absolute values in terms of 

personhood. narrative. truth, reality etc--fails as the slippery foothold the 

intellect provides in grasping the essence of reality outwits them. 

The narrative consciousness reflects on as well as becomes a 

reflection of this struggle. Hence, terms likc self-consciousness and self- 

retlexiveness have dual function in John Barth. as is thc case with 



William Faulkncr. The proclivity 01' Joht~ Batth to lean heavily on the 

Greek and Arabic myths also could be explained away as a consequence 

of his characters mythotherapy, to play roles to derive belongingness to 

affirm themselves. This chapter looks into selected works of Rarth with 

the intention of making a prefatory exploration of the stated flux of 

persotlhood of its major characters, in tenns of the forever constituted 

narrative consciousness it depicts, including its causes and consequences. 

As in the case of Faulkner, the chapter goes about its task in a tripartite 

manner analysing the metaphysical, the narrative and the social aspects of 

the issue. 

"There is but one truly serious philosophical problem and that is 

suicide. Judging whether life is or is not worth living amounts to answering 

the fundatnental question in philosophy", states Albert Camus (3). 'Todd 

Andrews, the hero of Barth's first novel, The Floating Opera, the first of 

his great role players, is a Maryland lawyer whose sixteen year long 

enquiry into the baffling suicide of his father drives him to the conclusion 

that "everything, I'm afraid, is significant, and nothing is finally 

important" (FO 252). He adopts a series of masks. roles to counter his 

ailing heart condition--that of a rake, a saint and a cynic--in the search for 

a character suiting his state. . 



'Todd is extremely self-conscious, sceptical and given to intense 

bouts of self-doubts and serpentine processes of vacuous self-scrutiny. No  

amount of thinking assists him as he grapplcs with his bifurcated sense of 

selves to create coherence since he "can understand everything at once in 

about three ways" (FO 31). A case in point is the question he asks as he 

broods on the word blove': "are the differences between, say, ones love 

for his wife, his mistress, his parents. his cat, his nation. his hobby, his 

species, his books, his natural environment differences in kind or merely 

degree?" (FO 36), he  muses. Like Daniel, the hero of Doctorow's The 

Book of Daniel. who also sets out to bring out the truth of his executed 

father. Todd is in chronic inabiliry to keep his mind and narrative attuned 

to the one strand that will enlighten him. Multiple viable possibilities way 

lay his atten~pt at objectivity. As his atte~rlpt to blow up the floating opera 

to kill himself in the process fail, he resigns to the logic that "there is no 

fjnal reason for living (or for suicide)" (FO 245) and settles on a life 

which borders on death. 

"The ontological vacuum" (FB 133) named Jacob Horner of J& 

End of the Road is, as Nolatld puts it, "l'odd Andrews with a co~nplete 

paralysis of will" ( I S ) ,  varying in degree ho~n simple inability to decide 

to total paralysis in which he remains routed to the bench he is occupying 

in the Pennsylvania station for eleven hours. Jacob's doubts as to his 



sense of identity are confirmed by the well known opening stiite~nent ol' 

the novel: "ln a sense, I am Jacob Homer''. "It is  thc malady called 

cosmopsis, the cosmic view.. ." (ER 60), an intense version oC Todd's 

cosinic cynicism. The mythotherapeutic job as a teacher ot' prescriptive 

grammar brings him opposite Joseph Morgan, his colleague and his wife. 

Jacob, the sceptic is pitted against Joseph, the rationalist. If Jacob can't 

believe that he exists, Joseph's is a case of being too sure of his ground. I f  

in The Floating Opera Todd tinds t ~ o  justification for anything, evcn for 

death, Jacob can't see reason even for motion. He denies a fundamental, 

authentic human identity. On certain days, "Jacob Horner. except in a 

meaningless metabolistic sense, ceased to exist, for [he] was without 

personality" (ER 33), echoing Rennie's feeling that Homer cancels 

hilriself off. Kennie too tells Jake: "I think you don't exist at all. There's 

too many of you. It's more than just masks you put on and take off.. . you 

cancel yourself out, you're nothing" (ER 62-3). David Kerner's remark 

sums up the man: "every choice of action is a piece of acting--the 

assuinption of a role, a mask, an arbitrary pretence of identity: under the 

inask is no "true sc1f'--11obody. Horner is this nobody" (92). Rennie's 

pregnancy hots up the relationship among the three and the botched 

abortion of Rennie leads to her death. Rennie's death sr~.ips him off his 

tnask. pushing hiin again to immobility. The statement the Negro doctor 

~nnkes to Horner that "Existence not only preccdes essence: in the case oi' 



human beings i t  rather detizs esscncc" sums up  the attitude of both the 

novels (ER 128). 

The Sot-Weed Factor, in the form of an eighteenth century 

historical narrative, portrays the identity concerns of Ebe~~ezer Cooke and 

a protracted debate on the issue with his foil, Henry Burlingarne. I t  

combines the picaresque and the philosophical traditions of the eighteenth 

century with themes of existentialism and American innocence. against 

the backdrop of colonial history. It is the story of the education of 

Ebenezer Cooke in which the major discoveries are dubiety and futility. 

Unlike Todd or Jake who falls working for absolutes, Ebenezer, "dizzy 

with the beauty of the possible", decides to create the necessary absolute 

and latch on to i t .  "Faith, i t  is a rare wise man knows who he is.. . Did I, 

then, make a choice? Nay, for there was no I to make it! 'T was the 

choice made me, ... what am I? What am I? Virgin, sir! Poet sir! I am a 

virgin and a poet" (S WF 70-1). As Puetz puts it, 

I n  the course of the ensuing events, Eben's original fantasy 

generates other fantasies ... since he is the poet per se, ... 

there must be a land worthy of his labour and praise. Since 

his love is pure and untainted by what he calls base molives, 

there must be-a wornan worthy of it. Thus the myth of 

Maryland, the perfect and the fantasy of' Joan Toast, his 



eternal love, are horn. In sum, the hero turns to the panacea 

of mythopoesis and creates fictior~al schemes and ~nythical 

worlds around himself which in tutn support the very self 

concepts from which all interpretations of self and world 

have sprung (SWF 325). 

So the fragility of one's self is what is left lingering in Ebenezer 

even after the attempt at narrative self-composition. 

Ebenezer's legendary tutor Ilenry Burlinga~ne raises the 

cor~nterpoint in this now parodic, now serious debate over personhood. 

He is the "suitor of totality" (SWF 526), who persuades Eben and his 

sister Anna to revel in role taking. His faith lies in the argument that since 

existence basically lacks essence it is imperative that, "one must assert, 

assert. assert" (SWF 360) by creating and inventing roles. The world is 

indeed a flux, Rurlingame is certain. Notwithstanding the occasional use 

of him to ridicule the archetypal shape-shifter of the fiction of the sixties. 

the character aids our understanding and Barth's experimentation in the 

varying dimensions of plurality of selves. I f  Eben is on the look out for 

his parentage, Rurlingaine has none to explclr-2, as he is "Sprung de now 

like a maggot out of a meat, or dropped from the sky" (SWF 142). 

"[Hlurtling through a vacuum, racing to the grave". Burlinga~ne is aware 

of' the dark, undecipherable script of existence (S W F  344-5). As a "suitor 



ot' tt>talit?;,.' (S WF 526) his world remains a dift'use entity. He variously 

exists in the roles and disguises of Lord Baltimore, John Cookc, Pctcr 

Sayer, Timothy Mitchell, Nicl~olas Lowe and even Ebenezer Cooke. This 

is why he finds it hard to accept the discovery that he is the son of Tayac 

Chica~nec of the Ahatchwhoops Indian tribe. It painfully restricts him and 

cuts him off all the persuasive liberty of the quest. It denies him an 

opportunity to be what Faulkner calls a "splendid t'ailure" (Meriwether 180). 

This is the dilctnma of the hunt for selfhood too. I t  is a Hobson's choice 

between the submission to a suffocating identity and the diffusive 

freedom with no claim whatsoever to a personhood--"a freedom that is 

both a blessing and a course" (SWF 178). 

The ending of the novel doesn't offer any ultimate solution to the 

problenls oC idetltity . It is true that Eben wins almost everything he strives 

for--marriage of his choice, estate, recognition and maturity. I t  is a hollow 

victory all the way still. His love Joan Toast is a whore carrying syphilitic 

scars of their past. The legal victory, which helps him regain his estate. is 

through the benefit of a legal loophole. The so-called recognition is 

earned at the expense of his real maturity as a consequence of his capacity 

to tolerate their treacheries. Hence one can concur with Beverly Gross's 

contention that "there is neither victory nor resolution in any of this. Only 



a precarious equilibrium and a defeat which, i r  one is to remain sane, had 

better be accepted ac succcss" (37).  

Questions of success and fitjlurc art: the staple themes of Gilts 

Goat-Boy, his next novel, interrogated against the allegorical background 

of academic education. George is the goat-boy stuck half way between 

goathood and boyhood in terms of his consciousness. seeking his true 

identity through the achievement of Grant Tutordom. The universe is a 

university it1 the novel. In the clash of the New Tarnnlar~y and Nikolay 

collcges, between WESCAC and EASCAC computers, it is the mission of 

Ciiles to ease the tension by finding out if he is the Giles: Grand Tutorial 

Ideal, Laboratory Eugenical Specimen. He has to defeat the WESCAC. 

the Western campus Computer, which rules the campus to declare his 

Grand Tutorhood. tIe rejects the condition of being "a regular person" 

(GGB 123) attd chooses to provc himself "less than mortal and more" 

(GGB 138) to prove himself to be, arriving at the "answer" that will 

liberate all studentdom. After repeated failures in his descent into the 

belly of the computer he wrecks the computer to gain the authorization he  

has sought all along. 'The discovery is that there is nothing to discover, the 

answer is that there is no answer. This is not far from the valueless value 

that Todd settles for or Sake Horner's road in End of the Road which 

does not m d .  The cover letter 01' Giles Goat-Hc2 relates the Nihilistic- 



Existential vein that runs through thc whole of Hatth. "Nothing works.. . 

everything only gets worse.. .in fact we know only Inore or less ruinous 

defeats" (12). What he does find is not meaning. but a way of talking 

about the impossibility of fixing meaning. At the end he states: 

Passage was failure, and Failure, Passage: yet, Passage was 

Passage, failure, Failure! Equally true, none was the 

Answer; the two were not different, neither were they the 

same: and true and false, and same and differcnt- 

Unspeakable! Unnamable! Unimaginable! (GGB 650). 

As Max Spiel man, Giles' tutor puts it: "self knowledge is always 

bad news" (GGB 13 1 ). 

"Ontogeny rccapitulates phylogeny ,?' (GGB 1 17) states the 

Spielman's law in Giles Goat-Boy. Lost in the Funhouse traces the 

ontological queries in respeci of narrative and human phylogeny as it 

presents the protagonist Ambrose Mench's birth and growth into the 

ambiguities of life and art. It is t i  collection of fourteen stories evolvir~g 

around telling and listening to stories. 'The first six stories of the 

collection the~natically center on self-conscious. self-referential fonns and 

conventional realistic narratives while the second hal f  involves itself with 

the issue of authorial voice. This why Max F. Schulz states that. .'intrinsic 

to the thematic development of Lost in the Funhouse is an ontological 



a4 

cot~ccit; the unending replication ol' sclf as organism, as authorial voice 

and as fiction (word and form)" (6). 

As in Doctorow's Loon Lake and Lives of the PO=, the concerns 

of literary perception, articulation of human experience and literary 

technique are so intensely taken up in Lost in the Funhouse in the form of 

a bildungsroman. Fro~n the first story, "Night Sea journey", the genesis 

of this duo is implied. The switnlning sperm is inundated wi th  queries of 

the irrelevant voyage amid better-equipped swimmers. The sense of the 

absurd coupled with literary imagination furnish him for the future 

Am brose's on tological/ epistemological dilemma. "Ambrose His Mark" 

relates his birth and naming; "Autobiography", the question of his 

parentage and identity and "Water-Message'", his boy hood days. [n 

"Petition". the conflict makes its fulI-grown appearance as "the 

inco~npatibility of instinct and self-scrutiny" (Hinden 195). Here, 

"Ambrose a s  observant adolescen~ at the threshold o r  learning about life 

inerges \+.ith Ambrose as the author of this own story at the beginning 

stages of learning how to construct a narrative" (Schulz 8).  The rnedley of 

rnultidirectional voices inerges in the series-concluding stories. 

"Menel iad" and "Anonym iad". 

Tllc struggle for sclf-determination is plagued by the nihilistic, 

existential overtones of their naturc. To begin with, the spcnns ~nonologue i s  



one oi' rcizctioo and t.epudi.dtiorl, its fruition to nonexisiencc. Thc pet i tioncr 

half of the Siamese twin pleas for disjunction. "Au~obiography" bcgs 10 

be ended, i f  there are ones capable of doing it. A~nbrose states in Lost In 

the Funhouse that if there were, "a button you could push to end your life 

absolutely without pain" (LIF 86), he would go ahead. The whole series is 

embedded in a frame tale given at thc outsct, in the fur111 of a Moebius 

strip: "Once upon a timc there was a story thal hegan once upon a 

time ...," it runs. Moebius strip is a strip of paper twisted a hundred and 

eighty degrees and pasted at both ends in the form of a spiral, in which 

the inside and the outside merge into each other defying efforts at 

differentiation as well as separating the beginning from the end. It is 

extrerrlely suggestive of the Barthian message of the fluidity of 

selt;'con~ciousncss in lifelnanative. The entl~usiastic wearirless that 

plagues his earlier fiction persists. Just  as the nntologically puzzli~ig 

ful-rhouse of the text surmises the cosmic elusiveness of reality and the 

ever-receding bounds of individuation, the Moebius strip of the narrative 

emphasizes the process of slippery signification. 

Chimcra, a reworking of' Arabim and Greek mylhs, contains -- 

"Dunynzadiad", "Pcrseid" and "Ballerophoniad". Scheherazade has 

remained Barth's 1nc3st beloved of figures fro111 the narratives of the past 

and has hew ubsessed with her existential situation all along--the tcll o r  



die dilemma. I-le puts into l~cr talc a feminist bill ol'colnplaints, therc by 

offering a reworking of the myth. * '~el lero~honiad" sets out to follow a 

"pattern of Mythic Heroism" (C 140), like in -. Gilcs Goat-Boy and The Sot 

Wced Factor. Bellerophon and Perseus are troubled by the query that 

bedevil the lives of the protagonists of tiiles Goat-Bov and The Sot-Weed 

Factor--whether actions define a hero or heroes confer greatness on 

actions--the essence or the existence query. 

Letters, a symbiosis of epistolary and self-reflexive techniques, -- 

takes BaTth's habit of cross breeding his fiction with his past fiction to 

grcater heights. Rarth recalls the protagonists of his earlier fiction and 

adds Lady Amherst as the only other major figure. Todd Andrcws, Jacob 

Horner, Jerome Bray, Ambrose Mench. A. B. Cookc VI and A. B. Cooke 

IV--characters recalled from his earlier fiction or the characters' 

descendants--not only rehearse the past but relate their current lives. They 

are as much concerned with the purpose and meaning of their lives as 

with their capacity to effectively co~nmunicate. Often they write letters to 

themse tves as part of their urge to know themselves. The novel carries on 

with his stock concerns of identity, interpretation, communication and the 

state of the academe it ith the added one of h e  refnt ionship between film 

and literature. As Stan and Goydon put it, "as to the question of identities, 

Harth's play w ~ t h  and the destabilization of such characters as 1Iarold 



Bray and 1 lcnry Burlingamr, among others, reachus exaggeratcd 

proportions in Letters" ( 160). Andre Castine, for instance. is Inore protean 

and ambiguous in conception than Bray or Btlrlingame. Rea Gorden's 

protracted name is also suggestive of the shifty contours ot' identity. Even 

as the characters of the earlier fiction review their pasts to divine their 

future, they come to paradoxical conclusions preventing the expected 

redemption. Todd Andrews can "see patterns everywhere" and is  

"sceptical of their significance" (L 255). He closes the enquiry asserting 

"the intrinsic value of everything, even of nothingness" (L 738). This is 

repeated in the case of the other redreamed characters too. Hence, citing 

Cynthia Davis, Letters "does not celebrate achievement, it celebrates 

struggle" (228). 

A couple, Fenwick Scott Key Turner and Susan Allan Seckler 

Inuse on how to plan their future back from a saiIing sabbatical in Barth's 

Sabbatical. Thcy are caught in the CIA activities as Fenwick's twin 

brother Manfred is lost and he suspects a CIA hand in this presumed 

death of his brother. An ex-CIA agent. Turner is hated by inany for his 

expose of certain covert operations of the organization in Chile and Iran. 

Still, at the end of i t  all, the denouement is artistic and the confusiol~ is 

cleared up in a desultory manner. Manfred's ghost appears in a dream 

~llentioning his death of "hypothermia" ( S  3281. 'l'hc book once again is 



dwelling on thc difficulty ol' arriving at a decision. In other words, Ihc 

questio~l is which road to take still. The duality of intertwining quest and 

the duplicity of crises continue. 

That double, dualit) and pairs abound in Sabbatical is a forceful 

comment on the inexorable nature of self/ narrative demarcations. Tn the 

novel, Susan and Mim Seckler. Fenwick and Manfred are twins. The 

aborted of Susan are also a pair. As always, Barth laughs at the extra 

emphasis on binaries while making excellent use of i t  for his narrative 

purposes. The man and his wife are the combined narrators of the book. I t  

oscillates behveen Fenwick-first person singular and Susan- first person 

singular, often turning into Fenwick-Susan first person plural. Susan's 

specialization as a professor is on twins. Husband is an author and wife, a 

good reader, forn~jng yet another double. They are confronted with 

dilemmas and choices. Fen thinks over the problem: "Is Y a fork or a 

confluence? Does the Chesapeake Channel diverge into York River 

channel, or do they converge into Chesapeake channel? The one inbound, 

the other outbound; or, Analysis versus Synthesis; 'male' versus 'female'. 

Sperm swim up, Ova float down" (S 137). Fenn's key to sailing is that 

"to go fonvard, we must  go back" (S 244). True to the motto, the sailing 

trip never progresses on a linear fashion: "the journey of the sail boat is 



endlessly deferred M. ith no destination ijnal" (Stan and Gordon 1 80). The 

novel ends as such affirming "the image of our plural selves" (S 332). 

The story of the sailing couples' Moebius strip of a voyage, 

spirally moving from within to without to within, resume in 

Tidewater Tales, aboard the boat "story". The twin narrators, Petor and 

Catherine Scheritt Sagamore, are on vacation, waiting for Catherine to 

come full term. The novel covers a fortnight of sailing on Chesapeake 

Bay. The duality and binaries explored infinitely in Sabbatical are 

replicated at another level in Tidewater T a b  too. I f  Peter is 39 years and 

8 and a half months old, Kate is 39 years and 8 and a half ~norlths 

pregnant. I-le is Cartesian and she, Rabelaisian. "Peter's pet poet is Emily 

Dickinson: Zero ai the bone. Katherine Sheritt's is Walt Whitman: I 

contain mu1titudt.s (TT 29). In the line of duaIities like appearance and 

reality, l i f e  and art, self and other, these two meet and part, tell and listen, 

listen and tell. They too attempt tllrough "a coupled point ot'view" (TT 29) 

to realize a union, as they sail through sexrial and textual escapades of 

indeterminacy. Franklin Key Talbott and Leah Aflan Silver Talbott, a n  

important pair of guests on their boat, turn out to be Fenn and Susan of 

Sabbatical. Thus the intcrtextual elements again bring lo light the device 

of a frame tale, the ever-expanding concentric layers of connected 

r~arrative. one inore Moebius strip. As in Sabbatical. in Tidewater 1-a& 



too, it  is not a voyage with a drs t inat i i~n.  1t is "without itinerary, t ime 

table or dcstination.. .sailing wither the wind listeth" (TT 76) .  Like in The 

float in^ Opera, the goal of the trip is the trip as Katherine kels that 

"destinations are just excuses for sailing" ('TI' 76). If Sabbatical ends with 

the couple's resolution to extend their life through fiction, Tidewater 

Tales decides in favour of delivering twins. 

Frorrl The Floating Opera to Tidewater Tales, thus the binding 

threads of John Brtrth's fiction are the constraints of self-definition in a 

world of indeterminacy. I f  on the one hand the major figures are hell bent 

on seeking the shore of self, the bounds of reality, on the other, they are 

aware of the elusiveness of the quest. The medium of the quest, language. 

is an instrument which ever promises to deliver. never quite achieving it. 

The process hrcomes the product, the medium, the message. This is the 

situation of them all. The existential query pushes them into a question of 

the communicative essence, which in turn thrusts them back into the 

zxistcntial spiral. I t  is the strange, yet predictable loop that defines Barth's 

fiction. 



Douglass. R. Hofstadter's "strange loop" phenomenon occurs 

"when by moving upwards (or downwards) through the levels of some 

hierarchical system, we can find ourselves right back were we started" 

(10,15). The two components of art and life collide and collude, regressus 

in infiniturn, in the world of Bard~iarl fiction, "turning the terrninal into 

the perpetual, the linear into the cyclical" (Walkiewics 801, making it an 

ideal site for the phenomenon of narrative and consciousness locked in a 

strange loop. The Barthian protagonist ceaselessly circulates the self- 

narrative-socicty loop in their efforts at construction of identity. 

The major figures in Barth's fiction are all beset with problems of 

perceptinn and understanding. I t  handicaps their capacity to lead a 

rational, satisfactory kind of life. In writing, thcy ernbark upon a quesl lo 

normatively explore or expiate their liveslerrors of their lives, often in an 

attempt to differentiate what has gone wrong, when, why and how. As 

Barill puts it, for thc~n, "narrative equals language equals life'' (FB 236). 

Ihey  are all author surrogates. It is either their chosen herohood or the 

suypc~sedly dcstined sellllvud, which drives them on to authorial 

investigations. I t  is true that \ \hat  his characters are ~noving through is zl 

spiral of knowing and being since i t  is life's complications and an acutely 

intrnspect ~ v e  iia ture tinged with absurdis1 vision thar necrssitatc the quest 



for self-definition. PIX desccnt within is illways a journcy backivard, 

i~lvoltling a study of the past and as such terminates in an analysis of the 

genres of history, me~noir. autobiography, biography, allegory, letters, 

diaries, reels etc. This is why Barth's all major novels are multigenric. 

They are as much a sy~rlptorn of the perrt~utations of the consciousness as 

they are a cause of it.  Ultimatety none of the modes triumph in the 

diagnosis and delineation of the core of consciousness. 

For Barth, the defining preoccupation of fiction has been self- 

consciousness. As Marilyn Edenstein points out in a study of Chimera: 

Self-consciousness car1 mean consciousness of a self, of an 

"I", of a core unity, or it can refer to the consciousness of 

itself by an entity, (a person, a novel). In the case of a 

person, both meanings can come together since 

consciousness can oilly presume a self by knowing itself. . . . 

I f  a text flaunts its own artificiality.. .. if it's authors 

presence in and riot just behind the text is constantly being 

emphasized, i t  is colnrnnnl y called a "self-consciousy text. 

'The cohesive function.. .inscribed within the text can be 

considered the "sclf' of the test. if this textually created self 

is in some ways analogous to a human self, perhaps the 



human self is vnly a linguistic configuration rather that an 

ontological entity (99). 

A comment by Batlh, explaining tht: way the self-consciousness 

of his narrationlcharacters and the killing self-consciousness of' the 

existential angst are connected. reflects this sense of fabricatedness of 

self. He says: "when the characters in a work of fiction become readers or 

authors of the fiction they are in, we're reininded of the fictitious aspect 

ot'our on existence" (FB 73). The sense of irrcality, hence to some extcnt, 

catalysts the self-consciousness of the narrative process. The question as 

to the real ' I '  is an off'shootlreflection of concerns regarding the real. A 

combination of the linguistic and narrative dilemma lends itself as the 

perfect vehicle for the existentially insecure individual. The frame tale 

which Barth repeatedly employs as a pivotal device foregrounds the 

tension between the story and the storiness of the story. This too 

accentuates the self-consciousness of the narrative act. 

The prime destabiliser it1 the world oi' Barth's fiction is linguistic 

bccause "Language, for the knower of the self, serves as a kind of trap, 

and also a kind of instrument. the only one at his disposal. As soon as 

self-awareness objectifies itselC into words, thc words stand wit11 their 

own syntactic order, their own associations, out and away from the self 

and its awarencss" (Edclstein 100). From 'l'odd 10 the Sagamores, the 



cardinal qucstiorl is as to the inability and necessity of communication. to 

one self and to the world. Citing E. P. Walkiewicks, "the quest for the 

meaning of making translates illto the struggle to makc meaning, the 

"horned" dile~nlna of being made to end into the difficulty of making an 

end" (1 04). 

Like the ledger of Blue in Doctorow's first work. Welcome to 

Hard 'Times, Barth's ?'he Floating Opera is the result of an enquiry 

conducted by the protagonist Todd Andrews, regarding his failed 

cornmunicatir?~~ with his father. The suicide of his father intrigues him and 

he sets out to explore it in the form of an enquiry, which grows into an 

enquiry into himself. The polygenric nature of erlquiry itself is a 

testimony to Todd's imperfect communjcation. I f  at one level The 

Floating Opera is the story of a self eternally in the ~naking, at another 

level i t  constitutes the story of a story ever in the making. A letter to his 

father, explaining the brittle hold ~nortality has on him because of his 

heart condition, runs into fifty pages and remains incomplete and 

undelivered. A complete study of the life of his father and their 

relationship, especially of his hthcr's suicide, three baskets and a 

cardboard box of notes, couldn't take the enquiry anywhere close to 

completion. For Todd, even "the genre of legal brief consists . . .of giving 

spcculat i~ t: c~bservalion and questionable assumptions the ring of truth, to 



give legal fiction the shape of reality. tu give rhetoric: the shapt of legal 

rcality" (Stan and Gordon 44). He could neither hb subjective nor wholly 

be objective too. He is acutely self-conscious and his narrative inclines to 

be subjective. But he fails in expressing through language the felt life ol' 

his. Language, with its associative, connotative burden refuses to play 

along. 'The evocative and referential values of language assert at the 

wrong instants and through confusir~g means. Todd who exhibits nascent 

traces of the cos~nopsis of Burlingame, the cosmophile. spots significance 

or the lack of it evenly everywhere. H e  is lost in the funhouse of 

ceaselessly bifurcating courses of relevance everywhere. "Good heavens", 

Todd Andrews exclaims, "how does one write a novel! I mean, how can 

anybody stick to the story, if he's at all sensitive to the significance of 

things?" (t-0 2). 

"Assigning names to things is like assigning roles to people; it is a 

necessary distortion ...( ER 114), Jacob Horner seems to rcply in thc next 

novel, The End of the Road. In Jacob Homer, as in every such author- 

protagonist of Barth, the mythotherapy and scriptotherapy work at 

loggerheads. Horncr, under prescription for cosmopsis, takes 

mythotherapy as a teacher of prescriptive grammar and steps into yet 

another role of a writer. But this iiinc, after the elapse ofeverything, he is 

narraticcly attempting a re-enacting of the past through another role, fully 



conscious of another l'ailure, conscious that he is fjiling at c\ cry stagc 01' 

the process of scripting. Like his talisman, Laocoon. he is. "bound like 

tc\*o serpents of knowledge and imagination, which grown great in the 

fullness of time, no longer tempt but arinihilate" (ER 157). At every stage 

he i s  aware of  the fact that a linguistic construction of self is bound to be 

fictive as he is aware of the pitfalls involved. "To turn experience into 

speech--that is to classify, to categorise, to conceptualise, to grammarise, 

to syntacti fy it--is always a betrayal of experience. a falsification of it: but 

only so betrayed can it be dealt with at all, and only in so dealing with it 

did I ever ftcl a man" (EK 96). 

It1 the process Homer shifts roles between that o f  a critic and an 

author. His convoluted logic often reasons that the ambivalences of his 

attitude and relationships could be traced to the inherent incapacity of 

language to communicate: "the apparent ambivalence of Rennie's 

feelings about me, I'm afraid, like the simultaneous contradictory 

opinions that I often amuse myself by maintaining, was a pseudo- 

ambivalence whose source was in the language, not in the concepts 

symbolized by the language" (ER 59). Coi~~posing a life is ilnpossihlc not 

just because "the same lire lends itself to any nuinher of stories--parallel, 

concentric, mutually inhabitant, or what you will" (ER 4), but also 

because, "stories also habe soinething to tell us about theinselves. they 



always involve self-reflexive and inetaliclio~~al devices" (Venuti 3). 'I'he 

story has a life and a story of its own too and it begins to get told in the 

process. Hence the narrative setf-definition remains tnired in crises of 

articulation and signification. 

Both The Sot-Weed Factor and Giles Goat-boy, Barth calls 

"novels which imitate the form of a Novel, by an author who imitates the 

role of an Author" (FB 72). The tales-within-tales-within-tales regressus 

in InfTnitum of the narrator, who fails to complete a narrative that refuses 

to closu itself, is about to take its genesis here. The Sot-Weed Factor is a 

commentary about an attempted commentary on a fictional biographical 

poem of Ebenezer Cuuke, titled "Sot-Weed Factor". I t  is Ebenezer 

Cooke's and the author's attempt to construct a narrative, as Barth wants, 

horn 111~: ~larrativc tradition o r  the past. I t  provides Barthlhis protagonist 

sufficient ground for meandering on a narrative that  fragments into 

literary, historical, philosophical quests. But the final result. in the words 

of Earl Rovit, "reminds one o f  a pack of hounds with stuffed noses 

frantically sniffing out a nun-existent covey of quail" (120). 

The question of identity, reality and the construction of a narrative 

are strcnrniined into that of speciiically colnposing history here. Like in 

the other novels, here also, a character that attempts at1 autobiography 

ends up writing a polygenric account that deiies classification. But  in 1% 



Sot-Weed Factor, it tends to be a lot lnoru Ilistorical. The text ernbraces 

various figures and events cutting across the hounds of the fictional and 

the hntastic. Learning. the prime instrument fostering illusionary 

certainties, is made fun of pungently in the novel. Even after consulting 

the whole galnut of historians-scholars, he receives little to cure his void: 

Herodotus, Pol yseius, Aristotle, Augustine, Zeno, RabeIais, Aquinas, and 

Moore--the whole gallery of stars fail to replenish his exhaustion and, 

"the stuff of history became in his head no more than stuff of  metaphors" 

(SWF 10). 

As he [Ebenezer] loscs touch with the realities around him, 

and as he lnethodically transcends the boundaries of actual 

experience, both the reality and experience are converted 

inro rnere substrata of art. Ebenezer's mythopoeic view 

becomes a lens that distorts reality by refracting il as a 

potential or actual work of art. The realm of facts becomes 

by analogy the realm of aesthetic experiences; . .. I t  is more 

iir~portant that i n  the same process Ebenezer's whole life is 

slowly converted into a unique work of art. By letting go of 

the norld and the self he gains the momentary Creedom to 

recreate both as autonolnous objects (Puetz 139). 



' l 'his cxcrcisc in l ingu~st ical  ly orclcring cxpci-icnce I cpci~tcdly 

rtlapscs into a play with t l ~ c  vct'y idea of' significalicm. B u t  this apparent 

i'ccling 01' "verbal pcrpctual ~l~otion" (W;ilkiewics 48) i s  riot dissi~nilar to 

the prnblcm of nlul tipltl selves a1 thc bottom. 130th are sympto~na t i~  of the 

incapacity to contain and deline. 

Afier 'l'he Sot Weed Factor's curntnentary upon con~ruentary. 

Darth employs another mild kind of framing of his narrative prior tn the 

likes 01' Lost in the Funhouse. C:hi~ncra, and -- LE 1I"I'ERS etc. If The Sot 

Weed Factor ends with the author's apology to the reader, G~lcs Goat- 

is ti-amed with mort. elaborate apologies fro~n everybody-author. 

publisllcr and editors. It  is presented by Stoker Gilcs. i4ho reads it to a 

computer WESC'ACI, which collatcs and edits it and 1nixt.s i t  with other 

vcritlable inattcr. This infor~nation of the post ta lx  is furlher qi~estioned 

and alleged to bc spurious hy a postscript to the post tape. Post tape, 

postscript, h o t  notus--cach squashes thc argument o f  the other. 

The clai~ns and cw~nter claims push the concept of author- 

authority into 3 vortex or  narrative and speculative flux. I t  is {his 

undercurrent of construct ivencss. serlsc of lack of' authent 1cit4 tu thu  

mission in hand, whit h characterizes thc narrativu and the quest or Gilt.5. 

Even after assumins encyclo~aedic: vastness, it is capable onJy OF hiling 

t o  deliver nnyt h ins  ;~uthoritati\ e .  Even ihrr al lCgrlry. instcad ill '  drat% ing 



parallels, suggests live uqual  possibi 1 itics. As contradiction tcl-~nir~ates 

into paradox. the excrcisr bccomes n 1131 Walkiewics calls .'an exierna I 

guessing game lhat terminates inlv cshaustio~l" (73 ). A qucst for ult i tnate 

answer. passage, conducted via a narrative which is sctnant ically elusive, 

arrives at a realm that collapses distinctions, like passage and fhilure. As 

Harth states. "The main  thing he seems t o  have learned is that what he's 

lcarned can't be taught: in his attempts to ef '  the inet'lhble, his truths get 

garblcd in transmission. misconstrut.ti, betrayed by verbalisation. 

it~stitutionaf isat ion" (FB 135). The self-knowledge, i f  any. he gaius is 

regarding the createdness of his fife. the s c l  f-consciousness which under 

co~npulsive examination yields the rcsult that sclf could o~ily be the 

creation of a fabricated consciousness through a conscious r~arrative. 

Lost In thu Funhouse definitely mal-ks a rnilcstc~r~e in the vircuitous 

journey of the consciclust~ess that f'orcgrounds lanzuage and i'or~n. I 1  

coIlapses the reigning enigma of' Harth into the primary one o f  brir~g and 

knouing, of' life and art. The fburtccn story scrizs involves Ihe 

conception. birth and growth of the twin concerns cbf Ambrose's existence 

and uxprt.ssion, ef'ftcting relentless exa~niriation nl' the question of 

narrative voice and co~nmunicative act. Each stclrv in the scries [narks a 

st age sim~~ltaneously in the d c v e l o p ~ i ~ c ~ ~ t  of the individual. artist and art. 

"111 a1 l (I t' 1hcl11. . . the proccss oi' narration becomes thz ctrntcnt v f  the 



t~arrative.. .( [nost] of'  I h c~n  cxploit, onc way or nnolher, a~nbiguitics I' 

I:ii~guage and narrat ivc view point.' (FB 77). 

"Echo", "Cilossolalia", "Two Meditations". "Autobiography: A 

sclf recorded fiction". "Title" and "Lili. Storq "- these are sclf-conscious 

tiction in thc extreme sense of the tern]. I herc are stories like "Watcr 

Message" in which the process claims as I I I U C ~  significance as the 

content. "Echo" is the fitting title as wcl I as t t~c  symbol for a writer whosc 

works trace inlini~c regression. Echo i s  condeli~ntd by the queen of 

heaven to repeal others' voiccs. The cast of  the story kntures Narcissus 

and Tircsias, Iwo characters who, with Echo. complcte the picture of 

Barth's Phy luln. Narcissus sy tnbolizcs the self-obsession while 'I'iresias 

the sense of perplexit) subsequent lo being caught in the evolutic~n of 

plurality. He has listcned to inlrllense numbcr of tales and given plcnty. thc 

result being that he is ir~capable of differentiation. In "Autobiography". a 

story speaking of itself, a "cuntct~tless fornl" ( I  ,IF 331, confesses that it 

distorts its creator. "Title" i s  Ihc voice of a narrator lircd o f  his trade. sick 

o t' self-cunsciousness. who has "nat+rated hilnwlf into corner'" (LIT: 1 08). 

"1,ik Stor.y" targets i t se l f  i n  its criticill h ~ r y .  I t  suspccis that thc auttlor's 

lik [nay bc ii fictional accc~iint. I t  is a story i l l  n 11icI1 an author takes tlit: 

world tu he a novel imd the writcr, a character. In "Watcr Messagc", the 

growing boy rcccives a m u s s a y  in a botllc, lettcr that sa l~~lcs  :~nd signs 



oi'f: lcaving a hIank for a hod). "Lost In thc I'unhouse" is Ihe key sbory 

i v t l i ch  shows Ambrose gutting lost during a family outing, in a funhouse 

'-it] ttlc endless rcflection of' his imagc irl the ~nirrors" (LIF 90). 

"Cilossolalia" has six speakers who share their experience OF being 

~nisurtderstood by the audience. "Meneliad" and "Anclny~nirld". whicl~ 

explore mid  life crises, are tqually conccrned with self. narration and 

voice. Meneleaus enquiry into the causes oC Helen's love for -'his cipher 

sclf" ( I  ,IF 15 1) rcsults in self-negation and turns him to a Inere voice, a 

self-courted fiction. Ambrose attempts rnul t iplc voices to rcify himself 

into "regular persony (LIF 93). But, "the whole qi~estion of identity in 

Lost in the Funhouse tentatively (italics added) resolves itself in the 

capricious irlltnortality of the work of art. Within the cycling of a ivorld at 

once solipsistic and selS-negating. man is artist is work of art is artist is 

man" (Beinstock 207). But as Bei~lstock asks later, "who confinns \vhosc 

existence'!" (208). 

Chiinerg invalidates thc luge for such afiinnations as the atte~npts 

to attain world end up in fluid entities. ?he three novellas. whicl~ 

constitute thc novel, are engrossed by qucrics of  voicu. authority and 

coinpu~itic~i~ of l i let.;lt._c tcxt. In his latest return to h i s  f'avuurite Arabian 

Nights. H n r h  placcs Uunyazade, sister to Shehera~ade, as a listener and 

voyeur. Thc. sisters are ass is ie~ l  by ;I Cicrlic, :I Harth look like. who 



supplics t t ~ u ~ ~ l  wilh stories lium anolhcl- vnluinc. Tt-ic ~ v l ~ o l e  nal-rativc: 

turns on ils head. whcrl. at tile cnd. i t  i s  revealcd to hilvc t~ecr~ a narration 

I hnyazadiad to  her husband. I n  Dunyazadiad, the Cicnie and 

Sheherazadc speculate 011 n m h a t  are the srmincll problen~s of Harth's 

fiction: 

WhelI~er a story might imaginably he Cramed from the insidc, 

as it were, so that thc usual relationship between the container 

and contained would he rcversed and par.adoxical1y 

reversible-- and.. . what huinan stale o f  affairs such an  ncld 

construction rniglit usefully figure. Or whether clnr inight go 

beyond the 11suaI tale-within-a-tale, beyond cvcn tales- 

within-tales-within-tales.. . (C 32). 

"Perseid" is Perseus attcmpt to narrate himself irito existence, 

addressing Medusa, attempling a vcrbatim duplication of' the same story 

narrated to Calyxa earlier. I-Ic cnuldtl't get it right ivhcn he said to 

Calj,xn and Fdiling rnemclry co~npcls him to rcceive promptin? from a 

spiral rn~tral  Calyxa had paint r d  at Medusa's direction. Thc perspective is. 

hcnce, a shifting consciousness and fi-amcs, many. I t  end? uirh the similar 

affirmation of the tcntatiueness of cvcrything--life. art, narratihe etc. In 

"Rellcrophoniad" as in "L)un> araciiad", the fin31 twist rcvcals Pol yeidus 

ns Hellerophon's story. I larc too the c~~ciing of thc stor? mid scntcnce 



p r~ i r~ t s  to s ~ ~ n i l u r  tentativeness. 1 ailing to bc a hcso, he alteinpls to bu a 

story and ends up nei ther  but rattler a hybrid. A11 the t l ~ rcc  attempt and l'ail 

to ci'fect n narri~tive rcsnlution. Languagt. drii'ls and derours ceast.lesslq 

bctraq~ing thc man i t  is intendcd to rcpresetl t. L)uny wadiad's story i s  

unfinished, Perscus can neithcr hold Medusa nor see his cor~t inuing 

mortal cxistence arid Hellcrvpt~one can't achieve apotheosis" (Davis 224) 

because. "worcis, language arc simultaneously key and treasure'' (Stan and 

Gordon 139). 

Letters. Barth c1;iirns. is intended to work at three levels. 'l'he litlc -- 

is  meant to cover messages, alphabets and literature. Thc Genie. who 

decides to cvunter the dilelnrna of exl~austed possibiIilics in Chimcra by 

going back to the springs of ~ h c  narrative, performs it in Lettcrs by 

weaving together the various ~~arratjr e strands of his rrlajor flction of' the 

pasL. Six of his 111ajor protagonists or their descendants join the most 

dynamic crcation of thc author to date, I.ad_v Gerlnaine Pitt. And as of'tcn 

in Barth. the novel endorses the perpetually slillborn resolution of' thc 

ever-ernergenr crises of siyl iflcation and esistencc. I'he pitch of' sell- 

co~~sciousrless at its pcak. Ihc novel's narrative convolutior~s as 

exploratiuns operate ; ~ t  various levels. It picks up thc resol~~tinns 01' thc 

prcvinus works atld twists ihc13 further. In tracing the unstated t'u~urc of 

the past p r o ~ a ~ o r ~ i s t s .  Harth turns the u holc 1,f his literary cannon as \bell 



as thc critical canrion lhat feeds on i t  up sidc down. disestablisl~ir~~: oncc 

again the presl~mcd distinction hct~t.een key and treasure. All thc fictitious 

charncters recruited from past fiction in Lcttcrs are writcrs. 'TI-tough thcir 

writing ol'ktl cuts across the bounds o f  genres, what they attcmpt is to 

succeed in a particulat. kind of  1% ritirlg. 'l'odd A n d r e w '  is socio-legal 

history, .Jake Horner's is suppused to result in a ~ n e ~ n o i r  or journal, 

Jerome Bray nitns at Literature, Ambrosc Mench. novels and Lady 

A~nhcrst. I ,iterary history. 'They ;ill write to cxplain thetnscl\.es to 

theinsclve~ primarily, to animate lifc by feeding [on] art. Thcir narrative 

sclf-reflexivity is often the rcsult of' a mytholherapy gone haywire. Evrn 

their currt.spondence is ~ r~orc  often than no[ with the~llselves or with the 

dead, the imagined or the absent. 

No letter, in each of the three senscs meant by Rarlh zr~rlier. can 

reflect tlit: C L ) ~ I ~ C I I I ~ O ~ ~ I - J  as. <very 'now', as it is c ~ ~ n p ~ s e d ,  turns in to 

'then' as they are rerid. The lapst: oT time betwecn the conccption, 

cn~nposition and reception makes the letters cxist in different l i ~ n c  frames. 

not to mentiun the diftkrence between Ihe actual dalc of composition and 

letterhead date. prvblcr~~atising the authenticity and autonotny 01' thc 

realizud selfl~uod of each narri~tivc. This strelchcc the list of' in-i~an~s in thc 

struggle for rcnli7.ntion. narrative or otherwise. What is rcad is not what is 

writler~ i l ~ ~ d  whal i s  nrittcn i s  what is 1101 rneant. 'l'l~e compicxitirs of' 



teller, tale, the told is I'urther compounded by the alteratio~l t i i t~e effects 

o n  them, not to speak of' the reiterated protean burden o S  the tale. tur~rlcd 

signification. Reopening or t h e  pas! tells rocks the already shaky sense of 

perso~~hood thesc protagonist-narrator-qi~estors have .  As Schulz p11\5 i l :  

"Wc have here life and art, reality and artitice. lochcd in an endless. scif- 

referential creative process" (77). 

Running parallcl to thc narrative ot'rcfloxjvily is the one of history 

and that of the history of making hiqtory too. IIere, "a novelist's 

perception of history unravels inlo Ihe conflicting atnbiguity that human 

events and literary gellres are as prone to overlap as to stop-frame 

sequence" (Schulz 52). Various chariictcrs it1 the novel atr ivorking with 

theories oflapproaches lo history: Todd Andrews's "'l'ragic Vicw of' History 

a11cl human i~lslitutions" (L 8801, Jake Homer's "Anniversary view of 

Histo?" ( I .  98). A. H .  Cooke IV and VI's "Action Historiography" (1. 75) 

;311ti Jerome Hray's fantastic, mythological palimpsest. The Cooke- 

Burlingame saga is not only an atlernpt to subvcrt the recorded and 

acccpted tnytholcbgies of the past in history, it equally serves as an 

evidence u f  showing the ct~nstructcdness o f  it. 

Likrary and critical stock taking and sailing couple in Sabbatical. 

I'hc sail tr:lc.cs thc growth of this intimacy in the past as it feeds (on) a 

narrative, which i t )  turn slrstiiins t h e  lictivt: lif'c. Thu allnost cxha~~sting 



and ~ ~ l t r o p i c  nnrl-iiiivc cyc1c.i and spirals of Ihc: earlitr I I ~ I - I . ~ ~  t i ~ 0 1 1  ;iJ~cl-llate 

between Susan and t-cn ant! soinetimos to their cumbincd point  of licw. 

But 1 he rclcntless duplicatirm, ;it times like an itccelcratzd n\lersion of 

l)oct~>row's Loor\ Lake, 0 t h  dcrives the chinlerical cf'fect i,f thc plurality 

oi' the earlier ilct ion. Fcnn feels, "that a l l  thc ' ir~aurhcrltic.. . tayers of hlsc 

or unworthy selves' oC his past life gait1 authenticity only to the sxtrnt 

that thuy cuntribute to, figure in rind arc it~stt*umcntal in  fertiliziny and 

birthing 'I t ~ c  story.. . this story, u u r  stor)". . ." ( S c h u l ~  1 34). For Fcnn and 

S u u n  liction represents a wayv to ncknowlcdgc indeter-1ni11acy i l r d  

regression and to perccive and impose pattcrrl upotl the world. As Barth 

statcd, "Narrating :ilmosi literally equals living" (FB 236). Rut  

col~erencc/reason doesn't emerge as the story they are living is also the 

story they are writing. 

The narrative is heterogeneuus and it contains stli fty perspectives. 

I t  is mixcd with Vietnamese poetry, newspaper reports and drama. This is 

not to n ~ e u t i u ~ i  the iriany rcf'erences ro litcrary works, characters and 

authors. ?'he tl~eme of meaning and inauthenticity ol' existence Sonn t h e  

burden o f  the song in Sabbatical too. The indetcrtninacy is no t  restricted 

to the matter or  ~larralivc onlj. It inSorms many other entities in the novel. 

I t  affects the definition of rclatic>nship and cven the geography in it. A 

case i11 point is thcir landing 011 an island t h a ~  doesn't appear on the maps. 



1'11e I O I I I L L I I C ' ~  coincs to an crld as [ l l c ~  slo(1 uilitlg to start iv~-itir~g. ' I  IIL' 

~ c r m i ~ l a ~ i o t ~  of their narrative marks 111e cnd o r  \heir journey --a journey 

they are sailing through the narrative. The narrative tu bc effected, ''this 

story, our story" (356), i l l  be plagued by the rt.dunrli~r~c.y of 

signification, beset wilh ambivalence in articulation. As Fenn slatcs: " we 

ourselves may never know one anotlwr's story'' (302). The novel ends up 

f i ~ ~ a l l y  as a novel about the manner in lvhich i t  colnes to be written. 

On the tjctional clock Sabbatical cnds on Sunday. June I S .  1980. 

the day on which Tidcwatcr Tales begins. In the next ha l f  o f  the pair. 

Tidewater 'I'ales, the Ronlancz gives way to a Novel hut the nartalive 

navigation remains. I'eter and Katherine, on board [he sailboat "story", 

waits for Katherine to come full tenn. As the novel composes itsell: it 

relenllcssl y throivs up queries regarding the c~~mplzxities involved in 

compressing expcricncc into a literary system. :l'idewater 'I'ales presents 

the problcm at many Icvels--of l if'c defying attempts at integration. cj t' 

larlguagc thwarting attcrl~pts at co~nmunication, of histol-\ and the 

docu~nents denying the possibility of understanding etc. As is the case o f  

cvcly other text of Barlh, the inextricably intertwining spirals of thcsc 

make up tlie no\,cl. At times, t t ~ c  wholc f l ~ ~ t i l l n .  [he entire lot of' 

characters. involvcs t t~ernselves, telling and listening to stories. A inassive 

conglomuration of narrative, various wl~cels kvorki~lg a t  various spcccls, 



;ill corltributir~g t o  and being part of thu  machine^-y of ~iarratiic,  yc l  all 

threatening to o its own way. rusisling in~egration. I D  the boat "Ttot.y" 

IOO Kathcrinc, Pctcr, Fmnk, Leah, thcir friends. Carla I3 Silvcr, Leah's 

mother, May Jump, Katherine's former lover, riot to count Don Quixote, 

Scheherazade, Odysseus. Nausica etc, do the same. Supportingly the 

book contains discussions. suggestiot~s. playful remarks, and ironic 

comments, including attcrnpts to build up  a dialogue with the reader. In 

what serves as a specimen, Frank discusses at length the way he has 

changed real life characters into lictional ones through :t change of names. 

Thc thcmc o f  indeterminacy rcsidcs firmly in !he narriitivc ot' 

Tidcxvatel- 'Tales. Apart fiioin the intertextual and hntasticnl clctncnts of it ,  

it is lirlhcd to Sahhaticifl with a curious device or a frame talc. Franklin 

Kev Talbott and Leah Allan Silver 'l'albott are the co~npli~nentary pair to 

Peter and Katherine Sagamore. I hcse arc later r.evzaled to be the real 

authors of Sabbatical, further diluting the dread! Iluid narrative and 

contributing to the ovcrall indcter~ninacy . Like Ambrose declaring his 

authorship uf' Lust in the Funhoxc in 1-cttcrq. this is a device Barth time 

and again adopts in the colossal intertextual weave of his oeul re in which 

Inore loose ttncls arc addcd t o  the already fka~ile construct. The sheer 

voli~rne ol' reprlition rccori i7es the extcnt to which duality and douhlins 

govcrn 0111- (31-gani7~l timi (1 t' llersonal and social points of \.ie\v and 



determine as well as dissolvc the li~~guistic ct~mprehensiotl oS lii'c. 't'he 

delicious cacophony is tnade richer by the criticism they indulge in of thu 

literary texts they have rcad. 

So is the matter of the whole oeuvre. What begins in The Floating 

Opera is sustained through 'I'idewater Tales, severally repeatcd and 

variously articulated, "at once exhaustion and replenishment" (TT 654). 

Todcl Andrews, Jake Homer, Ebenezer Cooke. George Giles, Anlbrosc 

Mench, Peter, Katherine--they all navigate in their narration, pushing 

themselves to and fro. in the agony o f  articulation. Words thcy seek to 

commemorate experience strongly jolt them to the restricting reality of* 

the way language constructs experience. "'l'hus this endless repetition of 

my story. As both protagonist and author, I thought to overtake with 

understanding my prcscnt paragraph as it were by examining my paged 

past, and, thus pointed procced to the futures sentence" (FH 1381, Pcrscus 

speaks in Chimera, rcprcscnting the wholc lot oi' Barthian self-narrative 

questors. They Inove back and forth in the narrative. oscillating hctwcen 

the past and thc filturc, locked in a genuine tcnsion. Lifk and art constitute 

the continuu~n called self. approxilnating each other, in the approximation 

called consciousness. Feeding both and hence resisting a rcsolution. 

aiding the being-as-bcco~uing-pattern is the social reality they are forccd 

to live in. 



In thc thr.ec authors studied vis-h-vis Ihc struggle r ) f  tl~cii 

protagonists in 1 1 1 ~  fiction to overcome the frail sense of self in tenns of 

their existential, linguistic, social inclinations, t t ~ e  evolution of thcir 

fktion show varying emphasis of ~hcse  tendencies. In Faulkner ihc 

sociaI/racial probletns vie ~ O I -  occupation of Ihc fictional space with the 

s~ r ing tn t  push and pull of the linguistic, afliculatvry issucs a ~ i d  exislerltial 

dilem~nas. In Doctorow, the social corlcerns often approvi~natc supremacy 

nhile thc other two arms ncver rcally concedc the cdge. In Harth, the 

social aspect is explored mainly along two lines--as an adjunct to the 

concerns of ihc narra~ive and through the satiric and itaonic vein of the 

n ~ r r a t i ~ e .  The scdate and often blendcd bilckdrop of Ihc r~arrativt., iri cbne 

way or th t  other contributes to the hostile cnvironmenl of thc texts. But 

MII:I~ is strongly felt in the early novels ot' l>octorow and Fai~lkner. the 

social aspcct, rnakes its appearance rathcr l a ~ e  explicitly in Rarth. Hut 

tangentially. the strain has always existed along with the satiriclparodic 

vein ilf rhc writcr f r ~ m  the \,cry beginning. He has off and on zomn~etlted 

on tllc pivotal aspects of his fiction like the uxtrerne sclf-consciousness, 

the nnwator-2s-character structure, Sra~nt. tala etc which reflec~ the 

unstatecl bct s~~b~ncrged social consciousncsc; o[' the author. 



'Pl~e narrator-protagcmis~s of Hat-th, i rl course ul' their diagnusis of' 

the past, subject lo  analysis theit. involvc~nent M i t  h the society too. Their 

5iat1d is acutely critical not only of their selS-worth to atlc~npt it, of the 

narrative tools at hand hut of the societal responsibility to the i~ldividual 

too. Society's contribulior-t is found to bc equally vital in these "down- 

bringing-novels" (FI3 132). This is cardinal in an author who slates that 

"all my readings, my cxperience, rny reflections and intuitions, incline 

[me] to the tragic view of  human instituiions, including political systems" 

( E  B 1 19- 120). This is reflected in rnatly ways in Barth's fiction. It might 

be in the form uf being subjected to nihilistic urges of an existentialist 

environincnt, likc Horncr (31. Todd Andrews: it inight take Ihc form of an 

urge to examine the concept of fhnnal history, as a tool and as a weapon, 

likt. Fbenczcr Coohe. I t  can work as an ideological underpin~~ing in tho 

recycling of a supposedly exhausted natrative by using the figure of' 

Scllchcrazadc as a feminist advocate and it rnighl also be fighting the 

cxhaudic3n generatcd and perpetuated by the society by prescribing 

11al-rat ive pictures of exhaust iotl being replenished by further exhnustion. 

In Thc Floating I)Dcra. .- Todd Andrew~  rsists in tlit: ~vorld of an 

expressed consciousness where the problems of' articulation and existr~~ce 

outweigh. but nnt altogether ncgale, the proble~ns imposed by the society. 

I odd is a t q  pical product \,I' the modern cra. I'llt: cxperience he has heen 



thn~uyh has lel't il sharp imprinl on his nasccr~l psyc.hc. At Ic:lsl two 

defining cpisc~des oS his li te--the First WclrIcl War expcricnce and thc 

suicide of' his lithcr--are revealing the societal dimt.nsir~ns of his angst. 

IIis exposures to the brutalities of the uar and the way he ha:, experienced 

tat. .  are strong enough even to engulf the amity he builds u p  with a11 

enemy soldier he befriends. The pathological distrust bred  by war rises to 

such a pitch that it dries up the springs of love in hitn. He baymoncts the 

man. A hypcrscnsitive inarl like 'l'odd might he exacerbated by anything, 

even the innst obvious. What causes the suicidc of his father  i s  the 

financial crash of the market in 1929. The loss of the farnily fortune 

leaves the man with no other choicc. Though Tildd's cnquiry does not 

look into this in deiajl, they do chart a course for his  a ascent thought. A 

pcrsislent wcnw of  Barth's fic~ional texture. the ccl~~lposcd ficlivt: r~aturc 

of' the supposed factuiil documents, whcther 01' historical nature or of' 

burcaucl-a~ic, has its mild bcgin~~il~g in The Floating Opera. I-lis failure at 

onc stage in t h e  Mack cstate lawsuit Todd attributes to the  opposing 

lawyer's citpacity for iigurative ta~~guagc.  "I bclieve it \\,as this final 

metaptlot- that won Froebel thu judgerntnt.. .even the  judgc stniled 

benignly a t  \he trope" (FO 97-3). 'Ihis rcflects not  only on the frail 

capacity ut' language tu contain expurictlce and reality, hut also the Sragilc 

content of' the d o c ~ ~ m c n t s  \vhich arc corlsti ti~lcd by words and iigurcs and 

hrld to be suprrlnc rcalily hy thc social powers to bt.. 



1 hc End of' the Road stlifts the historical sccll;~rio of the ~lovel -- -- - 

lioln the America 01' 1937 to thal or 195 I .  [lamer iesides in the post-war 

America. struggling for revi\*:~l in politicai. mrjr:il and ccclnolnic hnnts. 

Lihc Todd, hc too is an occupant of world bereft of moral artd rational 

institutions to live bq, a consequcncc of corruption and brutality of the 

state. This in turn contributes to the disintegration of a core consciousness 

in Haflhian figures. 

The final atlirmation of h u i ~ ~ r i n  existence is Ties Carte's 

"Cogito ergo sum". In the present time howcver the "I" that 

thinks does so in many roles, many states {sf being which in 

t u r n  detinc the "I" conditionally: the pressures of war, 

social charigc, and the integration of most of sociuty into the 

corpr31-ale society require of thc citizerl an allnost chameleon 

like adaptation the changing social institutional demands 

ilpcln him. The rcsult is the insecurity of a self that tries ibr 

a time t r ~  "gcl along'': then under the prcssure of conflicling 

loyalties, kars, it splinters, cscaping into various roles. 

which Bnrth calls ~n?,~hclttlerapy (Hipkiss 1 19- 130). 

Jake I lorner is a classic inslance o f  this. Sc~cial orientat io~~ of ~llore 

spccific kind replaces this  general socio-pol it  ical situation it1 the later 

works. 



thc s~7citty 3s hc T I ~ ~ ~ O I V S  down ((1 particular aspccts oS it. rather than 

projecting the genrl.al restrictive scenario. Ttlc cannon hc adopts i s  bro:~ci 

in coluparison with the novels which came before. but it lay5 anore 

importance on lhc social scenario. Thc plots and s~rnbols oS the novel are 

tird tightly to the history of colonial Manland.  Baltimore and Cooke are 

the centrlil figures in thc saga of Maryland and they are shifty and 

shadowy ones. Maryland of The Sol Weed Factor is not a place "of heroic 

innocence and vast potentialities, poiscd at thc start of a ncw history" 

(SWF 22), but is teeming wilh slavcry and exploitation of the Indians. 11 

has a judiciary in which "nobody gets a verdict he hath not paid fur" 

(SWF 41 7). 

'I'he Ncw World, he discovers. i s  a place n:here ill1 thc evils 

of the old world persist; comlnercial i n t r i y e ,  dishorlcst and 

intrig~ling governors. hatred and violcr~ce between thc 

separale colonies. mob violence, conspiracy and counter 

conspiracy b?: the French, Indians and the Ilutch to sc17-c 

various colonies (Noland 24). 

13ut as the making ot' colonial Maryland unfblds through thein, 

1~'henuzer's \,ision of New World rcccde. The "civili~iition versus Iht: 

abyss ul' s:1vageryv ( S W F  7 16) the~me of colo~iialis~n tumb1c.s as the 



I!.tlglish rnen and o~nen ac.1 i l l  1s ;iy s hich ~ t ~ a h c  [he a ti>t.csaid distinction 

invalid, provoking thc quest ion: "L)ous essential s~~vagct-y lurk boneath the 

skins of civilization. M. does esscnt I:)] civiliza~ion lurk hencat11 the skin of' 

savagery?" (S WF 638). The various fabrics of the cocioly, its history, its 

language and its scholarship are satirized. often hinting at the truth tha\ in 

such a society it is not impossible for one Eirkopf to split tick and tock ol' 

the clock or for that matter i'or Burlingame to be a "suitor of totality" 

{ S  WF 51h) clr for Ebenezcr to seek herohood in virginity and poethood. 

At t l~c  t~atrative level, this is an instance where the regressus in infiniturn 

works. What Ebenczer seeks is the herohood rampant in the Eighteenth 

century i?ctiotl which the literary society of ihe period espoused. 1 lencc it 

is the euistetlct. of a pseudo-social faith in the unrealisable, which is made 

a tnodcl of and in  the process made Sun oC in the Xh-e- Sot Wced Factor. 

Tllc confounded Ebcnczer explains: "what glory, to be singer of such 

sewer!" (S WF 483). Thc fitting epic Iijr the land is not a "Mary lar~ciiacl", 

but The Sot-Weed hctor. a satire. Rather than lctting tllr narrative 

sedimcnt into an identifiable t ixed atlack (111 ti le fo~rrlding of Amcr ic :~ or a 

colony, Barth twists and t u r n s  thc talc into a prcllzan t 'e lat ic~~~ that 

simultaneously wrecks and rncnrls i~ all. unmasking tllc submerged pulls 

oFself and society in the 11arrati1 r: cvnsciol~snesq. 



'l'hough Ihc vagri~nt. pl~iy IUl t~arrativc voice ullimalulv ~ n k c s  

control i l l  denying fixity of' perspcctivc or purpose, Gilcs Cioz~l-Boy ' 5  

submerged ~ n o r a l  intcrust is reflected il l  the  iillcyorical framework it 

accepts atid satirises. The nurncrous parallels i t  builds between the 

universe and university, in terms of' its events and characturs, are 

rcf'lcctive of what Sartre has called the inoral imperative at the heart o r  rhe 

aesthetic imperative (Tatha111 43). Studentdoin for hutnanily. campus riots 

for M O T I L I  wal-: east and wcst campuses for eastern and ivcstern world. 

Enos Elloch for Jesus Christ and s o  on. Giles hasn't the capacity to 

distinguish between the literal and thc metaphoric, art and reality. It is 

important thal "graduation". despite its a~ilhivalent status in the novel, i s  

defined as, "learning not to k i l l  students in the name of studentdom. And 

thc only exa~nination that matters is not any final; i r  i s  a plan that you got 

to answer every minute: am I subtracting from the total misery, or adding 

lu  it'?" ( I X H  92). Thc cthical tangc.111 ol'l-ris fiction comes to thc fore here. 

What Rarth intends to do in Ciilcs Char-Boy is "to try to ahstrac~ the 

pattern and then x\ritc a, novcl which would consciously, even self- 

consciously. l'ollow the patterns, parody the pntlurns. sa~irise the patterns, 

but with good luck transcend the satire a little hit in  ordcr to say some of 

the scrious fhings (italics added) I had in 1ni11d to sily" (Rcllan-iy 13). The 

scrious things presumahl!, slloilld ir~clucjc not  jusl exposing the irrcal 

paradigills o f  the l i t e r a t ~ ~ r c  01' the past and the hollowness or the claiins of 



the nar-rativc exhaustion, but also lhe di Ilicul ty ol' sus~i~ i t~ ing  faith oi' any 

kind in the chaotic \uorld depicted in thu novel, "Fdith in the self' or the 

roles that constitute self '  (Hipkiss 96). 

In both Lost in the F u n h o s  and Chitnera. on the socio-literary 

and mytl~ico-literal-! canvasses, the ultimatc emphasis i*alls on the 

problems uf articulation and narrative voice. 'I'he world of Amhrcrse 

Mcnch is loaded with thc f i~urat ivc u and the ironic to such an cx~ent that 

even when h e  rare piiuse on thc. farnily/societq occurs, i t  hardly focuses 

itself or1 thc essentials of the environment, choosing to be cager to slithcr 

on Ihe gliding nun-rctrentiality of significrs. -- Chimera shows the traces of 

the turn for the contentnrss, which Barth declares he has aftccted since 

Lost in the Punhousz. Schehet-azade and Ihnyarade are made to plot a 

Ikrninist rcvenge against centuries of patriarchal "violi~lions at the hands 

of fathers, husbands, lovers" (Schulz !I). But at the erlcl that frame is 

broken and it becolncs a tale-withill-a talc-within-a-ta le. 

L,ettt.rs disp1aj.s further marked advancc as the massive work --- 

nttcmpls a panoramic bamque. Much of ihe surrounding social scenario 

gets in with less ironic tone than that o f  5ay, The Spt 12'eed Factor or with 

Icss satil-ic;!I-allegorical tc~rce than Giles Clon~-Buy. 'I'hc novcl prescn ts a 

socio-ecc>non~ic recreation ol' i he sixtics. the Amcrica of the Victnam War 

!cars, 3 period that presents itscli' ii>r n study of thc  atio ion's i~ncnviahlc 



C ~ I - L ' ,  the ugly reality at ~ h u  hcart 01 '  !\inerica. "I,c1!.g~> syllhesi~es many 

ol' the diverse realities at oncc socio-politically prcsunt and historically 

past known as A~ncrica and assi~nilates our ]nu1 ti li~r.~n national self- 

iinage, redetinirig ir iis 111aniSest destiny o t' rebellion and countcr 

rebellion" (Schulz 46). In which, to put it in L)oclorow's terms, "the 

power o f  regime" and ''power vf' lar~guage" ("k'alse Documents" 1 7) 

clash, c~lalesce and come apart. The novel almost sweeps through ihe 

major ch~ptcrs  of the tnnking oS America, cvci~ though the broadness of 

the canvass denies the sociril emphasis of a single lint: ol'devclnpment in 

Sabbatical and Tidewater Tales. Apart from the metafrctionallfkame tale 

devices, this is the other element which makes the social criticism lose i t s  

teeth. Vietnam war, Civil rights ~nnvemznt. diplomatic and military 

his~ory.  fedct.nl govern~nent dealings and foreign policy matters--all 

parade ~hrough the pages or thc text. The petty acndc~nic politics is 

rriarked oSr as a chief rnl-grt 01' t i l t .  expose in l,i<'I'TERS, yri~narily through 

I .ady Amherst. But WOI-king at loggerheads always is the ~nultiple-ironic 

tinme of Ihe tcxt. "As such the text of thc LT;,?=I<S not only subverts in 

multiple ways the 111yth by which they h a w  cunductcd their lives, but also 

dcmythologises the idca of an ot'ficial. or received, history by showing it 

in the process of being mytholugiscd" (Schulz 123). This is the prime 

ch:~rlnrl through which h r t h  et't'ccts his stinging attacks on ~h t r  

utlnteinporary powers that be and society. The hesitar~cy on Ihe par1 of' 



critics in legitirrlising the political co~ltenl of Bar111 is r-zflected in the 

slntetnerlt 01 '  Slan and (iordon: "Rarth is. in one sense. the lcast political 

of ~ . ~ o s ! ~ n o d ~ r r ~  writers because he takes up  no cause virulently or wholc 

hen~-trdl,. but also he is very political it1 his criticis111 of thosc elements 

that ttweaten thr rights of both individu~ls nrld c o ~ n l ~ ~ ~ ~ n i t i e s "  (1  63). 

While I hn\.e very little faith it1 the poliiical institutior~s and 

1 am no1 iinally decply it~tcrcstcd it1 ttie ideological quarrels 

in the  fijrmcr century neither r i l t ~  I fit~ally cynical about 

them and I admire inosr people wllo are so utterly 

disillusioned about these ~hings  and, yet iind reason to 

attempt to do something in the cause of social justice. So, 1 

still remain in my heaA an anarchist. in my head a socialist 

but firlally I have as great faith in the polentialil~ of any  

kind of systcm, 

statcs Harth (Schulz 120-12 1). In a tnanner of speaking: Barth has enough 

reason to admire hi~nself for many of his protagonists subscribe to the 

dictum oS " p e r k t  scepticisin in opinions. incorrigible optimism i n  

actions" (1,clnon 1 57). The sailing saga OF Fennwick and Sirsan Sagamorc 

is an attempt by John Barth Lo engage thc theme of social justicc in  a 

prntninent way. The hke patr~otism. which maligns the life of its citizcns 

and tho nefarious deals cnf i t s  federal organizations, is stringenlly atlackcd 



i11 the text. With altnost Doctorowian cnzr-gj. h r l h  pulls  up the ~ lea r th  oj' 

j~tsticc in the pouer play of the a~rlhorities. A major thread o f  the plot 

involves the sinistcr machinations of the CIA alnorlg the issues of 

feminism and pollution. F'ennwick is an cs-CIA agent. who has done an 

expose of the agency's covert, cluestionable dealings in particularly Chilc 

and Iran. His tw in  brother Manfkcd has hcerl ~nissing and Fenn suspects 

him to  be a victim of CIA sLulduggcry. Another presumably dead one 

due to the tlefxinus dcalings of the Agcncy is Gus. Marifred's son. EIc. 

has It.ft for Chile with anti-Pinochet eviles and has been missing ever 

SIIICC. 

Thc srtrility in question in Sabbaticd is not only natural hut to a 

great exturlt social too. The prc~lected sell-made world of Fenn and Susan 

which is also thc tictional world they havc composed fur us, their jiSe 

story. is besicged by the dcstruclivc forces uf conlumporary society and 

weakened at its centcr by sclf-duuht and indecision. Fenn's invvlvcment 

with CIA constantly troublcs his mind. Heing familiar with the retaliatory 

tactics ~ 7 f  the Age~lcy, his life i s  bcset with fear and uncertainty. !'he 

crime-ladcn path he has traversed as part of the organization in the past 

niakes him feel guiliy which rndiates through his narrative and unsettles 

his self'. 



1'111: novel hits a generous cast of' tllost: tortured. ~rau~natizcd or- 

supposedly killed by the state machinery's clandestine operations. Gus's 

mother Clar~ncn i s  a victim o f  the Nazi concentr:~tion camps in her 

girlhood. Susan's twin sister Miriam i s  the targct of lorturc hy the Shah of 

Iran's secret police. 7'0 accommodate the startling acts of gross violations 

of pcrsnnhond. thc narrative often turns to reportage. oncu it~corpor;iting 

twenty pages excerpted fkom the Baltimore sun .  'l'he J~~urnalistic 

excerpts, atter all, crrily offer contradictory material, as to whether i t  is 

suicide. murder. apparent cover up or squelching of an operation. Sti t l  the 

pitch of such stories and the impact of it on him ~nakc him feel. "the pinch 

of one's persnnal dcstiny as it spins itsel( out upon ihc wheel" 

(Walkiewics 143). Fen11 and Susan going through this kind of life are 

unable to sod out  their personal issues. To be oncl not to be a writer or a 

teacher confusrs them. 

In 5ahb;tticd Bart11 intensifies his attach on fonnal d o c u ~ ~ ~ e n t s  

through which the state wields its oppressive powcr on individuals. 'l'his 

t i~n t :  Ihc targct is not history, but the inj'orn~ation dislwd out by the fcderal 

govern~nctltal agrncics likes CIA and their reliabi lity. Apart from landing 

un an islard the cxistencc of which the CIA has kept mder  wraps, it also 

seems 10 e~r~phasise the baud playrd on peoplc hy the socicty. A man 

whose oeuvrc i 5  preoccupied with authori ty ul'any kind irl any domain oi' 

l i tk. $bb;~!!d trains i t s  narrative gur~s on llie li~lsi f i a a ~  ion oi' the 



vct-i liable by thc poli tical11 ct-ookud. I'hc dclihuralc disi111 isini'nt-~naliun 

a1waywv1-ecks the living individuals. The inlerrogat ion oi' the social 

iniristicu perpetrated by the supposcd guardians of public morn1 i ty iinaily 

lands  he invcstigritvr in to the fjctive-factual phenomenon c:illetl life. as it  

is u it11 Joe in Ductorow's I,oo~l Lake. Every one holds hack information. 

incll~ding Fcnn and Susan. I f '  at all they all sense succcss in putting it  

straight and perfect, the language denies, defies and sabotages the act. 

'I'hey decidc to  remain, "right ;it the fork; right at the huh" (S 359). 

Peter and Catherine takc over not only the voyage of Fenn and 

Susan ill lidewatcr Tales. 'l'he pressures of contemporary existence also 

continue tcl exert its hold on the lives and narrative. TIIC operations of the 

fcderal agency and the tr.avails or the global pullution possess a 

signiiicant spacc in it. ~I'idewaterTnles has John Arthur P a i s l q  as the 

disappeared CIA agent. His h d y ,  which firsf floats in on the final page of 

Letters, floats through Sahhatical -- and Tide& aler Tales, gradually rising to 

strength in the tinal appearancc. Most of' thc characters ernhroilcd in the 

souio-political events in the novcl return in Tidt.wa!er '!'ales under new 

natncs like Frederick Mans field Talbotl. xnrl .lonathan, Doug 'l'ownshct~d 

etc. Thc Ic~h;jl interference of the govcrntnent in the lives 01' these and the 

rest as uell as the distortion and manipulation uC colninurlication is 

 inv veiled in the novt.1. ?'he deaths 01' these pcty~lc iirc consecluencc oF the 

c,iol:~tions tnentiorlcd. As Peter stales: 



What wc'rc i~giiinst, scnti~nental stock lihcrals that wc are. 

is our governments collusior~ in--no1 lo say irs systeinatic 

kvell fundcd dircclion oJ' assrjssinnt ion. torture. clandchtine 

warfare, the clandestine under~nining of' other peoples 

elected governments, the clarldcstine harassment o r  and 

illegal general scooping upon our own citizens--things like 

that--you know, by anybody from our intelligence 

com~nunity down to our local cops (TT 23 8). 

Peler and Katherine are poljticall~~ interested as they are in their 

narrat ivc and Katherine's anger at tht. unwarranted i~nperial intcrvenlion 

of IJSA in thc intellectual af'hirs of othcr countries make her f'ortn 

I IOSCA: "I Iands Oft' South And Central America" (TT 66). In a similar 

vein. the novel cor~lronts the matier oS pollution. Mahing it a dumping 

p o u n d  f'ur waste pollutes the Chesapeake Hay and thc surrounding area. 

Susan's brother and ex-husband are both involved in illegal disposal of 

\cask. The CIA agenl Doug Townshend attempts to recruit Peter as 

"some genuine writer needs ro k110it what's going on" (?"I' 252). Rut the 

Inore Pctcr knon s about the CIA operations. the less hc writes, lapsiry 

into a tinal silerlct.. Doug 'l'ownshend's tragic v l en  ut' central Intelligence 

Aguncy is syinptu~natic of the social investigation of all the threc authors 

under thc study. "Covert gcn cn~n~cr-it  sccurilq operations. like organized 

crirninal operations. arc canct.1.s i l l  ttlc body democratic. l'licy ha\  e in 



common that tIlcy corrupt arid hlsif?, individuals and insiitutioi~s, l hey 

widen thr gap between what things ~+epruscnt thein to  be and what the? 

are. '['hey debase the very language" (TT 26 1) .  What is interestirlg i s  t l ~ a t  

rhe charges against this inhtitutional corrupt ion are precisely the o n u  that 

is levelled against language and the occupational hazard of working with 

language. 

The social. consciousness in John Harth, it is argued, has bren slow 

in awakening to rcspc>nd assertively to the heinous acts of treachery arid 

denial nakedly cspoused by I7owess that be. Bul the common critical 

charge of cunspicuous absence of social cancern in the works of Rarth is 

greatly because of ihe in-ability to fatt~om the svcjal irnpuise "disguised by 

layers of parody". right from The Floatinc Opera itseli' (Bmdhury 69). I t  

is thc result of the critical tendency to mrrite off the serious import o r  the 

satiriclparod~c intenl Ihst makes comn~entatnrs thinks of Jane Auslin 

when dealing with Barth. Hart11 himself has stated the nced oS 

acknowledging the significance of the si~tiric mode of writing. when hr 

states that "1 he imitation.. .is sclmetl~~ng new n ~ i d  Inay be q u i l t  scrious and 

passioniile duspite its parodic aspect'' (Fl3 72 ). 

"Conllucnce of potentialities'". Arthur Saltzman's t u r n  for  

encapsulati tlg the chisracterjstics of  Robert Ccjuver's fictior~, can sum u p  

the l ic~ional  exercise 01' .l~lhrl 13arth ( 12). Ile writus no\ c ls  hich 



ccr~seIcssly cjifol id t c  in t i )  sub-nrinnt i vcs ,m11 .sllpra n;irra~i\.us. lllz 

semhlancc nT cutlvergctlce. confluet~ce, bursting fort11 into thc 

potentialities. with the gcnerative lension of convergence and divergence 

always approxiinating each other. Hence thc quesi is of7fbr self, to relate 

the quest and thcn lo explore tlil: cIcs~iriecf fiilure uf it too. Self-language- 

socicty-language-selS-rial-rative cnnti~lliuln exists. Thc endeavour. which 

begins as Ihc individual iq caught in the circular rut of the mind;ihoughts, 

gradually gets cm broiled in the tmps of' lansuage and the l i fr: around I-tim. 

The labyri~ith of the set C-society-language sy~nboI izcs life--1hc journey as 

destination. Thc already existi~ig Seclings of being overwhellned by the 

failure to take stock 01' one are intensifjed by the social betrayal and the 

failure of communication. Hut articulation is self~rcvolt. Barth's 

chnractcrs' Incomprehension delivers Lhcm into the decision to 'live', 

extending and s t~pple i~~ent ing life w-ith art. 'The initial self-exploratory 

I'ervour hdes in to r~arratjve satulatir,t~. bowing to the infinite spiral of 

l i ic ,  inii~lite deferral o r  scnse. What is sedimented. in Harth's words, is "a 

spooky simulacrum of scnst." (qtd. in Bcllamy I 9). GenfTrey Harpl~sm 

considers Doctorow "as a creator of' tcxts whosc ambivulcnces def i~ le  his 

central continuitlg concern. t~arrativc i tself  and its relation to powcr. 

imagination and belic~"(82). The s t a t e ~ ~ ~ u ~ i l  ei'ikc~ivety encapsula~es the 

tiction of John Barth. 



E. L. Doctorow: Eternally Arriving 

The fiction of Doctorow insistently dwclls on characters caueht in 

the agunising necessily of reading thcmst.lves and their. past to comc to 

grips wilh thcir lives. I'hcy are speculative, introspectikx loners who are 

coerced into the act of therapeutic narration Placed against thc backdrop 

uf some o F the major socio-political cpoc.hslevonts in American history. 

his protagonists arc always in a state of rapid slide into, if not already in, a 

vapid e~ist tncz.  As Harter and 'l'holnpsosl put it ,  h c y  art: "cs isting in the 

process o f  becomir~g" (8 1).  The act of natration is i~tlportant as 

progressively eadl of these texts ~mnsl'onns into creativc explorations 

fi-om realistic in\,estigati ons. 'I'hoi~gh loosely iabelled as either 

bildul7gsroman or kunstlerromanc. thesc nove Is' cndings are always 

ainbivalenl. O n  the wholc. the dominant in the cvorhs of Doctorow is the 

sense or scl f-helraya 1 suhsequcnt to identity crisis and  he rcsu\tanl futile 

attempt at  nrlrrative retrieval. I f  Blue in  Wlcome  'To Hard Ti1ne5 is 

pu~zlcd by thc circularity of e v e ~ ~ t s ,  Llaniel in '& Hook of Lhniel r~dmits 

Ihc furiliry of attempting coilnections which can illuminatc the Iruth of 

their parenrs' alleged cnme. Joe oi' I'alerson's is a voy dgc of dubious sel t- 



discnvct+y in L o o ; t k e  n t ~ d  Ra-qtime it; a vcrirable sq~nphor~y  o n  ihu 

theme of thc elusive sell: The problematics of idcntity can exist as n 

consequenuc of human cxistencc as wcll as of' peculiar socio-cul t u r d  

problems. In Doctorow it is caused by both as an oftshool o f  the 

consciousness uhich is struggling to contain ils warrins and wcdding 

components. 

"False 13ocuments," the seminal essay by I)oclorow, a i i r ~ s  at a 

(Ictinition of ~ h c  form ar~d purposes of fiction in his artistic vision. I'he 

cssay opens by disiinguishing between two kinds oi' power ernbodied in 

languagr: "the power of regirnc" and "the power 01' freedom" (17). "The 

powel- of the regirnc." lies in its "manifest reference to a verifiable world" 

and that of ti-cedorn in "a private or ideal world tha t  can not be casily 

corroborated or verified" ( 1 7). I'his d i ~  ision, roughly equivalent to the 

one betwcen fact and fiction. is followed by the elnotional ra~nifications 

nf the statement. "There is a regirnc language that derives its stre~lgth 

fro111 )\.hat we are supposed 10 he and a language of' freedom whose powcr 

consists in what we tllreaten to becomu", the cssay adds ("Falsc 

Documents" 17). Doctoro~v goes on to recall a tir~lc when "the designative 

arid evocative functions of ~ h t :  language \Yere one and tht. same.. .lherc 

was in~ravention. a mixing-up of the historic and the  aesthetic, thc real 

and ~ h c  possiblq real" ("False Llocuulents'' 1 8). I t  is this tensivn between 



the uvocali~e and rcferent ia! uses of' l:irigu;~gc or rather- the I ~ w v y  

consciousness of it, leading to the fact~~ii l  and the ficliar~al pursuing tach 

other. that lies at the root of' thc pol;~rities oi' narrative and co~~sciousness 

sttetnpt ing to approximate each other in his tiction. Iienct: Doctorow's 

abiding interest in the uxploration of repetition, c>~nmctry, synchronicity 

and C~I-cularity in life and art. 'I'his is ivhcre the roots of what 1 Iartes and 

Thompsotl call "the fundamental paradox" of Doct orc~w's fiction--the 

collision betwten "the intensely hcld social convictions of the ~nan'' and 

"the imaginative rcaIisations of the artistv--lie (9). 

'Ihe Doctorowian criticisln has jr~oved alilng ccrtain lincs. more 

often than not taking into account n handful of repetitive strains in his 

oeuvrc like thc treatment of history, the innc~vative narrative ~cchniq ues, 

the critique of' American values a n d  less often the postmodern clcrnents oL- 

his iiction. particr~larly the scepticis~n of writing. l 'ai~l L,e\,ine's 

introductory book on Iluctorow. in the Contc~nporary Writers series 

bas ic l i l l  focuscs on the stated conccrns of the ficiion of the author. In 

blodels ot' Misrcprescntations, V hristopllcr. I). Morris studies the ficliot~ -- 

or Doctorow in the light of Nietzschz's doctrine ~j'cternal rcturn, Paul Ile 

Man's theory 01- hlindrless and i n s i ~ h t  and Heideggcrian thinking on 

death. Carol. C. Harter and. James. K. Thompson's study oiTers 3 morc 

Ixilanced analysis of the works of' I >ocloro\v. They otien de\ inte li-om the 



~tock !(xi, llkz the Ircrltmunt [>l' l~islor~m and ur i t i~ l i lo  oi' the ~ c s t .  ro makc 

critical room for disc~~qsicln of thc qtrupgle of the artist in thc wri1c.r. 'I'hc 

authors also point to the theines Iraguely spclt out by carious critics lihe 

tile di ls rnr~~a of knowing and being Fxed by the author arid his ~nl~jor  

characters. 

In  he moral-aesthetic contrnuum of r)oclorow'~ ticlion, the issues 

are intertwine-d 10 such an extent that i t  would he worthwhile to attribute 

to hirn Revcrly Heir-tstock's surnmation of the fiction of John Earth: "man 

is artist i s  work nf art i s  artist is man" (303). 'I'his is permissible in a lnan 

\tllu 11olds on to thc dictum that moral values are inescapably austhetic. 

Doctorow in his fiction approact~es characters whose trolihled legacy-- 

whether of social rnakir~g or individual failure--re~~~Icr them susceptible to 

onslaughls of' violent perceptinr~s of an ungovernahte kind. As thesc 

characters i ~ L t t . ~ r ~ p t  to weave a tale that rnight libcrate them into coherence, 

thc narra1iloct bcg ins t(-, reveal thei th co~nplicity loo. 'I'hc denotc?tive :IS well 

as collnotative, the private as well as public, vie for accrptancc as the 

narrative act gets prohlcrnatised, The already Sraeile scarch ibr moilrings 

for scli' thus gets I'urther foreproundcd and (orccloscd. This is 1% hat 

l~appzns in I3octorow's "iisstss~nent of thc conrlition of'clle Amr~iciln wlI' 

in its varicd and complex historical contexts-+ (P3 i . k~  IS). 



All thc Ieadir~g c t ~ a ~ ~ t ~ t c i s  I i s  f l ~ t i u n  arc ~lf-seekers. 

Dissatisi'action, the all-consunling passion that drives D,~ctorou,. is crucial 

in the struggles of a11 his prolagonisls. 'l'hey exhibit a lendency to hop 

i io~rl  (he physical to the philosophical with confusing ease. especially 

whcn caught between Ihe nccd to act positively and the i~npossi bility of 

finding anything positive. Taken together. the mentionsd con~ponents of 

his tictioil vcry acutely rel'lect, repeatedly. ~ h c  \\riter uonsisten~ly 

grappling with himsell' and his virws. 'I'hl: current chaptcr shvws how tkc 

wl~olc of his fiction is investigating thc struggle o f /h r  thc self l'rotn 

varrous angles, in differing contexts. '['he quasi-cxistent ial struggles of his 

primary characters, his themes. the narrativu voice nr the struggle for it-- 

these will be ~ h c  parameters to test the aforestated interests of the writer. 

It exanlincs, by cxtens~on, how thcsc demonstrate the extent to which the 

characters struggle lu devclop a sense of' belonging in what could be 

tcrlncd ~ h c  "costniu politics-' of' knun.ing and being (fla-trter and 

I'l~otnpson 9).  

Wclcolnc to Tiasd 'I'imcs, Iloctoro~v's Jir.st fictinnai wtlrk. i s  ii 

deceptive1 y simplc novcl. I t  tells the strjt'y of' a \yestet-n frontier town. 

When thc novel opens the Rad Man, who rides into a pmsperinz western 

rrontier town, rapes, plunders, und scts fire to il. Rlue ,  llie self-appointed 

tnayor ol' the town rebuilds i t  on ly  to be destroyed a sccond tirne. wit11 the 



Bad Man getting I.; i l led in t l ~  process, d iilltny FCC, s o n  of '  the cai-pc~l\cr 

who is killed ill the Bad Man's first rampage, rides away :js the new 

avatar of the  Bad hlrln. Blue, who records the history o f  the rise and hll 

of the town, bleetis t o  death. The novcl, a westcrn, c o ~  tlrl he read at Inany 

levels: as a parable illusrrating the evil within, ns an anti-wostern which 

derolmanticises the ,41nerican western tnytl~ and as also the story of a 

writer's futile effort to tind truth through his narraii\:e. 

U'hcn wc consider the novcl as a parable LIT good/evil we havc to 

talh about the cos~nic irony which the characters of' Doctorow oficn 

[ncntion. 7'hz Bad Man from Bodie i s  a charactrr with easily idrnti tiahle 

traits of the kind. Simply called the Bad Man he rides into (hc town and 

wrecks it with impunity. ?'he town carries l ivi~lg scars of the attack in  the 

orphancd Fee and burnt Molly. Hut more pu~veriul than thusu is the 

lu rk ing  fear in thc mind of Blue and Molly ss 10 the fated nature of their 

livcs. As the town progresses. the fear grows. Bad Man changes into The 

Bad Man and thcn into The Had Man From the Bodie. - I  he Doctoroi+ ian 

habit oi' throwing an idea or cli~estion wide open with a sudden shift from 

the hcenly particular to the ovel+tly universal i e  evident in the way (hc  

writer has depictcd the character. Rad Man is not just evil. but  thc Fvil. 

After his first rampage Molly, the o ~ ~ t .  who is scarred for lii't: h> him. is  

aluays certain, evcn s t ran~cl> desirotls. c,f' the Bad IbIan's retilrn. 



C'o\,crtly, I3lue loo k e l s  the samc way. "Bad hlen f1o111 I3odie wcre t~ol  

ordinar!{ scoundrels, they come L+ ilh the l a ~ ~ d  and you could no Illore copc 

M it11 thein than you cvuld with dust or hail sic~nes" (U'H 7). The I'atalistic 

stnse nf the evil w i ~  hin will bounce back with rcrleived viguur in the tests 

to Sollow to be bery much a part oTDoctornw's spiritual autobiography. 

Battling to push the evil down is Illue, the builder of the town. 'I'he 

ledger-keeper narrator i s  hoping against hopes that he w ~ l l  win the battlc 

aga111st the Dad Man. 7'hough he is endowecl with the  faith that "all the 

solutions arc to bc fou11d right hcre on earth" (Hartcr and Thon~pson 9), a 

scnse of hut~ian possibility a ~ l r l  responsibility, he also knows that he is 

fighting a losing battle. Rlue has beer] hoping to keep the Hat1 Man away 

with material success. Yet, the fact that he is never f ~ ~ l l y  confident of 

himself comes out ll~rough his narration on his deathbed. As all 

protagonists of the writer, Hlue also is a fusion oS the writcrly setlsibililies 

ant1 an activist's responsibilities. Hut thc writcrly susceptibility comes oul 

all thc stronger when the protagonist indulgcs in the proccss of recording. 

As in Mc>lly, the tension is there in Blue too. The forces of fatalism and 

niliilis~n ultimately win the battle and i t  projects a kind of bleak vision so 

sytnptomatic o E  L)octnrow. l'he Bad Man docs coinc and wreck the toxn  

again: "Nothing is ever buried, the earth rolls in its tracks, i t  nevcr goes 

i~nywl~ere. it never changes. only the lu)pe c t ~ a l ~ ~ t . s .  . . the first ti111e I ran, 



the scuond t ime I s~ood up to  h i n ~  hut I liiilcd both l i~ncs .  N o  ~ n a l t u r  ~ h r k t  I 

haye clone, i l  has failed." Blue concludes ( WI I 2 1 4- 1 5 ) .  

Failurc and flight art: near aIlicd in Doctoro\v. Their ciise is one c ~ t '  

mutual induction. All the major characters oi' Docio~+ow arc in flight-- 

either always o n  the movc physically lo take root  so~llewhcrc so that they 

can develop a sensc of belonging. or always in a f'crve~~t e~notional  hunt 

for a train of thought they can hold to. an idca which wouldn't contradict 

itstlf 'and will help them deliver. This doomed escape from ti-ecdo~n often 

i s  worserlcd by the sense of failurc they nurse. What drives Blue to adopt 

Jimrny FCC, to take care of Mully, is his guilt of having failcd to protect 

thc town when the Bad Man wrecked havoc with it. As Frank. W. Shelton 

puts it; 

I.ihu 111ost o f  ~hc. residents of thc town. hc is unable to face the 

physical threat of the Bad Man and the memory of his 

co~vardicc fiiels his curnmitment to help rebuild the town.. . ln 

fact all his activities arc aimcd af compensating lilr past 

weaknesses nncl obliterating his manor?, of past failrlrus (1 0). 

l ' hus  the arrixal of the Bad Man poses proble~ns and questions the 

integrity of the slrcndy inlrospectic9e and thoughti'ul Hlue. Thc whole text 

is. hence, a discourse necessitated by Ih:~t. 



I3luz ih  Ci>unci Iackirlg eyer sincr: ihc ;~ r r i \ a l  of  thc Rarl Man. I \is 

efii~rts artcrwarcls are cr) ~n,ikc F e n x  of hirnse I f in tilt surrounding conlcxt 

of hi5 l'ailures. In Dilc~nma< of t l~c  Al-llerican ScIl;: John 1'. Ilewitt rernatks 

tha~ "failure i s  otle 01' the forces [hat makes the identity proble~natic-- 

which i s  ((1 say not orlly that hilurc ~nakcs for  self c;ur~sciuusness hut also 

that this self'-consciousness son>etimcs calls identity into question" (I 59). 

Blue is *'tired out with looking, looking, moving always and wanting I 

don't know whal.. ." (WT-l 1 00) and the sensc of having l'ailed rendcrs hirn 

exlremely circumspect to hiinsell. Subsequently the narratibVc: of Rluc 

supplies a steady currunt of'the inner dilcmtna of the man, the quesiions 

of whatness of existcnce, The urge to civiIize and the pessirnis~n at "the 

terrible arrangemen[ of our lives" (WH 203) clash in the Illan. Blue is the 

first in a series of protagonists of Doctorow in \vs;hoin elelncnts of Jewish 

hilmanisrn and European existentialism collidt: censeIessly. 

A starkly transparent feeling that recurs in the fiction of Doctorow, 

u h i c h  reflects the  ilux of identity. is the ~neditnlion on pcrfcction. ?'l~e 

feeling is seen as a logical corollary ot'the search I'or perl'ect realisation oi' 

one's self. l t  appears in varied guises and contexts. At the bottom it is 

i~lcxiriuably linked with a failed sensc 01 identity or abseilcc of sclf- 

rcalisation. Doctorow states- in an interview that he does not thi i~k that 

--sell' s:~tisi'act ion is ken  usuFul or cunstructive f;,r an authvr. . . If you did 



sotr~~thing perfectly. itha1 \\.nuld l ~ c  1hc need t o  go on?" I ' I ' o k i ~ r ~ y c k .  "'I hc 

Cit:" 37). l'hurt: arc t ivo  occasions in thc no\*el when n l t ~  spcculatcs on 

the inaccessi bi I ity/el~~sivencss of' peri'ection. Once when hc pclnders over 

his relationship with Molly. he says: -'thcre tnust havc  bee11 a mulncnt 

when wc reached wtlnl pcri'cction was lcfi (u out livcs. . . Whcn was the 

Inotnent, I don't know when" (WH 13 8 ) .  I ,ater, Blue rcpeats his fatalistic 

coininents o n  the elusivenuss of cveryching: "it made me shudder to think 

wh~tcver  perfkction was, like the perfection I had with Molly, it was, may 

be past, silently culne and gone, a moment long. j ~ ~ t  a n  in.;tant in the  

shadow of one day" ( WH 175). 

Molly's and Dlue's certainly as to t t x  return of' the Bail Man and 

Blue's pondering on the clusiveness of perfection, hence. bear marks of 

thu unrcalisablu identity. What this noirlts to in ttlc irnrncdiatr. context i q  

thc question. h o ~  the s d f  could be brought to its perfectinr~, full 

realizalion. Blue knows that he has i t  in himself lo lead a group of peoplc 

into a sense of a co1111nunity but the evil which cmbodius itself' in the Had 

Mi~n--is il inner or is it outer'! Since Blue is struggling with his narrative. 

the potential source of the truth of the matter. doubting his capacity to 

txvcal lfte [ruth. i t  lrltiinatcly leads one to the Doctorowiari conclusion 

which fc)stcrs ambiguity. 



All ;ilo~lg tllc novel thu  conccrn of' t l lc  ivritcr lo extricate hin~sell' 

f?om the conundru~x ot' being and knowing continues. As thc reatlcr 

Incjves towards the end of itlc narra~ivc, the n;~rrator's querics atld asidtts 

multiply. C'auphl in the cndless circle 01' epistc~nological and ontological 

concerns. at one stage Blue asks himself rcgc?rding Mnl ly's wanlings of' 

the return of the Bad Man: "blolly, could you t.zaIly know what was 

corning? Or did it come because vou knew it'! Werc you smarter than l i k  

or did ~ h c  fife dtpend on you'?" (WH 147). It i q  a question as to  Ihc 

existence versus essence dilemma. earlier fbund in Earth. Towards t hc 

cnd of his narration, close to his death, hc asks again, "Why does thcre 

have to be promise befi~re destruction? (WH 2 1 1 ). The rlovel has sn ironic 

kind of closure when Blue "with great shame.. hopes thal someone will 

come by who can u.st Ihc wood. 

Thus tht: novel c l e a r l ~  spells o u t  the  lhesis the writer is lu cxploru 

repetitively in the works to come. Iljluc can resl eternally assured on]) if '  

he could be satisfied M ith his efforts in terms of constn~cting a city or a 

narrative. tie fccls (tlu inna~t: cvil--that of the land or that of the lililure to 

t ~ c  onesell: The novel closos on an ambiguous note--optimistically hopiilg 

against the equaI1) pt'ssii~~istic: hope that another one n-ra) come l'or whoin 

the wood will he ol' ~ s c  to raise anothur town. But \sbhat kceps ringing i11 



ttlc mi id  (!I' thu rearicr i s  Bluc'h clucstion. -'Whv Ilas I ~ C I - u  10 be a promisu 

bclti)rt. a destruction?" (WH 2 1 1 ) 

The Hook of L)& involves thu I ivrs of Da~~iel  and Susan, children 01' 

l'aul and Kochellt: Isaacsons, the fictic~naliscd Kosxnbcrgs who were tried in 

105 1 and csecuted in 1953 by the Amut-ican govcrn\ner~t Ibr allegedly 

del ivcririg nuclear sccrets to Russia. l'heir childhood, their adopted early 

tecnrlgz, their parents arrest. trial and execution, Susan's insanity and 

death and Daniel's cxperi~ncnts with radicalism, with himself--these 

consti lute the narrative o C  the test. The novel, divided into four sectiorls, 

"hlemorial day," "1 Iallowecn." "Star Fish" and "Christmas." i s  a turiurcd 

t~arrative by Daniel. The disjointed and chronologically fi:~gmcnted 

narrarive oscillates hetwecn the period of his parents and thc world he 

lives in, ~ h c  world betwecn the 40s and (hc 60s. But the genuint: ctorld of 

the t cxt  is thc realm of the mind o!' L)aniel ~ v i l h  its kvcird contiections and 

abrupt ruptures. I t  is his "atten~pts to rnakc sense oi' his f h ~ n i l y  past so that 

11e cat) solnctiow understand thc: present and Ihus discoktr his own 

identity" (1 Iarter and 'I'homps(:)u 26). 'l'hrough '-(hese relrr~tless atlc~npts 

lo uncrjvcr, analyse and understand thu dynaiuics of his: ow11 past" (Harter 

and 'Tholnpson 27). :~s~alysis of thc I .eIt movemerl~. thc stale and culturc 

all seep in. Still. it  very much .is the "Book ol' Daniel-' as il searchcs for 



moorings li)r the unhinged psychc oi' its i~rolagonist as a consciluuncu 01' 

his inherited legacy orcvil. 

Evi t is purvash~e in Iloclororv's fiction. With varied ai'iil iat ions 

and under clusive guises, it  prowls unconquertd in his novels. '1'0 the 

author, tlie acl~rlilted perplexiry as to the elrlsive~lcss of villainy teslilics to 

it ('rokarczyk. "l'he Cih"). 'l'he Book of-Ilaniel is an in depth analysis of' 

the legacy of evil. In Welcome to I Iard Times. Doclorow unveils the evil 

lurking behind rht: Iacadus of civilisations and humanity. 'l'he Bad Man 

significantly is f j~)nl  tlie "bodie". I 'he pun on the word is pungerit as the 

tcxt proceeds to i t s  end. There is a slagc in thc novcl when the protagonist 

stales that the Had Marl cainc beciluse they wanted him lu. At thc samu 

time it also stales that the bad m;in i s  ~ l w a y s  there to be found. 'I'his 

rendcrs thc ulti~natc source of evil indelennirlatc and ambiguous. 'I'lit: 

sour4ce of the evil is less ambiguous in The Book of Ilaniel and the itnpact 

is deeper and more lire denying. I-Iere the sufferer is nut the direct 

recipient of  Ihc evil, like Blue. But the cardinal difference is that if Blue 

dies in the process of searching for the truth of his past, the truth of his 

existence, rhc springs of evil that lcd t o  his failure, in the case of Daniel, 

he lives with it.  If Blue lo an extcnr is responsible for the Isappcnings of 

his lil'e, I>anicl could in ilo way b t  answerable for Ihe dilemma he has 

inlitrited. I Iis s ~ ~ l ' f e r i ~ ~ g  is 11aving 10 t i r ~ d  the  ruth of thc  crimc of' his 



parenth. I ' h c  s u b j u ~ t  ~ 1 ' 1 1 1 ~  tlovcl is this Iegacj and that is ii11y it 1s IJat1tc.l 

who is on trial i n  the novel. not thc Isaacst~ns. 

rlsniel Isaacson is a lransitional fiure i l l  the novel. Itebel l ious and 

enraged, he  is writing or trying to  writc the accoltnt of his life. his parents 

and his past in the Colombia 1Jniversily library whilc he is supposed to be 

writing his Ph. TI dissertalion. Like Blue hefurc, he is to narrate his past 

inlo comprehension and join lifc o11 his own tenns. But his past is 

inextricably bound with h i s  parents' a l l u ~ c d  crirne of' ntotnic cspionagc 

and the subsequent cxeculion. .4 release from the legacy ol' the st~pposed 

failure is equivalent to walking our of the sutlbcating shadow of them and 

their act. '['his quest of epistemological as well as nnrrativc truth i n fo r~ t ls  

h i s  text. But he "lacks practical knowledge of the past. knack ol'analysis 

necessary to develop a workable thesis or a political position. Ilc is 

paralysed, unable to chose a sub-jcct for his disscrtation and ~ l t ~ a b l c  to 

discovcr h i ~ ~ l s e l f  as a political sub+ject cJr agcnt'' (Carinichacl 13 8).  

The chnractcristics of Daniel are by and largc the stock attributes 

of other central figures in  I)octorow's fiction. Hu is stuicallq isolated, 

i~ldelcrllli!l;~tu, ofien irt-afional iind at ti1nc.s evcn violcnt. Restless by 

nature. Dar~icl's narcativc rlucst powers the narra~ivc while his 

etyn~olosici~l quest powers his t~arratitc quest. 'Tl~is i s  thc circlc Blue i s  

earlier causht in--ishcthcr. wc 111;lkc history ot. are rnadc hv it. 'I his is the 



coil o I' tIlorlg11t Danicl is slrugglins to releast' hi~nself'  from. As \IC ptrts il. 

"there had t o  be a dialectic of  tlrzaking lirt'' (BL) 75) .  But "they wurc like 

figurus in a myth who s u f r ~ r  thc s a ~ t ~ c  t'ate no matter what versiorl is tcbld" 

(BT) 7 5 ) .  1-hc streak of' doom that punctuates the fiction of' rloctorow, like 

lhat of Faulkner and Barth, asserts itsel 1: 

What binds Blue and Dmicl at the o~rlsct is that holh kc1 alienated 

froin the sc~ciety around on account of tl~cir sensc of Failure. a scnsc of 

unwut-~hy survival without giving !%hilt thcy are capable of fi>r lhe causc. Quite 

cnrIy in Ilrlniel's narration7 he expresses the cosmic incc>rl~prehensibi l i ty o C 

life which Hlue cxperienccs as hc progresses in his narration. l 'he guilt- 

stricken life of Daniel repeatedly echoes the inscrutability of l i l t  and 

alienation [hat is l~nrci to decipher. "People looketl at yor~ in a fancy way 

and spoke to you down corridors. You didn't knon n.llst to d o  . . .  a 

Sorget~ing of what you could expcct frnrn being alivc.. . ~ o u  wcrt: in dread 

of' your sclf' (HU 18). Ilanital's co~nments on life echo the persistent angsl 

of 1)oct~~row's protagonists: "It has occurred to him, perhaps. [hat the 

pattern uf our lives is deterior:ition. that the movement of' livcs i c  towards 

death" (HL) 23). 

Failt~re and a sensc ot' ~ u i l t  reside incurably in 1);init.l. 'l'he 

existcnct. or i t  is incurable 3s it shiiis irlcessantly amon? the plains of 

pc,l-\cjnal, social and metaphysical. I ,iving a lire with thotisands 01' 



intruders. hc fieell; bei~lg pal-] id lv rcspor~sihlc fi-kr "some rli' the lijrcc: that 

p140pcl led the ra7or" ol'his sister's attempted suicide i R D  40). 'This li.c.1 i n s  

of complicity in a crirlle even of thu  undelinrd kind invstifies him. I t  is 

Danicl fullou~ing the patl~ctic dclnons inxidc. Corollary lo this is thc 

fkeling that hi: stands to gai11 rlv(11ir1g frt~itful Lrom these delining venturus 

o f  his. "Nothing t do will rrsult in any thing bill an additional cntry in m y  

f i lu. .  . If I wcre lo assassinate the President. the criminality of rny fanlily. 

the gcnetic criminality, would be established," Daniel ficls (BD 85 ) .  

I f  thc raciicality of ctlr radical beco~ntls so much of at1 expecfcd 

event. it a~llou~lts to a denial of  his or hcr right to den). It  virtually 

nullifies his identity. I t  is a kind of tilrccd silence in a socizty. Because. 

for the radical to der~y the cstablislirnent i s  lo define himself 'l'his is 

refused in the case of' Ilaniel. Attzr participating in the Pcntagon ~ n a r c h  he 

states that all day he "looked for sati~f'actioii" (BD 272), bul the nagging 

sense of sclf-unworthiness makes hi111 feel that his presence has "robbcd 

the day or  ge~lius" (HD 272). 'Thc samc is tllc: t.easor1 ivhy Daniel's 

elnotior) SaIls into a pattern of "discontt-nt and crisis. discontent and 

crisis.. . s i~~~ul tnneous  fcar and hope, defeat and victory" (HL) 89). 

Daniel'.; thcsis on the radical thinkitlg is the stock argument of 

I)uctclroxv on the eternal et'ol ulionarv naturc of  idet ~ t i t y  arid r j  l' existence. 

Inlplying the rcpctition a r ~ d  rciteralio~l which is to come as the opcteLi t i l l ?  



theme 01' l < a y t j ~ e .  Llaniel cun~menls  alict- the enlrq' of' ;2rric Stcrillicht. 

thc radical's radical, on the dynamics of  radicalism: 

With each cyclc of crealilc thought, there is a stage ol' 

genuine crcative excitc~nznt during which connections arc 

made. Thu radical discovers cunnections hul\veen availa blc 

data and the root responsibility. Finally he connects 

everything.. . .At this point socicty becomes bored with the 

radical. Fully connected in his characterisatiorl. it  has 

achieved thc counterinsurgcr~t rationale that at lows it lo 

destrov hiin. ?'he radical is given the occasiun for one last 

discovcry--the corlnection beiwccn the socletv and his dcath 

(BI) 156). 

l'he moincnt of conncctcdness Artic tl~eoriscs on is similar lo the 

morncnt of perl'ection on which 13\ue dwclls in ihc first novrl. This is 

applicable to his argulnents on individuation. where equal impulses and 

achievcn~ents regularly impovcrisl~ the person. leadi tlg to a kcl ing of 

vacuum in hirn. 

Daniel's crilnir~al percept~r )ns never clnphasize t t ~ e  ljndings (1 t' his 

quest. 'l'he yield of his ~ n i s s ~ c ~ ~  is as non-specific as that of the rest of'thc 

questors in Iloctorow. The thesis which earlicr begins umi th  a dusirc to 

bring out the i r~nr~ccnce of his pat+ents, lalcr turns o u t  to bc Icss ccrlnir~ 



about ttte issuc. - l ' hou~ l~  a1 f along thc rurlr~i tlg feeling gzr~eralod hy ~ h c  

novel is o f  the victimization of his parents. Dar~icl 's deft narrative later 

throws the question upcn hinting at the dark stdes of their personalitiec: 

"their pompous little egos and thcir disci~ssions and resolutions and 

breast-beating", "their arrogance as they delibcrcd to us the gospel 

according to the 1 l I h  strect" (BD 219). Once as hc spcaks on the 

i~~tlucnces of his parents on him he remarks about his father: "that was 

ou r  relationship--his teaching me hob\ to be a psycl~ic alien" (HI) 45). 

'['here is a pass:lge in ihc novel as it discusses Daniel's meeting 

with Susan in the mental asylum afier her suicide atlelnpl and Daniel 

rccnlls a dream of his the other night: 

With some one lcloking on I lifted the hairy. scalloped 

gourd of a fact: with its eyes closcd and affixed it to my 

head. It was not a funny dream. The cyes we]-e closed. Thc 

thing weighud a ton but it wasn't the whc.rle head. j u s t  the 

facial edilicc. I l'elt the flesh with my finzers down my 

temple and cheek iind it felt l iku dcnd flesh. 1 noticed its 

iinperScctions (BD 225) .  

In liagti~ne the little boy watches himself in the mirror and feels he 

is infinitel) separating fiorn hitnself: Sin1 ilarly in Loon 1 .nke, Warren 

t'enilcld cxpericnczs tha M cird sense oi' b c i 1 1 ~  sel fiol?jectificd. For 



sornconc: l i  kc Uaniul, incl ii~cd incurably towards 1J1c unsolvable 

ilnpcrf ctions ol'or~cself. and of lire, no analysis could tic: therapeuiic. Thc 

patholllgical vacancy of his l-rlind often rr*oublcs hiin. "lt is a kcling with 

no bottom, no root, no locus ... I t  pulses out of' h im like a radio wave out 

ol 'al l  parts or him at once" (BD 234). 

IS  Bluc found mystical eviderlce of repetition in life. Ihe same is 

thc case with Danicl. 

What is monslrous is sequence. Whcn we are here, why do 

we withdt.aw only ill ordcr to return? I s  thcrc nothing good 

enough to transiix us? If she is truly worth t'ucking, why do 

I have to Suck hcr again? Whcn we come why do we not 

come fcsrtvtr? (BD 262). 

11c asks. Danicl's ft2;igmcntation within, Ihc crirninali ty of his perception, 

dcnies him a fixed pcrspcctive to perforrn a reasonahlc analysis. 

Moreover. his faith in the cyclical nature of history, ihe thinking that 

neither the individual nur thc system uoulcl fully be held responsiblt: for 

thc evil whicll permeates life. enriches the said fluidity. 

An ambiguity of perception can Icgitimatcly rendct. a sense ul' 

el usivencss of existence. Kepctitiun, suclucnce and a gencral unaccc~ur~trthi I i ty 

oS evil further contribute to this. I)a~~iel, like Blue, is a vicli~n of the 

i'ccling o l' zlusivencss. For him -'everylhing is elusive. ( ;od is olrisi\:c. 



\.that makes hill1 conclude that  diszl-iminalilm of righl and nrrmg is 

impossible orld posrrllate thc theory that "\vhattvcr occurs is right", "an:, 

actiot~ is correct bccausc it happens" (BL) 83) and that. "everything i s  

significant, every snlall act changes thc world" (RLI 168). 

Ilanicl's final 5t17{> ~ I I  hi5 doomrd mission for trulh is his meetlng 

with Selig Mindish, ihc communist coIleague who is said to have 

betrayed 111s parcnts. It i s  at ltrst a tneeting between Linda, Mindis11-s 

daughter and  Ilnniel, "child]-en of' Trials" (BD 29 1 j. This encounter 

docsn't prove t o  bc any deepcr descent inlo thc heart of darkness as 

cu~nparcd to the earlicrr effurts. Daniel --expcrieuced the truth oC Ehc 

si~uation 3s at1 eyuitability (italics addcd) of' evil" (HD 29 1 ). Mc finds "no 

clues either tu their guilt or innocence, perhaps they are neither guilty nor 

innocent" (HD 145). I'he void which takes possessio~l of D~inicl a f ~ e r  

c\erq' sigrlificant atrc~rlpt at .;elflanalysis grips hlm dur~ng his meeting 

with [,incia tuv. " l K l o u  chunse 4nu1 lil'c. !o11 lusc connecrlrsn. If you take 

a stand. you 1052 tolich" (BI)  300). he states, d r ~ v i n g  at the lle:~t-t of the 

matter, the i~npzrinarlrnce of the bounds oi' self. 

Daniel and Susan can claim another stock L'eat11t.e ol' r)ocotorw's 

prolninent characters--their orphanhood. Orpha~~hood, which Doctnrow 

calls his metaphor lor iniusticc (Morris, "Systcn~ 01' knowlcdgc" 441) 



c x e ~ . ~ s  a l c l l ~ n s  i1npac.l 0 1 1  IIIC livcs of tllc childrcn oi' triril3. Ah thcv Ik\sc. 

thcir- parcr~ts quite carly in their lives. they arc prrlpellcd i'or ttw rcst 04' 

their initialurv . years - by surragatc parcntq. I t  spurs thcir dcsirt. to belong 

and rhus to justify their cxistencc. l 'his is reinforced by I'aul I,evinz's 

coinmcnt that *'at the tlcart uf  Tllc B i ~ o k  ui' Daniel is a dccp, rad~cal 

trauma, ttlc pair) or  d isposscssior~. denial, abandoriment--by p~irents, by 

f i i e~~~ l s ,  hy country" (28). Danisl's understanding of his lilk is that 

nothing car] obliterate his past. his parental legacy of sin. 'I'hcir I~avlng 

grc~wn up, his having matured, nothing. can  Hc asserts that "it was their 

thing, this orphan state, and that  i t  oblirerated everything elsc and 

scparatcd lhem from everyone else, and always would, no matter whal hc 

did to dcny it" (ED 19). 7'Ilis 11as rrlacle his life vulnerable to outsiders. 

-'thous;lncis 01' guides, cot~~mentntors, counsellor.s, sympathisers and 

holders uf opinion" (HI)  37). Jake Aschcr is the first surrocgate and the 

I.ewlns, the last. Once the desperate narration of Daniel screams at 

himself: "[Are] you lookin? for another father? How Inany tithers does 

oilu boy nocd'?" (RI) 26). 

Daniel lsaacson is in flight. P;lradoxically he is the orptlan who is. 

primarily, in flighl froin his parcnts, the legacy of evil he has inherited 

fro~n his parcnts. As he hitnsclt' has conceded. thcre coctI(1 he 11o 11l11inate 

gcttins iiway lrom thc pax{, his parents. "All i-ny l i  k I have b c c ~  trying to 



cscape irom 1114' rulativcs and I have ~ L ' C I I  i111ricalc in my run, but onc way 

or anothcr. thcy arc whar you come up  on an lu~ld  thc corncr" (BL1 4 1 ). 

Echoing the flight oS Joe in 1,oon t,& from money and that of Blue i l l  

Wclcomc to Ijard Tillla from the Bad Man. Daniel's too is a failure -- 

forusworn. The flight induced bv the elusiveness (I I' identity only setvcs to 

remind one orthe futility of i t .  

Daniel. haunted by past, resorts to  feverish cffi7t-t to rccord it and 

thus lu 3el it ouf  of 11is way. His sister Susan does not go for that option. 

She is the radical for ct horn the connections arc to be tnadc, whatever be 

the cost uf it. T'hc pair personifies the radical-modcrate cunflict i t ]  

Doctorow like Jut: and Warren ~ I I  b)n Lake and CuaIhouse and Houdini 

in Ragtime. One would g o  down tighting while the othcr would accept an 

artistic resolution o f  his crisis. Thcre has always bet11 a cornmingli ng of' 

passions. 3 f i~sinn of' ider~tities irl these pairs. -1 he expcricnces of Ilanicl 

and S ~ ~ s a n  clearly fall into this patlorn. 'l'hey "were like tllc compc~lsating 

halves of a clock sculpture that \-vould exchange positions whcn the 

chiulcs slruck" (HD 18'). according to Daniel. But it' the problem of' 

Darliel is his in l~ercr~ t  inability ti> coinc to a conc1usion. in Siisan resides 

the detinitc family sift of Iiaving precise feelings. "Always taking 

stands.. . W it11 her a~gressix e tnoral c~penness*' (BD 19), she reminds orlc 

o f C h a l  housu Walker of' K i l g t i ~ ~ ~ ~ .  



Stlsdn is a t r ~ r ~ u r u d  S ~ L I I  in the novcl liLc Ilanicl. I t  is t l ~ c  

perspective which is  r1anicl.s that clouds Ihe genuine naturc ol' hcr 

struggle. Susan chooses tlie radical path. ignoring hu r  politically 

tlnclerdevrloped bsothcr. She feels that his cynicism is a phonthy cxcusc 

which saves hirn fro1.1 doing anything. She cstablishcs the Isaacsotl 

E 'ounda t i~n  for Revoltrtion &spite llanicl's ohjcctions. She is a minor 

presence in the novcl. Hcr death iiftcr an unsuccessful suicide e f f i ~ r t  is 

attributcd to "a failurc of analysis" (BD 317), a Iliilure to lnakc 

conncctions between dcsires and reality. 

Pl:iniel calls tlinlsclf "a crilllinnl of perceptions" (Hi1 44). As 

1 larter and t'humpson point out, it is a term "that also implies L)octnrow's 

own ambivalence wherc questior~s of didacticism versus exploration are 

cuncemed" (30). As an adult he wants to establish himself in life Linding 

out for certain the nature of his paruntt~ood, thc trhuth accordins to Daniel. 

Ye(. it coirld be concluded from the theory Daniel puts forward in 

connection with radical ism that just as 3 statc 01' fill 11, conncctzdncsc is 

illusionary, so is a state of' a~~tonorny loo. As the narrative of Blue Sails in 

resolving the 1r11th of thc  past. the t ru th  oi' his lire, Ilaniel is urged to "scal 

the book" t BD 3 19). What Doctorow says of Jonathan in I,ixcs o f  th-e 

I'oets is lruc of llaniel too: -:!that hu  learns at the crld is \chat he knew 

Ih rough  his \ir-itirls, without knowing that he kncw i t "  (qtd. in Morris. 



"Syslcin of' Knowledge" 348). U'l ln l  he has known is that lllc strite ot' 

knou ledge which CJII dcfine the idenlit y of an i n c l i ~  idual un~rnbigl~ouslj 

is irlhcren(ly inaccsssiblr as lrlarl is cver in rhe pro~css of bcing and 

knon0ing. 

? > I hc most popular novc.1 cver ii-0111 Docti~row, Raptimc is  

simlr ltaneot~sly an exp1or:ition of' the lZtnericarl ethnic question, a critiquc 

of the American character and yet another ~neditation on justice, self and 

the travails nf artists. As Budick puts it, "thu concern with a procreative, 

regcnerative relatio~~ship bctwt.cn the self and the world is the subject of 

E. I.. I)uctorow's Ra~t i r~ ic"  ( I  86). There are three ~najor strands of srlf- 

crises and subsequent cuplurations closcly intertwined it1 the ~ iove l :  

sexual, cconomic and artistic, evident in the portrayal of Father, Tateh. 

and Houdini respectively, not to mention the general inability to fkthorn 

oncsc!f expericr~ced b! illan) as a result of' the iinmensity of life. But 

towring ahovc thein ail and hijacking the ~ l a r r a t i ~ : ~  is Cnnlhouse Walkcr. 

He is thc yardqtiuk cji' individuation against \tho111 t l ~ c  rcst of thc 

characters are to be measured 

'Fhc novel rev01 ves roiind thc story o f  Coalhouse Walker and his 

quest fbr justice. I-Ie is a sell-madc Negro pianist. dignifiud in c;~rri~gt.  

a n d  honest in dealings. 1-lc has a sun in his yet to be solcmni~ed 

~-c la t io~~sl i ip  with SarLlh. During one oi- his visits to  hcr irl his Model '1- car. 



l ircnic~rl 01' the F:~nerald 1 sle Fire C'otnpany slops 11i tn and vdridali/.cs 

his car. I Iis ivife-to-hc dies ;is a consequence of trying to plead 1-11s case 

\vilh the presidential candidate. Coalho~~se takes u p  arnzs and attacks iise 

stations, be~inrl ing with the Emerald lsle Fire Company. With a group of 

l i  ke-mindcd men. hc occupics the Morgan Library demanding justice. 

Having rnadc the authorities produce Wilkie C onklin, the lire station 

chid, and t.epair and restore the car to its original condiiion. he is killcd 

on his ivay out of the library. 

Coalhousc WaIker is a strangc: as well as rare entit) anlong thc 

characters of Doctorow. Nowhere in the works o f  Doctorow docs ilne 

come across a character re~~lotely sharing the inner fc'cntures ol' thc man. 

What ctclles thc character's presence sharpIy is his sense of rnission, the 

certaintj . the persistence and thr dux otion wi t l l  which hc proceeds with 

his lire. laather- ;~ptly puts it: "Once Coalhouse had set a coursc for 

hitnselS, Ilt: was nothing if not pcrscvering" (RT 16 1). Sarah was n o t  

ready 10 rcconcilc herself' t c ~  C'ualhousc after their haby ou t  of werllock. 

Cnalhouse traces her out and visits hcr week after week. It is this dogged 

pursuit ul'his goal which makes hct- relenl and agree for the ini~rriage. I t  is 

thc same dcterminatinn that 111arks his quest for justice ~li,hen thc fire~ncn 

destroy his car C'oalhousc comes as a rcfreshing change aftcr I 'loclorou 's 

i i c~ iona l  assc~nbly lint of' sceptical heroes. chronically i ~nsure  of' 



themset L cs. But still, hc too raises t r o ~ ~ b l j ~ l s  q i~ch~ions  rclated to ihc ttlemc 

of personhood. 

The reason why the ~+,riter dozsi-t'l provide thc interior of the 

psyche of Coalhousc is that he is one who is not given to convoluted 

speculations. As Morris has pointed out hc does not get losl cven though 

he is an artist (Mddels of Misrepresentation 106). This assumes more 

importance as Doctorow traditionally paints his artist herocs indulging in 

.social rnissions gctting carried away by their endlessly and cit*cularlq extended 

thoughts. They uftim;itcly acccpt thc inability to act delcnninedly as they are 

c a u g h ~  in either equally plausible alterruatives or a 1n1 stical absence of 

viable choiccs. 

Coalhousc Wal kr r  knows himsef r and her-ice his destinations. 

Ilnlike Hluc or Daniel, he is not irl flight. but in pursuit. Ile believes in 

scquencc and not in circularity. Uoalho~~se knuws how to rcalize hirnscIE 

For Doctorow thc social activist, hc is the most powerfill message of 

justice. At the samc timc Coalhouse WaIker is a statement from Doclorow 

as a part o t' his c~llnrging debate on sclf: He is the  reply to the potential 

clucry 35 to fillat happens if' perl'cction is achieved, if the goats of the sclf' 

ccould be rcali~ed. In Ihe self-~~srrative-sociv~ continuum w ilh which 

I)octoro\v is obsessrd. one can  always thiuar.t the orhcr and docs alivays 

tllwart tt lt .  other. The perfectic)nist Walker pursues the society anrl 



det~~;lnds l i i c  pound ut' flesh only to die at the end. AS Shelttm stalcs, "It 

is [he individuality that is no longct- possible in Doctorow's 

novcls.. .Coal house Walker o f  -- Raetitne, a mrin who created himself by 

sheer act of will,. . .though heroic, lnusl bc destroyed by society bucausc 

of' ~ht: very ii~ct lhat hc demands his individuality'' (8). 

How uncommon Coalhouse Walker is can be made out from the 

way ever4 uthcr charnctcr is caught in the disputations of' thc self: 

FIoudini, thc escape artict, is  hell bent on discovering the real act, in 

opposition tu his magical fiction, that will legit imisc tlimself. 'The Young 

Brother is said to have "dif'ficulty finding himself' (RT 18) and the 

anarchist Emma Guldman is unaware of* " \ ~ l i r )  are ttw it~strumentalitics 

and ~ v i ~ o  are the people, which of us causcs and lives in others to cause 

iind which of US is ineant there by to live" (R1' 50). Theodurc Drciscr 

"turned his chair in circles seeking the proper alignment" all through thc 

night ( K T  28). Falhrr "\canted to avoid what the great Dr James callcd thu 

habit of inferiority lo !he full  self' (KT 16 1 ). I'eary, 011 his mission lo 

iind the North Pole, moves iniles indecisively not ablc. "to find thc exact 

place to say this spot, here is the North Pole" (RT (17). I I le Young Boy is 

caught ill e v i d e ~ ~ c e  of sell'-duplication and cndlcss transt;lrul;~t ion. 

Moi-_can. !he capi~alist. wants "to satisfy oursel\cs of the truth who we 



art." (R.1' 1 1 5 ) .  Coalllc~wic: Wal kcr irlt~abits among these spccu t:~ti\:c sell- 

seekers who are irresolute yt.1 ullrepentiinl c~f self. 

C>f thc cr+o\vd, the ! ittle Boy dcscrves special :~ttcntion, i Ic: is the 

ccntrah irltzlligcnct: of' the novcl. a term that ztdrnits [hc inabilily to 

pinpoint the niirrator. T Ic and characters like Morgan help t o  bring out thc 

sirlgularity o f  Coalhousc Walker. The Little Boy cchoes the elusiveness of' 

which rlanicl \vas a prisor-lor. Grandhthcr's stories "proposed lo him that 

thc fonns of l i f t  werr volatile and that everything i t1  the world couId as 

easiljm bc anything else'' (KT 90). "It was evident to him that the world 

co~llposcd and recomposed itself constantly in an endless process oi' 

dissatisfaction" (RT 92). The Hoy  found the duplicable even! zvcryu'here. 

As Morris poir~ts out ,  "The duplicable cvent is herc associatud with a 

scerningly inexorable lilss of'individl~ation ( 109). As i t  happens to Blue in 

the for~tler novel, herc too duplication threatens the individuation since no 

t r u e  identification uf oneself' is possible irl a world ut' cndless sameness or 

sirni1;lrit. Differtntiation, tvhich Mccvitt has pointed out  as a central 

cor~stituent of identity, is rcndered iinpossible in thc. midst o r  d t ~ p l  ication. 

The Hoy's ibnd~iess for discarded rhings is an exturlsinn 01 '  this 

duplication. Eve11 in baseball what strikcs the Boy is that the salnc thing 

happens :ig:~in and again. 



'1'11~ composi~ion and the recrj~tlposit ion, ~ h c  rcpeti t ion and I11c 

instability of both people and things arc t t ~ c  issues co~lli-on~cd by t h u  

Magnatu Mor~an  too in the book. Doctorow i s  given to use circular it^ and 

repetition as structural pattcrns in his novclu, one oi' the best inst:lnccs 

being Kagtilne itself. Nol only that, he oiicn rnixes up ~ h c  vc~iccs of' the 

characters, repeats their utterances t ~ 7  ~ I ' I ' c c ' ~  the fluidity which defincs his 

fiction. This principle he puts to brilliant use in Loon Lake. Here the 

uttcrarlces of the child find tiuition in the cccenlricities o f  Picrpont 

Morga~~.  In the novel, hc is  the exponent o f  the theory of rcincarr~atic~n. 

H e  is a inan who "kncw as no onc else the cold barren I-enohes c ~ f  

unlimited succcss" (RT 1061, a inan who "has n o  peers" (RT 108)' a inan 

who has "catapulted himself beyond the world's value system" (RT 108). 

Yel. he has to confjnn hi~l lsel  f lhal hc is the divinely chosen one to inherit 

the niantlt: ol' rl sage. Even at the physical tevcl ttlc defect of  his nust: hc 

sces as "the touch of' God. the assurance ol' ~nortnlity" (R?' 107) 111e 

ilssurance that pericct ion is not achievable. He feels that "individuation 

may be cu[npilrt.d to a pyramid in  t t ~ i l t  i t  is only achieved by the 

placc~ncrlt ot' rllr top stone" (K 1' 1 12). l ' he  top stone as far as he is 

concerned is the co11ii1-matior) thal hc is the onc who ivill receive divinc 

brncLiction. I Ic doesn-t. Slill tllc genuine ruvclation coinus \\llcil hc a d s ,  

"Why should we riot satisfy nursel\/cs c l t '  t l ~ e  truth of who we :Ire r i ~ l  the 

cternal bcnclic*c~n1 ti)t.ce. ivt~ich \kc i r ~ u ~ ~ l - i ~ : ~ t u ? ~ '  (R1' 1 15 j .  -['he porlrayal o f  



Ford, the explorer ol' sclf is of' i~tlportance nh i~ depicts a disturbing .~L'IISC 

of sel f-incomplorior~, t t ~ e  sickly lonelir~ess oi' an nrl~erwise w01*1ilI) 

succcsst'ul charactc.1-. 

'l'he Yo~rng Brother adds to the repertoire of the lost young Inen in 

Dnctorow. He is a brooding, lone11 sott of person who has made IIO 

fricnds, '-a strange young man" (KT 5 ) .  Solitary and impassive. he hitches 

hirnself to Evelyn Neshit, the sex goddess, as Joe does to Clara in Loon 

Lake. at the beginnins and exhibits all the custoinary traccs of the 

lovesick, n u t  it is he who finally develops a pcditical conscience. 

something which t t ~ e  keenly self-made Houdini is incapable of. He is the 

first to perceivc the travesty of justice in the case of C:oall~oust: Walkcr. 

A s  Evclyn gets tired of him and goes away he  pushes hitnself headlong to 

fight For the radicn! cause--whcthcr i t  he I'or Coalhouse or the Spanish 

rebels. Even though the novclist doesn'l la? bnrc the thoughts u f  the 

young brother. he is no1 01' the intellectual typc. His  position in thc 

hierarchy of thc questors in the ilovel is between Coalhouse and Tateh. 

Young Rrolher is an expert irl explosives. EIe shares some of 111c f'catures 

of'the hurncs of' Doctorow in that hu i s  lonely. But !hc way he steers his 

life latcr puts him in a difl'crcnt class. His desperation with hitnsctf and 

wilh the system drives him to a mail urge to destroy. I( is truc that he does 

i t  for u political cause i-r~orc oiicn. Rut he coules n~t l  as a charnctcr who is 



on tllc look out for such opport~~nities I [is rchell io~~ is 1101 always all 

cxploralion ot' himself. Iialhcr, i t  is the undecid;ibility of the  thinker ,  of' 

the writer translated 10 the level 01. violence. IIe gets killed during his 

days with thc Spanish rebels. 

Father is experiencing thc f'ailure of himsell: nt'heing "hyc passed 

by life" ( K ' I '  161). Hc is a man who is a variation on thc theme ol'the self- 

made American in the company of Co;tlhouse and Houdini in the novel. 

Still, there i s  at1 ironic undercurrent in the depiction of Hourlini which is 

missing in the portrait of the Fathcr. I f  what trlakes Coalhouse dissent is 

the sense of jt~stice denied and Iioudini. Ihe unreality nf his art, when i t  

cotnes to the Father, it  is his sexual relationship which topples his sense 

of i d e ~ ~ t i t y .  1 Iis firm makes flags and firc works. two defini r ~ g  objects j'or 

ihc country. 1 1  is through this busitless that he has made himself after- his 

father went bankrupt. katt~cr possesses thc snobbcry and hypocrisy ot'lhe 

middle class. I le resents thc sel t‘-confidence 01' Mathecv Her~son who 

accompanies Pcnry an the linal leg of thc mission to discover the North 

I'olc. Similar i s  his feeling when hc confronts the determination oi' 

Coalhouse Walker in courtship. Rightly, the Younger Brother calls h im a 

"cnmplacznt tnan with no scnsc: of histor>" (KT 2 191, a sclf-deluded man 

"ivhu has iravclled every where and lcarr~t nolhing-- (RT 220). 



13u1 thC real prc~blcl~js ibr the Falhcr are oI '  ttiu scxl~al  kind. " W i h  

his incessant outward explorat iuns" Fat her is seeking an  "cscape 1'1-oln his 

internal conflicts and co~ltradictions" (Parks 66). 'I'hc rlovel {)pens with 

the interruplcd sexual act of the Father and the Mother, with thc 

unexpected arrival of'H(?udini. The next day he leaves fi)r the North Polc 

mission. 

Fathcr's escape li-orn Ihc world of Mother's well bred 

sexual delicacy and restraint delivers him into a world of 

scxual fantasy.. .[and] evpresscc pocccrful a11d unarlswered 

sexual needs and cqually potent sexual kars.  I t  represents 

an escape that brcaks the bonds of community and lnakcs 

huma11 expcriencc painfully indeterminate and 111orally 

a~nbigrlous u (Budick 188). 

7 I~eirs is s marriage which "seemcd to i lor~rist~ on Flither's 

extellded absences" (RT 1 71, the narrator ironically rttninds the reader. 

I Iencc. Father is o n l ~ '  a mild variation oi' the Dvctorowian character in  

flight to h tlow hi~nselE with a disestablished sense of' sexual identity. His 

lrip to North l'ole has beer] a failure un many counts. T lis presence in the 

team is a result of' the t i t  purse his club had  made to the expedition fund. 

no! n natural conscquencc of 'his 5kills of' exploratiun. At thc I'olt: hc 

\\:atches thc wxi~al  acl c,F the I.,skim(>s in i1111ch tht. I'clnrtlc is grunting and 



pushing bath. "I lc thought L 01' Molhcr's Ihst idio~~srlcss" (It.1' 84). 

rc~ni t~ding otle of the rcsent~ncn t he feels lowards the likcs of- I'onI huse 

and Iioudir~i. Even though he has movect awaJ0 fi-om Mother. ficun lhc 

co~nlnunity thal girds his loins, that has ~+t.pl-csscd Ilis sexuality. he is not 

to learn from his Ibntasy. The psychosexual center of his bcirlg continues 

to be unrealised. As Budick puts it: "Father cannot survivc the 

confkontatio~l at the pole of his own bcing" ( I  88). The expedition fails as 

far as Father is conccrncd. 1 t fi~ils because oS !hc "terldency of his extremes 

to fiezze easily" (RT 89). His expedition to thc pole of his bcing fails and it 

111akt.s hiin "arrive eternally on the shurcs of the self" (RT 368). Father 

returns a lean. weak, emaciated individual, "finding everywhere signs of 

his own exclusion" ( K T  123). Experiences that do  rlnt educate him are of 

no \slur: to him. True to the patlcrn, Father continues to strugsle to bc 

unsure ui'himsclf. of his identity, bucause o f  his scxual uncertainties. 

Admiltiny thc persistence oS orphans in his tiction, Iloctorow 

Ilas stated that "the slatc of orphanage is just a useS111 ~lletapllor for all 

sorts of illiustict" (qtd. in Morris. "System of Knowledge" 444). 'Thougt~ 

every wi~rk of  tht. writer is child orientrtl. &o,rilne is oi' p c c ~ ~ l i a r  

i~rlportance as. thor~gh i t  contains three childrcn Iiter+ally or 

~netaphcbrically orphaned. it doesn'( portt'3y the injustice in terins of thcir 

poi~lts of viclr. I'orllhouse's son tirlds his mother late and his f'athur latrl- 



O J I I ~  10 ~ t ~ i s s  both in n short tiinc. The I.iltIc 13oy ,grows up 

rnetapl~orically a$ a partial orphan since his Sather never takes an  active 

intcrcst in him. Sha. Tatuh's daughter. too loses her ~nclthcr quite carly as 

Tateh drives her away becauw of' scxual ~nisconduct. 01' the three, the 

one who rcceives emphasis is thc I ,ittlc I3t)y. From Jirnlny Fee in the first 

novel, the writer has repeatedlv pujn~cd iho agonies of' isolation evident 

in the orphan. The necessary insight to be added to the corninent quoted 

at the hcginning is the ctnphasis on loneli~lcss that the authur uchicvcs 

through his orphans. Also significant is the fact that basicnll! the lcading 

characters of his tictiot~ are men without much of a history. Nothing is 

known for sure about the antecedents of Blue or Coal house, for inslance. 

This tendency peaks in Ragtime. To a great extent. the problem of 

isolnt ion that characters like Houdini or C'oalhouse feels is, t he  writer 

sccn~s to suggest. a part of the emolional luggage Ihe! carry with them 

on account of their orphanhood. Sarah's or Coalhouse's past is void. Yet 

thc ideological finger is poi11tt.d at society for this historical vanishing act 

as the ironical voice of the narrator rerni~~ds the readers oi'lhe yrrsenct: 

and absence ol' immigrants i r l  America. When the novelist d is tn~~ccs  

himself horn the irnmedialt. ct>tltext of the novel, he seelils to be 

bemused by the iluidity of thc situation. Thc cvcr-cnlargitl? scnsc of 

elusiveness grips him. as it does Ilaniel. Orphanhood is isolation so 

terrihlc rhnt it si111ultant.ously leads to ;I l'ccling 0 1 '  cli~si~.cncss of' 



everything. '['he ccascless composition and rcc t~~npos ition. klt by Ihu 

littlc boy, is par1 of' that elusivt.ncss too. So is the necd n f  lllo~rdini, 

orphaned metriphorical lv bq class segl-eption. to perlijrm out of elusive 

life, into proper existence. 

kagtime further carrics on the dialogue Lloctoruw has initiated 

carlier as 10 the elusiveness of existence. I (  is filled with characters who 

are in  qi~cst of themstlvcs and a narriltive, mirroring the way the writer is 

grappling with hi~nsclf. I'he narrators as witncsses. h e  Icading characters 

I ikc 13Iue and Daniel, are meditating fur an anchoring cuperiencc. finfilly 

coming to naught. Notwikhstanding the ethnic weaving at thc cnd, the 

picture of IIan-y. K. Thaw, the relcased murdcrer, inarching in the 

armistice piirade is wl1at ttlc novel ends with. 11 rnnkes one think of the 

ruturr~ ol' the Bad Man in Welcome to I Iard 'l'in~es. To suin up, as 1-larter 

and Thompson co~nment, -'Despite or i r r  contradiutic>n to (italics added), 

the book's political perspeclive, the novel's deeper more radical vision, is 

of a world seeminsly devoid of ~neaningful connetlion, t l~ougl~ constantly 

connccted. a world of ui~endir~g change and simultaneo~~sly of contir~ual 

rcpeti tion" ( 69). 

With Baihpate and World's F a i r ,  -L- Loon l.ake iijrms 

~loctorow's trilogy on  the experiences of growing up and being brought 

up in the suburbs of' New York. Pul~list~ed in 1980. thc book draws up the 



socio-political scenario ol' ~ l l c  dcprcssion years of' the I 930s in America 

whilc telling thc story of' the crucial nine mo~~ths in the life of a i0ery 

yuung Inan. Narrated in a complex blend o f  shifting voices, places, 

pcrsrons and t imc, sprinkled with free verse and cornput er printouts, Loo11 

Lnke is "a c1:issical American version of Ihc Bildl~ngsromnn" (Haner  and 

Thompson 73). But the issue runs deeper and the novel investigates the 

question whether "the human  life is inexorably an act of impersonation?" 

(Parks 82). 

Lnon 1 .ake tells t11c interecting stories of a boy, latcr called Joc. Joc 

u f  Patcrson and Warrcr~ Pen field, the failed poet. Joe, 1)octorow's boy in 

flight, is in pursuit of himself. Seeking liberation from the constraints of 

his limiting childhood and the uncaring parents. he sets out or1 a trip to 

n u n  hcre. 'I'hc. trip takes hirn through conventjc~nal attsactionc of the 

A~nericnn I)tt;im--prcttj woman. money, power and I~is ultimate and 

ussential desti~lation, fitne. It simultaneously i s  a journey of spiritunl 

discovery too as hc experiences "the opportunity to find or create a self' 

( I  larter and Thompson 73). In Loon Lake, (III a slightly modified scale, 

Lloctorow carries on his prcnccupat ion L+ ith t tic thcrncs of the corruption 

o f ' h u ~ n a n  idenlily and the e~lipti~less oE(Amet.ican) life. 

In Welcome to I I;~rd Ti~ncs, 1)octorow begins with the scnsc of 

c o s ~ ~ ~ i c  loneliness o f  the hero clashing with the nezd o~'be1ongingness lo 



thc society. l ' he  du i~ l i~y  is evident in the strurg~le L .- Q S  Bluc hitl~sclf. without 

c! ividing and distributing the in~pulses arnong various ch;~racturs. H t ~ t  in 

The Book u i l h n i e !  and Ragtime, the i ~ o ~ x l i s t  spreads his canvass wider 

and distributes the drama o f  idenlily among var+ious characturs. The 

iictional landscape is again restricted in Loo11 Lake. as  compared to 

Ragtitnu. I,oon Lake, which "suggests the act of self-composition or1 the 

part of .Joe'' (Parks 731, puts thc fictiona1 tcchiliquc of juxtaposilion tu 

brilliiint cffcct in the characterisation of Joe ancl Warren. Joc dl' Paterson 

i s  a boy who wc~uld like to race to autonomy, the  writer's word for fillly- 

r-ealiscd self. Warren Pcnfield is on a stage of equally rapid decline. 

Warren is experiencing his failure not only as a creative writer. but as an 

individual too while Joe is eshilarating in his progrcssive discovery of 

inoney, power and himscl t: Joe ends u p  hcirlg rich and the owi~er of' Loon 

I .ake, thc ahode of the millionaire Bcnnetl, as Warren is lost on a flight 

above thc Pacific (.Icean in the company of Lucinda, the aviatrix wiik ol' 

Bennett. On the way Joe rcalises thc artist i n  him just as Warren 1.ea1ises 

the writcr in him is no morc. 

This surprising corrcspondenct: leads to the clucry regarding  he 

ebscntial idenlit!, c ) S  the two, as lo  whether thc nulhor has split the liii: 01'3 

single character into two chronological halves and depiclcd them as 

sharing a core while difl 'erin~ at the margins. Phi.; is established hy the 



coiintcrpoi r l  t i ~g  c\;pcriences o r  Warren and doc--thci r xy nchrot~ous bul 

~ l n s i m u l t a n c o ~ ~ h  lives. As 1,evine points out, +'as in l<a,gti~nt and I'he Hook 

of Daniul rlc~ctoron. creates twinned protagonists who funct i o ~ i  3s altcr 

egos" (76). 'Tllcre are many parallels between them. They are born on the 

same day (2 August) nineteen years apart. Each has witnessed the 

urinating girl when they were children, each flees the working class 

background. both sui'f'ur economic cxploitatinn, each of them arrives with 

the intention of ki lling F. W .  Hennett and gets attacked by wild dogs, each 

loves Clara and leaves Loon Lake with Bennett's woman. At the end. Jot: 

describes a mystical sexual experience, one ihat recalls I-rjnny dctails frorn 

Penliuld's lift: in Japan. a country Joe has never visited. I'hen the narrator 

adds: "you are thinking it is a dream. It is no dream. I t  is the account in 

helpless linear translation of the unending love of our simu!tancous but 

disynchronous lives'' (LL 291 1. The similarities arc so striking that one 

might be tcmpted to make claims l'or the joint idcntity of thc charactcrs. 

It  is necessary to take up the lives of' Joe o f  Paterson and Warren 

Penficld in dctail to investigate thic duality. Falling in line with the 

characters of Uoctorow, Joe is an adolescent chronically unhappy wilh 

himself'. His is a Irustmtion which i s  all consuming. He feels lonciy artd 

unwanted. Cor~sequerl tly, he hates and envies people who art. "h nvwn, 

wherc M h:it t h y  cvrrc rl ir l  I I L , ~  have to be proved" (LL 1 9). I ,atcl- llc ,joins 



111c ti-cak s h o ~ \  of' Sim I Icarn. The delachrnertl pl-act~ced b\ thc show 

owner ~nakes him crave recognition as hc, ',wuuldn't be a namcIcss 

~~~~~~~~~t: be lo^ h ~ s  line of vision" (LL 124). Anger is dominanc in the 

character ot' Joe CVCZI ~f it i b  not the ra~r ing rage 01, Da~liel. Magda, thc 

owner's wife runs away with him and will] thc season'? colIections. Ile 

throws her money t o  the wind. expressing his anger at Ihe ulay it i s  made. 

Joe f'ollo\vs Bcnnet's train feeling more derelict and lonely. "Who did I 

think I was? Where did I think I was goingWrhat ~nadc  me think it was 

worth anything lo stay alive'?" (LL 34). he broods in  thc vein of Hlue and 

Daniel. The suicid~l kind of isolation takcs possession of hirn as he 

speculates in the existcntial mode. "I calm to makc the distinctior~ 

between the grcnt busy glorious civilisation on the onu hand,  and the 

meagrcncss and the pretencc of any one individual on the clthcr" (L1- 12). 

The altcrnntion of hope and despair, crl thusias~~i and tragic inertia. 

witnessud in Bluc, is thus a l ~ v c  in the nature oi' Joe too. Every conq~~est  

leaves him nlorc and tnore dissatisfied. I f  Blue hopes and then 

spzcu la t i~ r l y  rejects the validity of such hopes Joc realises his hopcs and 

then finds thc triiunph void in retrocpect. I f '  n arrcn has "the relrntlcss 

laculty of ci~mpositirhi" ( L I .  39), doe has the relen~lcss faculty 01' 

observatitm that only scrvcs ti1 emphasisc his desolation. 



Joc tillcis the 1r;iin which ignited his fancy and is angry al thc 

arrogance US tile pcople 1% 110 olvn  (he loo11 Irike. "~vildzrness as luxury'^ 

(1.1- 48). When Joe I-ecovers horn the atlack of' the fi>raging wild dogs, 

Ilc feels that "somc of the scrious it~tcntioll ut' thc world has lcaked in" 

( I , ] .  74). It pcrhaps gives the car41iesl hilt that Joe is irlcrelnenlally ~ n o v i n g  

closer to the inevitability of cu~npromise, the inherent f'ailure oT 

aulonoiny. I s  i t  the hint of his cspousal of Capitalism under the guisc of 

thc real destin?,. ltke 'l'ateli in k l i r n c  earlier? Bl~ t  i t  still pl~zzles him. 

"Would I. p~lrchase isola~ion, as this man had? Was that \\hat money was 

for, to p u ~  a dist;i~lce of fifty thousand acres of mou~ i~a in  tcrrain hetwcen 

you and the boon docks of the world'?" (LI, 7 5 ) .  He resists the lure of 

money as Hennctt oll'ers h i m  a place on a permanent basic. "I wasn't one 

of ihc~n,  I was a paying guest" (LI, 7b), Joc assel-ts. I Ic runs away with 

Clara. lhc ivotnan ol' Thoinas Crapn. a goon o f  Hennett. with the holp of 

Warrcn. After a brief stint of ruu~ning he Icnds a short domestic liSc n i t h  

her. working in one of the Fictnrirs of Bennett. Thc ~nurder of his 

neighbour, cc~lleague and fellow ~lnionist Iands hi111 in trt~uhle again with 

the aut hurit ies. At the pulicc station, on interrogated about thc ~nurdcr. 

toe discovers chat "thc voice he improvises authenticates the identity he 

claims" (I..evine 74). He claims to havc been specially appointed by 

Renl~ctt to st l~r ly  t tle per ii>rmanct: of' the industp-espionaec of 'l'homus 
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10 I,oon I.itka. the I-csort oi' the Millionaire 1:. W. Bctlnctl. I Ic cmt~racc.s 

lnonuy which hc has earIier discarded with contempt. 

As Pat11 Levinu argues, "Joe's dufiancc is tingcrl with 

ambiv;~lcnce. . . evcry act of rcbcllion on Joe's part is absorhcd in a paltern 

of er~tanglement and acquiescence (75). Yet for Doctorow thc essence of 

idcntity scctns to residc in this scrim of enlanglcment and acquiescence. I C  

'I'hcsc characters '+deslroy the past only to preserve the worst of' it in 

Ihcmselvzs" (l.evinc 751, it is  suggestive or the reltlrn of thu Dad Man. 

Joe displays all lhc stock Seaturcs of a Doctot.owian virurlgster seeking 

;in*arencss nf himscl f--lonely, desperate, impat icnt. dissatistitd and 

indecisive. In thc process the text brings to thc fore the schism in the 

novelist owing - to the al-tist-activist conflict inside. A casc in poiilk is Joe's 

attitude I L I  money. Apparently an act of surl-mder, Doctorow's art is 

sk~l led  unougl~ to n~nbiguate Joe's tlnal choice of Loon Lake. 

Whai Joe is after is recognition. not the rrcognition which comes 

after a commitment, but recogniiiun on his OM 11 terms, on 11's own. l'his is 

the crux of thc autonuiny that he is after. '"l'he ultil~latc quest of'autonomy 

is for onc's home alone to be a suficiunt identifier, so that wherevcr one 

go's in socicty, the incntion oi' one's name is sul'ticient to ustablish arl 

idcntitv" ( 1  lcwitt 203). l ' h r  argument of Hcwitl is peculiarly relevant in 

the case of Joe as he i s  keoli orl being kno\vn :IS "the one  a n d  only Joc o f  



Paterson" ( 1,L 1 48). .Joe's ['rantic hunt li,r time hence is c l ~ ~ b l c ~ l ~ a l i c  o t' 

his need of autonom> for qelf, 'I'his explains w l ~ v  he feels the sutldun 

scnse ol'bulongir~g when he mects U1;lt+ren I'entield. 

The linal acceptance of jnoney by Joe raises curious issucs, at  the 

same time demonstrating ~ h c  way L ) o c ~ o ~ ~ ) w ' s  fiction hcads in gcneral. 

Joe has conte~nptuousl~~ dismissed the isolationist capacity of wcalth. Yet 

the autonorny he seeks too is isolation of a kind. At the end when he 

ernbraces [ .ot-)[I Lakc as its inheritor he concludes his quest in dubious 

tcnns. When Joc stu~nhles on  the uses ul' assumed voiccs for assurned 

ider~litics, he Ieaves just enough room I'or the speculation as to the motive 

of the shift in allegiance--his shift t'mm flight to  residence and from 

hatred of we;dth t o  the acceptance of it. Is this isolation an act of reneging 

oneself or a11 act of creative choice? Is it just another transition in lik. 

which is constituted oT marly such:' 11' Life is flux arid consciousness. 

iderltity, as hc scc~iicj (L) suggest, &on Lakc bears tcstirnony to it. 

An a~~alys i s  of the portrait of Warren Penfield does not call for 

such queries but i t  [nay shed useful lisht (111 the elusiveness of Joe's final 

about tilrn. Warren I'rnticld is a failcd poet. li' loc's story engulfs thc bulk 

o f  the novel. the rest is claimed by Warren I'enfirld's endluss mutinies 

with hirnsel I., I lc c m ' t  expcricnce himsel r as the center of initiative and 

suffers li-om disintcgratioli anxiety. Though hc i s  a failed poet. thc 



c.I~:~r;ictcr kvc' c ~ ~ c o i ~ t ~ t e r  in lhe 11ovel i s  inorc a fililc'd tnall. As is poitlled 

out. i n  a revealing contrast of characters. ihe novel presents the pre- 

crralive phasc in Joc and thc post-crcativu struggle with lire in Warrun 

Pentield. Still there are str.ong sirnila1.i t ies between them. He too 

undertakes a romantic quest illat takes him all the way to Japan before 

ending up in 1,oon Lake. If Joe wants to apprehcrld reality. warren wants 

to transform it imaginatively Warren flees his parents as thcy want him to 

grow u p  into a trade union leader in the coalmines. He tvho comes to 

1,oon lake 10 ~ t ~ u r d c r  Bznnetl slays and becomes i ts poet in residence, 

thanks to Luc i~ lda ' s  sytnpathy. His speech i s  an insistent mixture 01. 

injustices suffered and inabilities confessed, of a Inan who "has lost his 

perspective" (LL 94). "Ilis great ncco~npl ishment was his own private 

I>eirlr, - the grandness and depth of his tiii lcd affections" (LL 96). 

Apart from serving as a commenlary o n  the ethriic dimensions. 

Wurrctl's life and experiences in Japan serve as an ironic revelation rn thc 

q ut'st [or self. ?'he people he encounters in the Zen monastery. the Irssc~ns he 

learns in t t ' t l~~s vf the ct~rninetce of self in Japan amplify the nocrlist's 

investigations into t11c concept of sclf. If anything, thc happenings in thc 

monasiery crnphasise I Icotnri nv's conviction as to the incolnprehensi bility of 

self. Initially he is as~onishud by the Zen mastcr's ability (o imitatc others to 

pcrfec tic~n as  -'the mastor h~lly realised whatewr he ctlosc to do" (1 . I .  135). 



But the adrr~iration SOOII ivaties as thc rnirld impr+isoned and the body 

entirely personal, Warren struggles tck accotnplish cvcrl the half lot us. 'l'he 

fragi lc temper of the Lcn rnaster accelerates his sense ol' iron). Warrci~ 

rcjects the Zen casuistv that "everylhing i s  now'' (I,I, 137). "1 arn In! 

rllemory and the itna3es oT my past are me" (LL 137), he concludes. The 

scnse of identity \vhicll qhould come from the ikcling of continuity is the 

casualty in thc Zen way to sell' nirvana. The ~nonologue attributed tu 

Warren, questionins the validity of \he Zen approach shows the real 

nature of the struggle in Warren: 

N'hy don't the slorms o f  self taste fjre and thunder across 

their brainbro~v, why aren't tl~ey as sick and unsure of 

themselves as I am of [nine?. ..If wc are to press ourselves 

on thc \\)orid sticking to it  like a decal, i f -  I a m  one with the 

trees the rocks t t ~ c  stars why is Iny incmory invalid and why 

there are the imagcs of Clara on our beds of slag in the cool 

mountain desert of Colorado forbiddcn me...whq* must I 

exclude excludc? ( I  .L 137). 

This fervent narrat ivu shows the \bay Warrcn Yc~~f'eld stresses Ihc 

need t'or a sensc of conlinuity in lire. The cle~nents of his past, ~ h t :  asonics 

elf his mine-life can not be p~~rgccl out of hirn with meditation. A total 

break Srom the past nncl living only in the mornunt can't be achiewed. 



Daniel feli that th t  mays oi'the ivorkir~_e, ol'educatio~\ irl thc soul  are truly 

rny sterious. ' I  here arc only possibilities for ranclo~n conncct iotls, at bii.:in+e 

instances and in rare muments. This secret sou l  or cduc~i ion  that anives 

un:,rlnounced is possible in the uninterrupted flow ofevolvir~g self. I t  i s  a 

continuum, formed as much with the drcains of the p;ist, as of thc truths 

of the lifk to come. "Is not everything valid?" (LI, 1371, hc asks. Warren 

Penfield is guilty of failure of perceptiot~. Though hc rejects thc Zen way 

to salvation citing the rclevancr ol' the uncscludable past, he is never ablc 

to dil'fcrcntiate logically between the rclcvant and the irrelevant. He is like 

Daniel in trying lo accornrnodate every thing. Ovenvhclrned by a sense 

ol' all-inclusive significance, hc struggles to define hi~nself. 

Warrcn Pen field dernonstratzs powerli~lly the Seclir~gs congenital 

to the qucstors in Doctorow--the idcas ol' repetition and vuid 

transformation. "We must rcrne~nber how \it: (Ire vulncr;~'nlc: to thc 

repelition uf our insights so that they tend to cvlnc to us not as 

conlirinations of'scme thing we already knew. but as genuine discoveries 

cvery time" ( L L  13 1 ), he states. 'l'his amounts to the fatill istn of Blue and 

thc deterininistic a(tit11de 01' hlorgnn. The statement drives at thc futility 

of searching for novel hno\vlcdge. Nolhir~g could be inventud, as excry 

thing is repeatedly discovered. Hudha interests him in his "propensit), h r  

sel t' d i v  ision, the cndless li-aclioning of' himsclf i n t i ,  cilc.rv pcrceivahle 



aspect" (LL I3 I ) ,  t l u  t'cels, i r ~  l i ~c  vein ot' thc  cxistentii~l, t h a ~  "thc 

cc~nvict ions of ii-icndship, love, ~ h c  assiimptic~ns of' cullurc. thc certainty 

ol' calendars. wcre fragi lc co~~structs  of the ilnaginiition and there was n o  

l>lace tcl livc that was truly home" (1.1, 132). T'hc portrait o f  Warren thus  

becurnes an extensinn of lhose likc Blue a11d Daniel, often emotionally 

bare and ironic. 

His spiritual excursion in .l;tpan is employed by the author for two 

significant purposes: to expose ihc meaningless nat~i rc of his quest arld to 

rxpose the hollowness of'the spiritual claims of the Japanese Zen masters. 

In the playful, ironic voice o r  the narrator, IJoctoruw lna kes his narration 

souncl arnbigunus--making it sufficient1 y unclear as to Ihe identity of thc 

one who ~nocks and the one who is nlocked. Is it Warren mocking the Zen 

enthusiasts, Ihe Rudhti dcvotecs or is i t  Joe mockins Warren? Is i t  both'? 

Warren, the perpetually failing nian. \renders i ~ h y  Gautama had to leave 

thc palace to realise (hat life u as sul'Scring. "IT death exists, life has to be 

suffering" (LL 1341, he rcnwrls with un-Rudha likc ease. He is unable to 

concede superiority to the  Zcn 111aster who occasionally breaks into lnsd 

run. jurnps on the B i ~ d l ~ a  stnt l le and breaks i t .  The master at the end of the 

tneditstivc trni~ling gives hirn his Koan,  a puzzle to tor~ner~t oneself until  

cnlighlcrlnlznt bursts o11 onesclt': '-il'this is a religion t'ot- warriors, what 

are yoti doing hue'? ( 1  .I, 138). Wheri Warren sits ponderins, Ile se ts  



t l ~ r o t ~ s h  the sl i ts  t l ~ c  hcailti ful girl wllo s~\:ccps thu slrccls, his Clara o r 1  11lc 

trairl. 

Warren is kinally taken to a puppot tllenlr-2. .AI'tcr solnc lill~c'  ~ I C  

I iels that i t  is ridiculous to watch such a sho\v 011 n ctagt. as it  i s  a n  itlrlate 

lkcling in hinl .  --When I speak, I hear some onc ulsc saying the words", he 

muses (LL  179). I t  only ernphasiscs the alienness of his own self, the sclf 

objectification h m i l  iar i l l  thc characters t' the author. At the bottom. so. 

the p r o b l e ~ n s  of Warrcr~ arc that of' a 111ar1 :~gonisingly aliunated frorn the 

rcnlity of l i  fP. ' l 'hrougl~ the chnr:icter n t' Warrcn. the writer fitrtl~cr 

investigates the feelil-lgr; r>t'alienalion wilhin, ~ h c  confusion of'self. 

Henr~ett. the lonely rich like Morgan in R:i,~time. thinks that lit2 is 

progressive d iscovory of' death. I Ic says. "I've nc\ cr ~rndcrstood i t . .  . bolt 

a Iniin CCII I  gii c u p  his lire. givc it up. molnent b! mo1nc111. cvcr~ ns IIC 

l ives i t "  (I.!. 109). I Iu too is awarc o f t h e  paradox 01. Iivi~~_g--liI'C BS a Ilight 

i n ~ o  dtatll as his \r.callh is a flight in to loneliness. But for Lucinda. flight 

is life. literally. Levine is right in arguiug that "Lucinda's dcsirc tbr 

transce~ldcnce involves filnda~ncntal scl f denial" (69). Shu dics "flying 

to~vnrds  seine great pci-son31 ideal" ( L L  23 5 ). I , i  ke in Iiagtime earlier, in 

this lest too therc is a d c s ~ r i p t i l ) ~ ~  o f  :I SCIL  iiIt~111pIi1l9 to takc root 

cter-nally. 'l'hc cspericnccs ofkSoo and Wan-cn, ihc duplicitics/duplications 



01' scl\ us. thu ironic cspcriences as a 13r1dI.l ist 1101 I I  i ; ~  tc--c\ er! ~ ~ ~ a j o r  

ullaractcr contributes to this ~nosaic of scl f: 

"Niirrators \i ittl two names or Ldsc nalncs Occur lrecl~~ently in 

Dcotorou ' s  tiction" (Morris 27). 'l'ateh bucor~les Rat-or) Ash kovsky in 

Itagtirnc, Ihc rctcrcncc to Bad Man changes a couple of tirncs in Welco~ne 

to Hard Tilncs and Billy bucomcs Billy Hathgatc half way through Hilly 

Bathgate, tbr instance. In Loon 1 .akc Doctoruw puts the techniquu to a -- 

very ei'Scctivc. usc as t i ~ r  ;IS the rlarne of Joc is concerned. Joe ot' thc. 

opening o f  the rlovcl 1,ltcr tilrns Jo(: oi' l'atersorl and then to Joe raterson. 

His name is revealed at the cnd as Joseph Kor~eniowski. IJltin-iately ,is the 

n~astcr of the I .oon Lake his narnc underpcs  one mol-t: cl-rangc o f  name 

i r l h  Joscph I'atterson Hennett. Na111os are rekren~s  and they rcfkr to an 

ctl l~ty.  ;l sclf. 13ut by cclrn~non pcrcuption names refer t o  an irldividual not 

in his l l i~x  but as ;I colnplctcd SCIK Since the cer~seles.; pla) of pcrcuplions 

in an individual 111ystitics as ~vc l l  its enlightens the author. hc resorts to 

the habit o f  charyi~lg thc tnodu ot' rcferunce. I t  can cause a continuol~s re- 

situatinz of ~ J I C  C C I  t: sh i  l i s  in thc clcments or individuation. Each change 

points tu ;i slrcss o n  a particular dirncnsion of the evolving cnri14. 

I'aterson oat-rics [I12 industrialic3pi talist connections at a tiilic in thc l i  l i .  c) t 

Sot \\hen he is involved wilh the l n l v l ~ ~ r  unions and thc rage ciyains~ 

irloney. Jrw's change ol' name and lhc ~.e\~~lt ; int  ~n tc l - l c~ t l~a l  co~incction 



~ v i t  1 1  C'c311rad could vcry 1~ c I !  be cxplairlcd 3s csj)rcssing 111~11l;llic 

si~nil;~rily as s c l  t-discovct) is thc defir~irlg licr iorl:~l core ol' Conrad. I .lhe 

Marlowe of Conrad. the protagonists of L>octor~nv arc in o mission to 

disco\ cl- tl-re truth 01' their livcs througll thc storios they 11-y to ~larrate. 13~11 

in gc t~cra l  the switching of' names is highly r ~ ~ r h f c m a ~ i c  o S  tllc cvcr- 

el-ucrgunt qualit) of the sclE 

Cunltary to L>octornw's estahlishcd practicc 01' anaiy sing the 

prohlclt~atic o S  the crhnic in the A~nerican context. llz pt-eserlts Warren. an 

American as an  iml~~ iy i i t l t  in  Japan, caugl~i  in the identity warp. Ihis 

transpositinn of the national-etliiiic identities assumes importance as the 

consequence is siinilar to thc ikelings of othcrncss which Wnrrcn 

r ~per iences in the pi~ppct  tht-atre. 'J'he rlucst for sclf-knowletige that ta kzs 

Warre11 ti? thc t i t ~ d  of' thc Budha. l ' h c  Et~lightcned. actually hrccds an  

additior~al sclr 01' the cultural other. Warren m;ikcs ;i verq revealing 

r c i ~ ~ a r k  as t ~ c  watches n musician playing on a strcct i l l  .Ii~pan: 

[llcl Ic~oked at thc jazz pianist and the i i l r ' , ~ .  j>i;lr~is~ Iookcd at 

him and smiled and shook his head and I1c.r~ they Lbcrc 

together in scrvice the snlilc said ~ h c  hailk and tllc s o l n r  

LL hiit contemptuous sclf' awal-cness 1nirrol.cd in thc otllcl- 

<loins the same thing rvllat arc- \sr: doing Ilc.1-e rnan.. . tho1 

look of' ccot~on~icnlly dcpolldarlt cxpntriiltc wc rcallh d o w n  



t11c ladder- tnan 10 bc stuck oil this i s l :~ r~ t l  ~tl;lkil~g 11ig9c1. 

tl1ct.s at this little yeltow man (L.I., 176). 

'1 tlu \ ' .ISl1 as the black. h e  white as having to "niiiku nipgut. I';ICCS 

l'or th i s  l i t t l t .  qcllow man" (1.1, 176) drives home the transposi~ioi~. It is t o  

be noted Ihat in thc cnd Warren is rcportcd to have been expelled by 

Japan as an "undesirahlc alien" (1.1, 26). The effect that Ilnctorow 

achieves witf-i this countelpoising of cL11t~1t.e~ 2nd identities is vital to the 

explorations ot' self he c o ~ ~ d ~ l c t s .  A n  A ~ ~ ~ c r i c n n  as an alien in Snpnn. 

Nigguring for the Sapnnosc c~nphasiccs ~ h c  t luidi ty of identity the novof ist 

muscs on. EIL'IICC even the social analysis which spriligs fro111 the activist 

impc~lses of r1octot.o~ is reflective o f  the concerns 01' scl ih~oil .  Locjn 

is cscellent exalnple oS Doctorow's success iu pliicing the 

appnrcnl ar~istlactivist division closer to the core of sell'--thu existential 

cnrc which ~ n o ~ l d s  ones identity and expression. 'I'lloiigh ~~ltimately it 

strcsscs the iictionality of self. the path o f  exploration it has established is 

thc losical continuation of the trsls nIiic11 have cotnt: beli~re. 

Thus Doclorocv's intercst is. it) all ihc c:~scs nnalysed buficru. in the 

syntllesis oi'the visions of thew i n J i \ , ~ d ~ ~ a l s :  not in tile known. but i11 tllc 

knoniny .  l:ssentinl[y thcru is l i t l lc distancu separatins Hluc. thu first 

prt>tngor~isr I'ro~n Joe. the final one of this studv. ' l ' l~c s o r ~ ~ h l  rcal i  ty 

regarding t l lc  r i s t ~ ~ r ~ e s s  c~r. the \vrongness ol' an actio11 nevei- ~i~;~tcl- i ;~l iws 



and whu11 thcy likc Ilt~~ratiorl at thc c11d. this apparcnl rcillisatiorl ol' ~ h c :  

sclS only  scrves to under.li t ~ e  schis~ns inllnitc. Ill tic blc.ccls lo  dcath 

una\vare ( I  I '  tlie dictates OF existc~lcr--u l~ctl~rr .  lie tnakes lifc or l i  ii: 1n;ikcs 

hinl .  Representation hits as he Ikcls 1ht1t not t~ing courd be lixed. l)anicl 

rages: "IS I'I' SO TERRIBLE NOT TO KEEP TI IE MATTER IN M Y  

HEART, '1'0 IiVT TI I €  MA'1"I'T:R OIJT 01: MY I IEART. 'TO EMI"f'Y 

MY I IlEAKT O F  'I'HIS MATTERc!" (BI) 27). Coalhouse Walker is a man 

who connects ti cry thing and finally realises ~hi i l  ihc only conneclion 

110i\ pussible is the onc with drat l~.  ns Dn~iicl puts il. Joe, who only wants 

to bc "iree", linally t~lcrges with the wealth ho has fougl~t a11 alo~ig in 11is 

quest.  Each of these texts is infi~ntlrrl by this dymna~nics of individ~intion. 

Caught bcruc.cn the cnr~flicting pirlls of plural impulses, they, like f'athcr 

in Rugti~llc.  "ari-ive ctcrnally" (R'I' 368) 011 t hc  shores of self. They 

atteinpt to  ~l;lt.r~te i n  order to cluanlifj tllemselvc-,, h u t  their perccptio11 

tc11d.s to turn crilninal, rcnduring 111eir struggle f;,r. se1 f-dz l inition tortuous. 



Chapter 5 

C'ri t ~ ~ i t ~ a l s  of' Perccplion 

For Doctorow aesthetics and ethics mother each other artd the 

abiding pas s io~~  of his tiction is the indcter~ninate intercourse bet ween the 

two. 'l'he narrator--witnesses o f  his fiction are all seen indulging in  a 

course o f  ethical enquiry in which their exa~nination of the past lcads to 

the genesis of a fictional text. Morc often than not what begirls as an act 

of moral invcs~igntion concludes as an uxercise in i~nagirjative 

reconslruclion. Hecause, for Iloctorow. "presumptions oS form tend lo 

control presumptions of thought" ("1,anguage of Theatre" 637), and 

"tnoral v a l ~ ~ e s  are i~~escapnbly aesthetic" (Trenner 25). The enlightenment 

that hursls up on his leading characters i s  of a dubious kind as it only 

illu~ninates thc dreary slippage of nar-rativc and cxislence. The imposition 

of tile supposedly ethical on the p r e su~~~ab ly  acsthctic and vice versa 

~rlanifests itsclf as I - I O ~  a c o ~ ~ s t r ~ c t i v c  principlc. but a n  ahidins 

proble~t~atic. I'tlis discovery attests the intense subjectivity 01' cxpericnce 

and innate contradict ions that CIISIIC between the aesthetic and the cthic. 

Subsequently it results "il l  a way (of thought rccognising that art atul 

literature cannot escapc the i o ~ ~ ~ i n g e n c i e s  OF the w(>r!d7' (Vicirn 3 56)-  just 

as the  ctorld cannot cscape rl~e i111pingc111ct11 of' the iictional. Hence. 



Docton,w's lict ion dcpicts tllc contraclictiotl and l issurcs ol' uxistct~cc 

which attcmpi lo  approximiltc i ~ r t .  

I n  h i s  cardinal cssay on thc i~~cc t~an ics  of liction. -'l:illsc 

Documents." Lloctorow mentions a I-elkrence by Wal tcr B c n j a ~ ~ l i n  to a 

period before -.i"icl and fiction became ontologically diwrcnt  intcd" (2 1 ). 

The fictional writc'r i s  recogniscd to have discovered thc 

secrct the politician is born knowing: that good and evil art. 

constructed, that there is no oulragc, no monstrosities that 

cannot ht. madc reasonable and logical and virtuous, and no 

shining act that can not bc tc~rncd to disgrace--\\irh language 

("False Documents" 2 1 I .  

'l'llr: artistic heroes oS Duct orow subs~itutc the politicians and thcir 

system in drciphering the alternative yet possible truth. As they mine into 

the roots of their I c ~ n c y .  i t  iilsc) turns 0111 to be a vcnture to iirirarth thcir 

cultural genes too. Cnughl in thcir own narrative they seek refilgc i t )  t t ~ c  

hinterland co-occupied by lilk and art. -l'lle niirrative quest energiscs i~sol t' 

into not tnerel~,  L I ~ I  affidavit o S  art. as 1 1  simul~nncously brings into being a 

critiquc of- the politics too. '['he "I. anguage o r  Frcedmn" digs it1 to the 

"l,anguage 01' Rcgime" ("Fi~lsu Dc\cumcnts'' 1 7) on]! 10 c o ~ ~ c t d t .  the 

cor~str~rctetlness o f  the tn111; i l  has st,~rlcd out hunting fbr, the truth which 

will n~ithcnticiltc pcrsot~t~ood o f  these p~.otagonists. 



I'hcre are always conlingcnt circu~ll\ ta tlces but 1 would s a j  

the constarlt underlying everything is decpcl-at ion.. . We are 

r~lten iilled with ctoubts as  to thc v a l ~ ~ c - s  ut' what we'vu 

done--but beyond that to the form i t  self, to t t~c  trade.. .is the 

larger consciousness, il' there i s  such a thing, :~dvanced a 

quarter of 3 tenth of 3 thousandth of a milliinetre? (qtd. in 

Morris, "Systc~n o t' Knowledge" 455). 

The s ta tc~~~crl t  ~na r~ iks t s  thc statcd dilemma of the author. On  thc 

onc side thc author i s  worried ~vhether his "trade" can constructively 

ci)nf~-ibutl: to the expansion of the "larger cnr~sciousness." while doubting 

whether there is anything as such, beyond tllc silbjectivc realm. 

Irlleractic~n of impulses of ihis nature t.vi~lves into and results in the 

rlartali~ consciousness, 1% hich is nothing but thc pl:ij of  consciousness, 

consequent lo the antagonistic sy~nbiosis ol'thc sell' and the wor[l]d. ?'he 

narrative is infom-led 1.1) h i s  paralysing play o f  contrary pl~Ils of a 

consciousness thal rr )chs and wrechs any convincing reification. All the 

more so since Doclorow prci~ches the linking o f  the political and lht: 

individual. t t l t  social n t d  ~IIZ artistic. 1)octorow seems to concludc that 

the territ or? one possesses is u l t  i m a ~ r l y  one prescribed by !nngi~:~ge a r ~ d  

so tllc limits of individuation arc  thosc prcscl-ibrd linguistic all^. Hccause 

lar~suagc is one ol' the means wilh wl1ic11 \\I: ( t ry  t o )  ~nahe  sense of 



ourscl\ c<. they all cxplorc "to what rlcgrcc t l ~ c  inslru~ncr~l i l~angcs  OI 

creates the ptlc~iorl~ena i t  scportr;" {'I'renner 23 1. In the terrns 01' I3al-th, the 

proccss and the product always thrcnttn t t j  lrade placus and thc ~nediuin 

becomcs thc message. 

Doctorow has staled that to a grcat extent h i s  ~lr>vels are "about 

writers of one sort or anolhcr. a11 of them are kunstlcrroma~~e'' (qtd. in 

Friedl i~tld Schulz 19 1 ). Recalling ~ h c  protagonists of Faulkncr and 8a1.l h. 

his artist heroes are lonely. indolent, and olien inef'ficient in practical 

nmtters. 'l'hey arc  speculative and hulrl on  to their fiith i l l  narraring thcir 

past inlo legiti~nate lucidity. They undertake a quest for sell'-knowledge, 

Inore oftcn than not akin to rornantjc flight. 'l'hese artistlwritcr characters 

are urged to composilionicreation as a part o f  the said quest for identity. 

They are desperate. dissatisfied and dcluded sir~cc. the ratio~ialr: for wi l ing 

is rjften perso~~allsocial, not artistic artd so thcir tnsi wilh art is alwaqs 

coincidentiil. They a1 l 11rln3te either to nritc away thu pcrsorlnl crisis 

:csult:mt of' a social failure or. ti) rid themsulvc~ oi' the lugacy of failure 

thcy have inherited. E ~ c n  when thc act lends to an tpiphnnous encounter 

with crcotivity. i t  maniksts in siich a way that i t  also prcscrlts llle 

lii~iitations oi'thc art(ificc). 

An a]  GI  where Doctor-ow has taken the ingenuity ol' tictionill 

technique lo rare heights is that 01. tl~c ~larrativc voicc. lYroln his second 



I I O ~  el 'l 'he I3ot,kol' Lhtlicl unwards. I)c,ctol.ow has hccri inar-Led]) hc*c-11 on 

~nultiplying, tnystifying and ~nasking the narrative voice of' the text. '1 hc 

author t ~ n s  consistcntl! spoken about thc i~nportarlcc ol'gettit~g the voicc 

o f  his tcxt right and of the kind of desperation llz reels otherwise. The 

shifting voice and the Inany experiments with it, at the same time. 

cxposes the scepticism of the controlling intelligrnce of thc lext and the 

author. 'l'he experiments which begin in :nc Book of Daniel finally lead 

h im to the radical text of Lives of the Poct~,  a marvellous medley ol' 

voices which highlight the rc~narkahle artistry he has achieved in terins of 

r~nrrative voice. I t  Srequently happens in his works  hat in places of' 

narrative intensity whcn the story is at a very sucially active phasc, the 

sceptic, cxperimentativc vein slackens. often altogether disappears. The 

l i ~ i ~ i t  li)r the vtoicc generated bv the artist oftun clashes with Ihc socially 

conscic>t~s core of thc wrirer. The nnmativc inertin after 1l1e dcath of 

<:oalhclust. Walkcr in Rdgti~ne and the cluttcred nar-ration a f  el. thc return 

ol' Joe to I ,eon I .ake in Loon l ,ake point tc3 thc satne. ' I  he fraginent:iriness 

of I h t  voice is indic.;i~i\,c of the crucial dislocntions in thc narrator. This is 

why an analysis of the narrative voice is a necessary component of this 

study . I t  could tinally reveal thc travails of thc creating cnnsciousness. 

It is sigrlificar~t lhnt the auth i~r 's  experi~nenls in narratiorl and ill ttlc 

evolution o t the creativc self make him presenl inally his cliaractors ;IS 



I I I I ~ - - I I I ~ ~ ~  diarius. journals. simp]\ kucping 11otcs and 

rocc,~.ding thc~nselvcs. l:or instalice in Wulcomc to l-I;i~-(l Ti~llcs. 131uc is 

thc Icclgcr-keeper cull1 Mayor and in Ragl i~nc  wc h;we the Young 

Brother. Houdini, Father and the little Roy all recot-ding thernsclvcs at 

one stage or anothcr in tht  text. In 'I'he Hook of L)anicl, apart ft.or~l rlanicl, 

there are Rochellc, Par11 and Illany other minor ones rccordins 

thcrnselvcs. Similar i5 the casc of' Loon 1,akg too, where even lhe 

inanimate intclligcncc of' t tie computer fkalures among the contributors. 

This catalyses the di:i1og11~ ell' language nol only hutween the evocnt ivt. 

;inti rrrrrential dimensions. but an~idst the polyphotly uf'voices stern~ning 

from thcsc tenlative writers as well. 

'l'ightly intcnvuven with Ihe theme ol' ari/writing irl the novels is 

that c l  t' history too. As is mentioned, all lhese narralurs are chronicling 

their past. They want not only to straightell [twit. lives \vith the efthrt, hut 

also to get to t h u  hutlo~n ul'the history of the society which they illhabit. 

In the intcndcd c o n ~ t r u ~ ~ i o r l  of idenlily through the integralion of the past. 

prcscnt and f'uturc. hc. narri~tor turns into a historian. So, as in Faulkner 

and Harth. in~i iv ic i i~a l  and soc ia l  history $nine. blurring the cominor~ly 

llcld distinct ions between the public and the privatc. For Doctoru\v. "therc 

ih no history except as it is composed" (qtd. i n  'l'rent~cr 34). I Ie opines 

(hiit ( h u e  is w i t h e r  h c t  nor tic ti or^ as M'U scc it. l ~ i (  o11ly rlarrative. A11 thc 



pmtagonists of'  I Ioc torow ur~dcr  scruti~, tlcre. from 13l t ir :  to Joc. arc 

caught in ~ h u  intcrscctions of the pcrsonal and ~ h u  social, i11 the cor~pling 

oi' the f;iccual and fictional. "I listory shares with lictior~ 3 inode of 

mediating the world Tor the purposes of introducing the meaning, and ii is 

the cultural authority froin which they both dzt-ive that illuminates these 

facts" {qtd. in Trcnner 24). Mediatiotls of language betwcen the pcrson 

and his pas t  proceeds to creative lcvels of interactions, 1e;irjing to a tusion 

of "the figures of histilrian and artist i r l  a singlc c~nsciousness engaging 

in a strugg1e with itself' (Harter and Thompson 21). 'I'he explanations 

which they undertake lo redeem their problcmatised pas1 are one in which 

the bounds arc: hazy and shifiirlg just as thc voice and the contc'xt are 

oficn chi~nerical. History collapses into tiction as all ef'i'ort is rnade to 

authenticate it. 13octorow's very ti rst novel prrpares the ground ; ~ t ~ d  hints 

at the possibilities his ticlion might assume later. 

l3\uc, thc central charac~ur  in Welcume to I lord 'l'irncs. is the suli'- 

styled mayor ~ v h o  uses the ledger of transactions to record the rise a r ~ d  I'a11 

o f  the frnnticr town. Hard Times. Thc novel is in the for111 of' three 

ludgcrs. Ulue's l i r s t  set oi' ledger books art: destroyed in t l i u  [;st attack by 

thc Had Man. As t ~ c  builds up t l ~  town aga i~ i .  hc resulncs the habir of 

~na in t a in i~ ig  the ledgcr. But ~ h c  lown is destroyozd n seco~~t l  ti~nc by t t ~  



Bad Man who gets killed and Rluc is ~nor+tally wounded. I3lcc~li1ig to 

death, H lue co~npletcs his lcdger/novellhistory. 

Since the ~ ~ o v e l  i s  the lcdgcr kcpt by Blue as a kind 01. n l u ~ ~ l o i r .  ht. 

i s  the writcr as witness. recalling the past as hc slips to death. I 'hc  

arresting o p c ~ ~ i n g  ol' (he nove I keeps the rcadcr too engrossed in the story 

10 rcalisc thc signiiicar~ce ot' the teller's decisive complicity i l l  it. Rut  as 

n e  prc>gress, suspicion is arocrscd and corresponding to the doclining 

intcres~ in the plot, there is a g t o ~  iug enthusiasm to find out more about 

~ h c  tcllur o S  Ihe talc. 1'oir.ards ttle t~lidcile o t '  the ~larration. H lue  the writer 

co~ncs  to ~ h c  Sorc. With incc\nuistt.~~I picccs of information, the earliest 

traces of his cftbrt in rcprcsclntaticl~l surface. Bluc cites difkrent  

  no ti vat ions thr his dccision to rcstart his ledger keeping. Once he states 

that \\hen hc crtpcricnccd a rarc I H O ~ H C ~ I ~  of' reconciliation with Molly 

with tho arrival of' thc spring. "it was c n o i ~ s l ~  to start me keeping thu book 

again" (WI I 132). But i ~ n ~ ~ ~ e d i a t e l y  Blue ci>rt-ects himseli': "No, may be I 

atn not telling i t  right. Whcn I dipped m y  pen in the ink. i t  was not just ibr 

celeb ratio^^. i t  was so~ncthing that had to done" (WI I 132).  This 

constitutes the opening stutter i n  the narration, thc. 171ornent ivher l  thc 

reader bugins to think in a dual \yay as to the manncr 11ic plot wil l  unlbld 

and as to thc autl~enticity -of the unfolding p l u ~ .  1.ntcr as  t l~e  nal.l.atiorl 

picks up momen t~~m.  a tier the deceleration of' (he 1% I-itct-. RILIC ;irtl-itv~tus ;l 



third 111otivc for ~ t r i l ~ n g ,  the sight ol' Lar lying dead, shot in thc s~o~ t~ac t l .  

It inakus tli~n "sit down and try  to write whrjt happcnud" ( W I  I 2 1 1 ). Urllcn 

the novel comes to an cnd, the point to be pondered in dctail corlccrns the 

inan who narrates i t  and thc vcrazity of thc tale, ra1ht.r than the nature of 

the ~vctlts which are narrated. This is purlially because of thc i'act that 

"Blue's narration conceals to  111e point of undecidability his ow11 

coniplicity in the events" (Mcbt-ris 30). 

I n  his first prcltagonist Iloctororv has fused tFle duality hc is to 

distribute anlung the leading players of his latcr f7ciiotl. The narration oi' 

Blur reveals distinct strains 01' hope and despair in him. This roughly 

corresponds to the higtlly ~nagnificd activistlartist schis~rl which elnerges 

in the la tcr  writings of the novelist. 'I'here is an optimistic Blue ~ v h o  

bt~iids up the tcnr~~ after. i t  is hurnl to gro~rrlcl by the Bad Marl. The Hlue 

who persuaties Zat- to set up  business, who cajolcs E ~ r a  to have ihith in 

the coln~nercial potential of thu town, who distribi~tcs his moncy to thc 

.jobless in thc town to gerlerate as much ctnployment to renlovc the social 

disharmony as he can--this is the faithful side of the man. ihinkil~g 

positively to launch crcative venturus. But the nthcr Blue is the one who 

is almays ;I\r;arc ol' the ti~tility of his ve i i t~~rcs ,  the 111;111 Iilr whotn the Had 

Man is a certainty lo be ncco~r~~nodated. 1 Ic is thc onc ~ h o  will Icnd 

crc(Ie11ce to the uit+cuI:irit~ ol' Iiistory. the sccptic i l l  thc power of 



representation. 'l'his Ilumanist-esistcnlialisl polarily is tile spinc 01' 1 3 1 ~ 1 ~  

and of his narrative too. Not  unlikc. thc "terrible rcsponsi hilib " 

(Meriwet t~er  70-7 1 )  of which Faulkner spoke or the 13arthian policy of* 

" p c r f  ct scepticism in views and incorrigible opiirnism in actions" 

( I  .elnor1 l 5 71. 

Like the: protagonists of The  Book of Daniel or 1,oon I ,ake, Hlue is 

n character who al~vays vacillates in his  views and moods. I Ic is 

a11ernalivt.ly brigh~ and gloomy. hopefill and despondent: "Was this not a 

way of hoping or was I just being typical of myself, 11tlable to do 

surnething i11 the morning without rcgrctting i t  at night'!" (WH 178). he 

asks himself once. 'I'his waxing/wanin~ nai*ralvrial 1 oicc is ccntr31 to his 

fiction. I t  corresponds with the di\:isions w l ~ i c h  rcsidc it1 his 

consciousncss. As Bluc bleeds t o  clcath, tlie \'acillalion hcsins l o  ~hrciiton 

the very fabric of his act. 1s it the frailty 01' the draining ~nortality o r  the 

philosophical sunsc of clusivcncss'? Dcath calchins u p  and stifling hi111 o r  

Ihe Sutilu cff'ort at communication speeding his end? Thc  ambiguity 

1)uctoron ~hought  to be essential for good fiction here contributes to thc 

ci~-c~~lar.i 01' thc c o ~ t ~ p o n c n t s  or narrat i1.c consciousness. 

I his r ln~er ta in t j  spreads and :issutnes sceptic diit~cnsions oi' 

su b t  ersi1 c- propol-I icws fnr t hc rl:it-r:Itclr. As the novel proceuds. rathcr than 

thc illtcd dcstr-i~ction ol'tht. ~ t ~ i ' n ,  the ilet~ility ot-I\ riting takes ccnler stage. 



I nru trying 10 p11t what happencd but thc c1i)scr I have c o ~ n c  

in time. the loss clear I aln in n ~ y  mind. I am losing in> 

blood to this rag, But morc, I havc the cold feelin? 

evurvthing I t ~ a v u  wrir1et-t down doesn't tell how i t  was. No 

inattcr how cnrcfi~l I havc been to get i t  down. it still 

escapes me: like ivhat happencd is r beloiv my 

understanding, beyond my sight (WH 1991. 

r3luc. ns his narration progresses. turns out to be n n ~ a n  who 

creates fiction while attempting history. This d i l e~n~na  turns out to be a 

persistent feature cli'all the novels of rloctorcnv. 

-'Writing is onlv a !einporor) delay of' disillusionme~~t", states 

Morris, while ccuninentir-ig in the lisht of Hlue's slrugsles to t4eprcsent thc 

post (Modcls or  Misrcprcsentation 37). For thc narrator the elusivcr~ess in 

rcprcscnti~~g t l ~  truth is a 15 pica1 oSSslioot 01' the  ovcrall e l~~siveness  1) I' 

lifk. Tllc ~ ~ t t c i t ~ p t  to i v c  lik to a narrative conclitdt's with the drii i~ling of 

lift from thc narrator. The uncertainty as to whether the v a ~ a r i r s  o f  

mcmor, are to be i~ttl-ibuted to the wcakness in the dying inan or whetl~cr 

tllc tnan's strained hopr  of' salvation througil narration i s  a ~ g r a v a t i n ~  h ih 

life 3rd specding his  uncl, remain. Si~nilarly wl~ether the t l t ~ s i v c n e ~ ~  o f  

the message to yield to thc' ined i l~~n  is a consrquunce of' cosn~ic. 



elu.siveness or ivl~cthcr it is a l'caturc oi' Ihu m c d i u t l l  thal engenders a 

i'celing of elusiveness is leii unanswered. 

I'aul Levine is partly accurate in pointing out Ihal, "lhe question oi' 

t l ~ c  cxpcnse or lil't: in t l ~ c  cscation of art." is the stnplc the111c of 

r)octorow's liction (30). l.>octortw nd~llittedly follows thc rolnancc 

tradition or Hawthorne and he attcmpts in his ficticun "the idca of c u r i n g  

up life into meaning" {Morris, "System 01' Knowlcd~c" 444). Blue, 

bleeding his lire to the rag, i s  irnrlically cxperlding h i s  life f7r arc while 

believing thal his art can save his lif'c or the sense o f  i t .  -['his is how 

circularity, a persistent trait of his later fYcticln, matzriaIises irl the place of 

the self or thc narrative hc h;id hopc~l for. Fiction, whict~ is intcndcd to 

cure life to clicit 1no;ining ou( i t ,  prit.acloxicall_v L'O~HCS t o  L ' ? ; ~ S ~ C I I C ~  by 

w i n g  up  lif'e. When l icrion or. ~l;lt.riltive titlally cornes of age. the l i f  tc) he 

cured is used up  atlrl the meaning delivered is thu sense of' Su'utility t h e  

process liberates. T h i s  is why Lloctorow acknowlodgcs that art and life 

makc c l ~ c h  othcr. For Blue, as Arthur Schlesinger puts " truth. the truth of 

his scl r. colncs to be delined as the system oi'his limitations" (205). 

Molly's words to Mr. I Iayden Gillis on l h u  sclilcss devotion of 

Hlue as he charges nothing for the ptnt he distribules to the unemployed 

iu the tuwn is a clear rellection of the paradox called Blue: "you can trust 

his rccords for they show against him" (W1-I 139). In thc case of all the 



j?rotngor~isis slud~ctl hcrc, this is t l . 1 1 ~ .  'l'heir ~~;~r.t-ative, i~~s tu ;~ ( l  oI' proving 

ihcm. invalidates thcir \)cry exislcnce. 13~11  (he awaretlcss conics loo late. 

Blue wants lo "account I i ~ r  rhe way thingc  vent'' (WII 1 OX) ,  thinking 

"notalions in led2c.r can fix 11 fc. as i f '  some mark in a book can control 

thi~igs" (WH 185). In  the words O F  Christopher. D. Morris, "At the poiilt 

when he discovers tf~at  language ca~lnot replicate experience. and memory 

and externally obse r~ rd  reality can never bc as one. Blue the artist 

transcends Blue thc histori;inq' (Hnrtcr and Thompson 24). The text hence 

closes making the tension apparent between the images nf the art and the 

life ~nutual ly  counterpnised. The act of composition would continue. 

spreading life o n  li Se, composition kcding (111 creation--the eternal 

skirmish of t l ~ c  evocative and referential values o t' language in the "falsc 

docu~llcnts" of' the fiction. When the scene shi  f'ts frorn the parablc-like 

attnosphcrc of' ttw novel to the passionately conceived Thu Book ol' 

I)at~icI. the tcnsion s I tilost assurnts proportinns of a hiitt le. . 

111 the critical dzhates triggered by the publication oi' this 

pilli tically signiticant no\,el, ~ h t .  c h i d  qucstion concerns the ending of i t  . 

'I'he y11cst1011 is whether the novcl sl~bscribes to the artist vision ol'llanicl 

o r  the political OIIC it  bugins with. The sharp division among critics (,st.f 

Morris SO) Doctonnv IS bound to treat a s  [tie triumph oi'his novel since he 

nat~tetl [iction to achno\ i l t .d~c n ha t  hc Sell to be the i111wrent a i ~ ~ h i g i i i t ~  . 



Iloctoro~v's tictioil has coi~sislctltly becn Iloctorow wriling through his 

protagonist writing to ctiscover themselves. "I'he intcresls o f  tile 

protagonist--the individual, the aeslheiic and the social--progress in an 

inversely proportio~lal way in the novels. 'I'he texts begin by laying 

significance on thc ethical but as it progresses the ethical either gives way 

to the aesthetic ur they Suse in such a way that it becomes hard to 

comprehend the borders. In one way or another, all the conclusions of 

Doctorow's fictional writing have been resolutions of the artistic kind. 

This has bccn the fictional dcvice employed by thc writcr t o  enlarge the 

scopc of his enquiry from the pcrsonal to thc social and further to the 

questions of knowing. ?'he Book of Daniel dwells on the problein against 

the background oS the trial of Kossenbergs in America on charges of' 

spying. lJnlikc A W e l c o ~ ~ ~ e  to H ~ r d  T i ~ l ~ e s ,  The Hook o f  Daniel is involved 

with thc specifically historical episodc o f  the Kosenberg trial and Daniel 

is caught in the con~plex labyrinth of sclf and society, narrative and 

ideology. 

"False Documents." Doclorow's ficlionat ~nanit'esto. refers to the 

abiding intcrest criminal trials possess in the historical consciousness: 

Criminal trials in the courts of law where socic~y arrallgcs 

with iill  its investigative apparatus to apprchend factual 

reality. using tusted sulus of' evidcnce a ~ l d  nccl.ued wisdoin 



of our systctll ot' l i iws.  dcclare thc gui11 t ) t .  innocence of 

cicl'cndal-rts and come to judge~ i~en t .  'Yct the inost important 

trials in our history, thosu whicll r e v e r b e r a t e  in our livcs and 

have most meaning our future are those in which the 

judge~ncnt is called into question: Scopes, Sacco and 

Vinzctti. the Rosenbergs. Facts arc hu~.icd. exhumed, 

deposed, contradicted. recalled. There is a decision by the 

jury and, when the historical and prejudicial contcxl of the 

decision is  ex;imincd, a subsequent ,judgement by history. 

And the trial shimmers forever with just  that perplcxing 

ambiguity of a true novel (21). 

'Till n o i v  therc is no definitii~t: vtrsivn of the story which succeeds 

irl bringing out "thc trutll+' ot' the event and hcnce, " [a] close and 

contcxtualiscd reading of' the Rosenberg story necessarily confkonts the 

politics of writing and reading" (Carmichael xii i) .  111 other wortls, such 

criminal trials o f  standing reputations are those in which thel-c is rooin h r  

differing perceptions. As I Iarpha~n ridds, "lhe undecidability of such trials 

drjesn't merely rtsemblt: a novel; i t  opens up  a spacc that virtually 

produces the novcl, n spacc in which narrativity t2tkt.s precudunce over 



l 'hc hub 01' l)aniel'\ ~j~irs~ri t o S  rcillitj is knowin?, 1101 t hc known. 

F r t m  Ihe self-appointud mayor w h o  uses his ledgcr to rccc~rd or trying to 

record the past and to c~~mprchcnd thc present, we here move 10 a Ph. 1) 

scholar writing or attc~npting to write nf'loff thc t rauma of' his dead 

parents whcrl he is supposcd t i l  he doing his thesis. 111 hot11 cascs, apart 

frotn the parallelism discussed carlier, their deviation Srom tflc f'ormal 

activity results in thc narrative. While Blue enquires into the root of evil 

in general. Llaniel's invcsrigrition is made apparently easier as  hc is 

Irlohing into a specific criminal chr-lrge, evil of a specified kind. At the 

bottom Dnniel realises and 1)octorow illuslrates that whatever bc the 

target of' the exploration. t l~rough the ~~rcdium of investigation called 

narrative which tools languasc. truth can o i ~ l y  be apprositnatcd. This is 

beca l~se,  as thc explol-ation of' at1 arl gcts spilled into its rtlatives and 

subsidiaries. thc suiirch for the inotivc gcts stuck in the ~ncdiurn, there by 

myslifying nrl alrcady elusivc quest. 

Central tn ttle understandjr~g of the anistic nahlre vik the thcsis of 

llanicl is the label he uscs to depict hi~nself, "criminal of pcrcep~ion" (BD 44). 

I t  i s  a term in which the \carring tendencies and iinpulse.; of thc writer car) 

logically reside. as  is pointed olil by Harter and Thompson. In addition to 

that. it ttlc term is t o  bc analysed in ten-ils of the information tlie ~ ~ o v c l  

cIcl iverr;, i t  s i y i  ties the hi ~ h l y  itnprcssionablu psyclic. ( 3  t' r1anic.l. The 



agon j  oi' Danicl consists ol' his inability t o  c o ~ l ~ p o . ~  a logical rcsolutio~~ 

~ t ~ r  o f the  iinpressions he stores up in him. He  is dcnied 11ie ability lo siSt 

thc right from the wrong. The desperation that F)nctc>row ILcls to be an 

3114' of literary creativity is evident in  he strugglc ol' D a ~ l i e l .  

Tlie principal agony of Daniel in The Book of Daniel is in 

articulating hirnselt: b b l S  IT S(1 TERRIBLE N O T  TO KEEP ' fHE 

MATTER IN MY IlEART, TO GET '1'Hl-I MATTER OUT OF MY 

IIEART, '1'0 l?MP'I'Y MY 1-IF,AKT OF THIS MA'ITER?" (BD 27). 

Ilaniel enquires himself. .As he states in connection with his analysis of 

post-lvar American situation. the agitation cannot be extinguished 

i~~lmedia tc ly .  "the mind and the heart can nilt bc dc~nobili~ed as quickly 

as a platuon" (BD 33). This state of alertness in which he continues 

i~~capacitates a resolution though it ennblcs :i recording. however 

fragnented it may be. There are inany I I I ( > I H C ~ I ~ S  III Ihe novel whcn he 

dithers, thinLing ~11'his decisions to get thc ~ ~ l a t t u r  out ol' his heart. But he 

does not want 10 I\eep i t  in  his heart as "the only thing worse than  telling 

what happened is l o  leave it to the imagination" (BD 72). At the end 

ncithcr suppressior~ not. expression dulivers Daniel since thc psychic 

agitation I landicaps his ability 1t.1 differentiate and deliver. 

I'rue to his artistic status, 1)nnicl fuuls iinprisoned/governeclevr~ by 

Images. 



I wrjrl-v about inlages. Imagcs art. what I h i~ lg s  Incarl. 'l'ahc 

the t i  ord irnagc. I t  connotes soii, sheer ilush sh imn~cr ing  o n  

the air, like the rainbonod slick of a bubble. Itnage con~~lotes 

images, multiplicity being an iln~ige. Images brcitk with a 

s l ~ ~ a l l  ping, their destruction is as wondcrh~l as their being, 

they are essentially instrtunents of torturc cxplcxling through 

rhc individual's calloused capacity to feel powerh~l, 

undiflrerentintcd elnotions fill! of longing and dissatisfaction 

nnil monumentality. 'I't~ey serve no social purpose (I3L) 93-4). 

C:c~tnpIor, itlcougruous and bizarre, the quote drives hoinc thc 

d i l e ~ n ~ n a  congenilal to thc artistically ind ined  act ivisls 01' Doc torow. 

Reins the hcarer of a highly se~isit iva psyche in which lllultiplc images of 

heterogu~leous kind rain on. hc ciin not help cunnmunicatirig the torturous 

potential 01' i~nagcs .  Images operalt. ill the space upcncd up bctwccn a 

won1 and i I s t n o a n i n ~ s  bq virtue of languilscs' innate polvptlony . , 4 1 2  

image can herald the entry of'rl~ctorical functions of lansunge. somct i~~ies  

at t11e oxpenst. of the Ic~sical onus. As Cjayatri Chakravnriy Spivak has 

stated in another context, "there is a uay in which the rhetorical nahtre oi' 

cvel-v 1,tnguage disrupts its logical systetna ticity. 1 f \\ c r~nphasise thc 

logical at the cspense oS its rtlelorocity, u.t. remain safe" (3591. Ilaniel 

can't nr~r l  I I C  dccrics ttlc infinity t h ;~ t   it^^ images r~tlcrnpl to itliposc on his 



mind. MultipIi~ily hcsiegcs h i m  upscrtir~g his q~~est  fijr dui i r~i t ivu  

knowledge. 

The locus of Lhniel's narration is n o t  on thc known. but on the 

knc-nving. Yet. i t  wouid bo Inorc precise tir staiv that ~l le  thrust is un the 

difticulty o f  hnowing. Apart fi-i-om the inability to tee1 diffcreniiatcd 

emnlions. the other root of his stlf'l'ering is thc elemcnt oC rcpelitiori 

evident in writing as i r l  lik. '-To \%rite. fcrr Daniel. is ro be condemned lo  

rct ut'n and to rcpeat: repetit ion pcrtnc;ttus his n:ltrativC'' (Morris 88). In 

the sequential nature of Iang~~age. ttlerc i s  the nccessily of return. which 

Danicl can e11dut.e as his is already a rcturn to thc A~ncrican past, digging 

for the truth he can ruly on. Repetition, as in Ragtime and I ,eon Ida&, 

assu~nes many forms in the novel--from thosc ithich are indicative of the 

~111-agcd y sy c11c oi' Daniel. almost bordering o t ~   he ir-tsane. It:, thosc that 

operate. paradoxicall>. as a s~ructurnl  pri nciplc. w i th  mcthorjical jumbled 

w r i t i t l ~  in bctwttn. F o r  instance Daniel ~ r i t c s  as he rtluses on tht 

dc  t i  I I ~  tiorr of '-critnc and treason": 

IF THIS BE TREASON hrl,4Kf? THE h/IOST OF lT ! 

ITthis hcc is tristante ri~ake the moul of it 

If this  bc tht: 1casvt1 ~ri>ikt. a mulch o f  it 

l f t h i s  bric is in  season, drink sornc trlilk with i t  

[ [ ' this birch i s  Cca$ins, ~nakc  her pvst un i t  

I f  this bo!) is hrcathin9 ~rlnkc a gho\l o t ' h i i ~ ~  (I31 1 1 84). 



[ I  i s  t11c disc~i.;.;ion ol' !he conslituticlnul delil~itiot~ of' ct-irnc i111i1 

trcaso11 Sor \t~\tictl his parcnt.; were executcd that pnmpts this sli~tenlent 

ti-o~n hitn. ]'he progressive disintegration t tlrougl~ repetit ion of a l o g i c ~ ~ l  

utterance rctlccts no1 only the agitated psj chc o f  the writer. 1 I also ir~iplies 

the collapsc of' l a~~guage  under burden oL' thought.  Still rc-petitio~l can't be 

helped as Daniel sechs justification of either his paretlts or the state 

through any which vent possible. But words eitl~er lapse into gibberish or 

bccome traps of textuality. Rather than authenticate onc's persunhood, it 

only aids the feeling of cternal duplication of the self-sough{. 11 attests the 

disability of writing. There arc instanuts of repetitiorl which fortify the 

structural patiern of the novul too. Many of thc sudden trar~sitions of the 

thel-uatic kind. t h o u ~ h  repetitive, bclong to this group. 

O I ~  otn oln om111 olnm oIn om o ~ ~ t - t m r n ~ ~ i  

Clhrn ohtnin uhm ohrn nh~tltn o h m m ~ n m m  

What is it that  you can't see hut y o t ~  can Ikel 

U'h;~t is it that you can't tasie and can't s~llell and catl't 

touch but call fkel 

O h m  oh111 ohm ohm ohtn.. .(HI> 242).  

'I hi? poem i'ollows IJarliel's discuss~rlo oS the apparcnl tnotivations 

of' Selig Mindish in hrtraying P u ~ l l  and Rocl~clle. A passngt: which 

dcbatcs the 3~1i It i l i l ~ i  LI I I IOC~IICC gives to ii  pt~ss;i?c ~scillati 11g 



Ilc.11z ccrl ohrn and ot~l--a ltorld of spil-i tual pilit cr i ~ n d  lhal ol' eluclricily. 

This inc;lr~tatot.y. sceiningly obscurc limtrick refers to the power 01 '  thc 

unsccrl and rcllccts the irlcapaci ty of Danicl to rendcl- trarlsparrn t the 

schisin and uni i j  h i ~ ~ ~ s c l f  tlirol~gh his I-tarrative. 

'I'hc multiple cndillgs of' the novel arc an apt summation of the 

elusive quest for truth it has bccn involved in and i t  once again cviderlces 

the principle c~l'rcpctition. In addition 10 the atimission of the truth of lhe 

situation as "cc~t~itnbility oi' evil'' (RI>  29 1 ), Doctorow makes thc struct~tre 

loo a vehicle of the same plurality. ,A r~arrative which intends to cclnli-ot~t 

and conquer "the t1ranr.y of' meaning" (Camnichael 7). admits the 

inconclusive n a t ~ ~ r c  of the ~neanirlg-tnaking language. For Daniel, I iku f r 

Satil Bcllow's Mosus I Ierzog, "IS the unexplained life is not worlh living, 

the t..uplainccl l i 12 is unbearable too" (tl crmg 302).  He agonisinglq 

percei\us that '-the spuakincg, sub-ject is n frngmcnted entity produced by 

the act ol'spenking" (Zwcig 14h). As Harphatn puts it,  

The scarch fix- a rlatrative [node that will suc~~r-t: Itle truth 

has Icd 1)anit.l to invcstiyte the probleinatics ol'mcaning irl 

tlarrativc end has brought hitn to the  brink of a disabling 

corlcli~sion: that ~ h u  polcs uf narrat ive are respoctivcly. 

nlorlctr+ous and bo r i~~g ,  incanit-tgless iit~d L I I  I too mcnnin9ti11 



and the ~larmtivc is o ~ ~ l \ ,  lllc ct-ossing 01' two types 01' 

~~~isrepresentalions ( 8 5  ). 

The fiction-chroniclu hybrid he prcscnts in Ragti~~ie is very t n ~ ~ c h  

informed by the q u ; l ~ ~ ~ i a r >  01' the arlistslnriters eternallj, "csisting in tllc 

process oS becoming" (1 Iarter 8 1 ). In line wilh the sweeping narrative, t tlc 

novel contains ii number of artistsl~vriters who ~ ' o u l d  like to connect 

thu~nsclvcs o u t  of the baffli~lg voici of Ihcir selc'cs by perfortninglwriting. 

Et'ti-cting a tect~nicai lcap from the sceptical narrator Blue and puzzlccI 

radical Ilaniel, Dcotorow produces a classical narrative voicc whose 

identity is lluid. Doing away ivilh co~lventional tools of narrative 

complexity likc abrupt brcaks. protwun shifts, and mixing of genres, ~hc :  

writer compvscs n smooth text in which the impossibility ol' 

roprcsentation is bornc out by suave Iluct t i l i t  ion o t' thc pscudo-historical 

voicc. Apart frotn the little Hoy, thc controlli~ig i t ~ t c l l i ~ c n c e  of the text. 

thcrc are arlisl ligurcs like Harry I-Ioudini. the magician. Coall~ouse 

Walkcr. the pianis1 and ? ateli. the silluette artist. To strcss the author's 

presumption that the flu1 o f  indetzrminacy and the fluidity of identities is 

not si111ply a writer-oric-ntod dilc~n~nn, he brings to his ficlion thc cscapc 

artist 1 loudini and silhouette artist 'I'ateh. C 'ualhou~.  thc tnusician and the 

littlc )70!'. the M rilctA. 



1l)octorow has a t~c~~lptczl  a broad i~~vus t i ga l i on  into t l~c art-l i li: 

mutuality and in tierent dilemmas in &%ti ~ n g  through an n r r q  of 

charactcrs poised drlicatcly at varying borders oi' the twine. All of the 

artist charactcrs face identity crises as an off'shoot of' the social prejudices. 

Yet tt~r'y go different i+ ays scekiug integrity of exiqtence. 1 Ioudini is 

placed at the fringes of society, with most of'  himsclf consumud by his 

passion For his art of escape. 'I'ateh is tile socialist who turns his back on 

ideology and rices to ~vealth through his art. Coalhouse the perfectly 

balanccd violinist's life is basical l_v consu~ncd by his lmssion for justice. 

'I'ht: l i l t l t  boy is poised in his narratltm as the master orchestrator of this 

congenitally unsolvable jigsaw puzzle. 'l'ht: rrl(ertnitlment, the econolnics 

and the legal machincry of society arc iuxtapnsetl with art to inine deeper 

irilo the sym bio~ic quest. ?'he argunlcnt implied ir-t the pervasivetless of 

the prohlc~n and the operative tension, again, further conlirin the depth of 

exploriition that Doclorow seeks. What disestablishes heir  attempt ar a 

sense or integrity is marli t'cst at dil'i'crent levels. though at the bottom the 

111;lla~ly boils down to thc satne. FIencc, Kagimt: i s  a cotltirluation ot' the 

probing oi' dynainics of pers~~nliood and the itnpositions ol' the 

itnagination through which resolutior~s arc ct'fected. All the artist figures 

01' thc text are polilically involved or they have pol i t  ics i r~volved in their 

lives. I'he figurative and ~.el'crctltinl futictions ol' Iarlgl~;igc mcrgc in thcir 

portr,~ials and i l l  the n a y  thcy li2ht to be theniselvcs. 



In t ercstinsly thu Icading artis1 Iigi11.t i t)  Ragtimu is  I 1nt.r-y I Iol~dini,  

the renowned escape artist. The coitus interruplus it. hich t r i g ~ c r c  t 11c: 

t~ar-rative i s  caustd by thc arrival ot' tloudini. 11' the novel cnmlnelices wilh 

a C I ~ S U ; ~ !  dissipation of thc crcativc act. life, all through the tiction 

afterwards it is lire and creativity that pi~zzle him. Fallitlg cluarly into the 

art-life dichotom>~ of l)octorow's fiction, "Houdini's proble~n is that he  

could never make the connectior~ between lijc and art" (1,evine 5 8 ) .  IIe is 

a tonnentcd Inan perpetually contcmpla t i t ~ g  on himsell: h i s  art. and its 

success. f le craves reception of the perfect kind as "people who did not 

respond to his art profoundly distressed him" (RT 3 1 ). Often the struggle 

ocan individual to iind himself in the fiction of I>octoro\v is dei'lly rclatcd 

to his olvn moorings in the lower and under-recogniscd strata of' socicty. 

I loudini "had cc.)mr: to realise t h n ~  the people who did not respo~~d to his 

art tverc illvariably of the upper classes" (RT 3 1). It is through this anglc 

that thc ~~ovttlist inlrod~~ccs !he social dimension of kluitdini's struggle. I t  

is this social inequality that powers the r~rtistic spurt of thc man. 

What Iloi~dini is afer is recognitit~~i. S i ~ ~ c e  hc is an  cscapologist. 

thc recoy~itic~n he i'ecls to  be legitimately his is that of' A n  artist. I l c  is 

1nortalIy scared o f - a  fitti~re horn which hc will be left out. I f  Danicl is left 

[Being ;I t '~~turc t r o t 1 3  which IIIarlicl 1 1 1 ~  individual will be excluded :IS he is 



01' his race. "Wti;i~ was ihc s t n x  of' his l i  t'e i f  pcoplc walked o ~ l t  o t' the 

1 heatre and forgot h i ~ u ? ' '  ( RT 791, hr Inuses. I Ie seeks an artistic so l  (11 1011 

f h r  a racial, class-indt~ced problvtn. This tkar 01' the possible oblivioust~css 

puts him in the class of ~ ) a n ~ & l  as he t o r ,  is tormented by the f'act that his 

piirents' allegtd crime has classified him, nullieing his potential for a 

frcc existence. Houdini's dissatisfaction pi~shes hi111 to [lying, literally. 

r:,vt.n his successt'ul European tour fails to enthuse him. "He wondered 

why he had devoted his lifc to endless cntertainment'' (RT S I ). This lkar 

eggs hiln on to strctch thc /iillits oi'the possible and attempt daring acls of 

cscapc. His frantic gesture of attempting to quiz the blast victim regarding 

the essentials of his miraculous escape is no! without its cvmic side. Yet it 

deserves to be emphasised as the act re~.eals the sense ot' desperation 

I loudini expcricr~ces as n result of his art being infinitely removed fkorli 

reality. 

In Ra.ctimc Houdi 11i.s craving t i ~ r  recognition by pcrtilnning 

collvincingly reveals 1)octorow's ret llnl to his thcmc nf representation nt~d  

the art's ability or inability of performins i t .  The "endless process of 

dissatisfaction" (KT 52) that Father tklt is similar to the acute 

dissatisfaciion sxperiunced hy IIoudini. Bu( i t  is closer tcr ;I sunsc of  

l';lilurt: manif7est ill l3lut: as hc attempts 10 narratc the past in to existerlce. 

The s i p i  l icancc ol' I Ior~dirki Ilit~gos on the tict thal tl~rougl~ the chanlctur 



of I ioudini  l.>oztorow ~-,iiscs to thc curltcr of'thc lext tllc strugglc ot'art and 

life: the slruggle 01 3 r t i ~ l  1% rr11 life. Ile is '-unable to dist i~~guist~ his !ilk 

lrom his tricks" (K 1' 1 7 1 ). "It is iis i f *  the atlctllpt to repruserlt must 

necessarily delude ~vith 111e Ihlse proinisc of escapc in  Lhc face oc 

necessity" (hlorris 109). 1 Ir: docsn't want to bc treatcd as an "illu.~ionist." 

I Ie is "the   tin st poigr~nnt examplc of the incapacity to regard the self as 

subicct to invcntiot~ and reinvention" (liarpha~n 89). He is as much in 

scarch oj' this elusivc reality which can confer trulll on his art as Blue 

does wilh his ur-it i t~g. "Thurc w a s  a hind of art that used the real ~ o r l d  

for its stage. He couldn' t  touch it" (RT 79). Hcncc his mission is to 

perform in such n n'ay that the rnagic can he a reflection of life, a true 

reprcsuntation of it. For this his arl will have to soar to the pinnacle of 

perfection, to t-llirn-rr lhe trick 0 1 '  lift: as l i f e  itsulC is  a kinti (11' trick. The 

dissatisi'action ~vtlich cat;il~~.;zs Houdini is "the dcspair with what clnc has 

done. that dissatisfjcticj11. that need to plish on'. (Morris. "Systern o f  

Knowledge" 4751, which propels I loclorow as well as his protagonists in 

to fiction writing. 

Lrich Weiss aka I Ian-y Houdini is mother-obsessed :ind the dcath 

oi' his i11other pushes 1ii111 further illto crisis as he throws himsell' illto a 

search for a ~nedium to co l j~~l~ut~ ica te  i~.' ith the dead. This c l ~ ~ e s t  fbr (IIC 

\r~pcr niit~~rul ;11ltl the ~ i ~ h s ~ r ( ~ ~ ~ t ~ t  diicilchantment with i 1 so011 dc~vi;ltc.s in 



to a thirst ibr exposing the Iraud of '  wat1ce.q: "the unmasking ol* L I I C  spirit 

fraud wherevri- h u  found it" (R1  232). 1 Ioudini's scarcl~ tnr the ultit~late 

cscape act it hich will transfbnn i tscl f to I i f u  Icuds hiin a1 thc end to be orla 

known Ibr cxposing thc unrealit! of t h r  others u 110 deal in liction. His 

final consolation is in rcvenling 111u spurious claims of reality of others 

fiction, wilfully obliviuus of thc void hc cxperiences regal-ding his claims. 

I t  is quite revelatory that the novelist opts to have him frozen in the 

prtlccss of anolher escape art--in the process of sci~rching Tot a place in 

thc real it) 's scheme of' things. 

KeaIity cotild he schemvd the way i t  justifiably has to be, thc way 

justice wills, as far as Coalhouse Walker is concerned. "wl-iat is worse, 

you are a trained musician." Huokcr. '1'. Washington. d u r i ~ ~ g  his 

admonition o f  C k a l  t~ouse Walker inside the blorgan L. ibrary, states with 

surprise, "onc whu C O I ~ I U S  to this infamous cntei-prise fi-om t h e  I .yceuln of 

music. w11t.r~ harmony is reverenced and I I I C  strains of the harps and 

t r u m p c t s o o f  hcnvrn are tllo ~noduls for sung" (K'I' 319). Coal hnuse Walkcr 

u ho charges the narrative with his lusl for social justicu IS A black pianist. 

In the novel, thc harr-nony he seeks is snci;~l one 11ot artistic. This is not 

~111Jikc Morgan in Loon Lillie spcaking spirituality or Father in Kapti~nc. 

thc one whcl deals in [lags and tzstuons 2nd tire poLver t i l t -  the ctwrltt'y 

lacking a political cunsciousncss. Co;llt~ousc. scts h i ~ n s ~ l l '  apar! I ro~ l l  t h C  



artist ligurcs 01' Lloctorow as hc is 11ol in llight and fkels lhat a ~iiusicinn 

needs a pertnane~it place. Coal hot~si: evokes surprise with h i s  

detrritlination. a quality singulrlrly lacking in thu fictional domain of 

Doctoro\tl ar~d this sul-prisc incrcascs as he is an artist. 

t-lc is the sclf made Americi111 artisl, ~ h c  toil of Warrcn Penficld. 

thc Sailed artist in Loon Lake. Hz is a capable musician, but one who 

bciieves it1 dignity oi' tnan. 'That makes him Iooh so unartist like in the 

self-sufficient carriagc of tllc Inan. He hasn't lclst his perspective studying 

others emotion as il ha2 happcned to Warren. Coalhouse WaIker. the artist 

possesses the integrity not riissi~nilar to the moral quality of' Walker, thc 

man. tl is art too is a iiwastlre of thc rnatl who seeks self-si~fficiench of the 

highest kind. Wllcn he plays music. strains hung like small bouquets i n  

the a i r  and onl? thosc secined to hc the possible interprctatiorls c ~ l '  thc 

world. Thc co~ntnon feeling of thc tension hctween transfbrmation and 

completion. desiru and its salisfidction, is nonexistent in Coalhousc 

M'nlker. 

If Coalhouse Walker is the artist as reformer. then the Little H y  

pcrfnnnh thc role of the arlist as repot'tcr--the narrator as u~tness .  Ilespitc 

;he acccpted or~tological indrtcrtninacy o f  t t~e text, thc roarnirlg voice 

which holds thc text tosether is attril~utcd to hirn. Thc text is  takcn tcl he 

II;II-I.;I~~~ by 111" ,ittlu t 30>,  L L ~ I  has groi+ n in to his GUS. I lc. neglcctud 



q11itc: carly by his parclils like other young char-aclcrs ol' I>o~toro\v,  s t ~ o w s  

the hlot~ining creativity of hiin in ttlt: no\*cl. The various threads of'attistic 

i~npulses in the cliflerent artist l i g l~ rcs  ot' the novel find fusion in thc 

image or the boy. 'I'he rcpctition inherent ill I nteh's silhouette, the 

dissatisFdction cl~aracleristic: of Houdini, and the despair of Father. 

The Boy has precocious intelligence in him. "In his ~n ind  thc 

meaning of solnethi tlg was perceived thrnl~gh i t 's neglect" (I i ' l '  89-90). 

"I le was alerl 1101 only to discanlcd r~laterials but to ~~ncspcc tcd  events 

and coincidences" (RT 90). A "strange child." he has n o  tYicnds. Thc Boy 

1% itncsses ceaseless testi~nonials to the transfi)~-rnations bcfilrc him. 

"Cirandfathcr's stories ~ir-oposcd to him that t hc fot~ns or I ife were \,olari I e 

and that everything in the world could as casily be somethiri~ else"(K.1' 90). 

1 Ic accepts storics as images uf' truth and t herc t'crrc as prnposi tions that 

could l7e ~ e s k d "  (RT 9 1 ). 

tde discovcrcd mirror as a Incalls o 1' 1111plicalion. He would 

ga7c at IlirnscIf until there \vcrc t w o  selves facing one 

another, neithcr of which could claim to be the real orlz. 'I'he 

scrlsatio~l was oi'bcirig disetnbodicd.. . I t  was evidcn~ to him 

that the world cori~poseci and rccotnposed itself constantl~~ 

in a n  endlcss process ol'dissatisfautir~n (RT 31 ). 



' I  t ~ c  Buy narr.;Itor xcs dl~plicat ion C V C ~ ~ I ~  hcrc. I I c  plays lhu 

v~ctro la again and agairl as i f  to lest the undurance ol'thr duplicable cvent. 

As Morris points 0111, "the duplizable evcrlt is here associ;iled with a 

seemingly inexora blc loss oi' individuation" ( 109). The Boy draws the 

submerged siinilaritj betncen lifi:  and art. Just as a silnilarly cut series oi' 

silhouette can be made to nwrk into 111~hility o f  life, i t  is thc repetition of 

arts which can attri bull: ~nvmcntarg realilyin~raning to life. Hence arl car1 

rlcjt colllpnsc life's cssent ~ a l  idcntiry. But art can approxirnntc i t  through 

composition and recmnpcl<ition. 1 'his. any waj', will lead to only cndtess 

dissatisfaction--the constant under every creative act. 

Even when the littlc boy argues that "~noving pictures depended url 

the capacity of humans, anii~lals. or objects lo fori'eit potions of' 

t1ic111~eIv~~ ...'- (K'I 9 1 ). I ~ C  essential referer~cc is Lo mela~norphosis as 

progress. -1 he (hcult: is t t ~  usual one of the ~~eriodic: extinctionlevolulion 

nf sclf as t l w  discovery nl' sell: As he sa) s oi' the baseball match, "the 

same thing happens again and again" (K'S 172). I t  is circuIas bur (>(' 

varying radii. Repcnted efSc)rts at corn position evidetlcc creation. '['hus the 

boy reportet- cspo~~scs repcnted rransf'c~rlna(~on as 11fc's basic principle but 

sornc how feels that though they trans ibnn. they form also. 

'I'rausfbrmation bcing the hnnalion too. 



1'111: boy is thc unsceptic narrator, urllikc L31uc in W c l c c ~ ~ ~ ~ c  to I Iard 

I illlcs. as h r  nu longer perceiixs that the elusiveness 01' thc uIti111ate --- 

rralitj is scr~nething to he concretel) espericnced, expressed. Inslead, t h C  

narrative, t l t t  voicc of the text itself proics t l ~ e  point. Tllc ctlailge in  

changelessness 01' thc sclf is evidcnt. ' I  tit. uvil is to persist whcttlcr i t  is 

called the Rad Man o r  Jimmy Fee. Faher's journal ol' thr: arctic 

exploration, Tateh's silhouettc and Iiiler 111ovies--all thcse different modes 

01' artistic representaliun pasc through the hatlds of the I ittle buy. I tu takcs 

to watching himself in the 1nirn)r to watch tllc self-duplicarioi~. "the 

d i m ?  ing fkel ing o t' separating fkom hin~scll' endless1 " (KT 9 1 ), c\,el-y 

separation bcins an act ol' cotnposition. recompositi on, "in an  endless 

process of dissatisfaction"(RT 9 1 ).  

Tl'ntel~. the Jewish immigrr~nl is another significant artis1 character 

in Ragtime. Many critics have dwelt at lenglh 011 the character a s  they 

analy scd his reject inn oi' socialism for \he capitalistic drer~ms, The 

]>ol I tical affiliatinnq oi' thc cl~aractcr a11d tha author eclipse tilt: 

signi ficaiict: of this artisl. Originally o ~iIhouette artist, ' I  ateh leaves his 

hrs t  dwullit~g i is  he listens to 111c anr~rchist Elnilla (;oldMan rcvcaling thc 

idzn~ity of Evcli~l Neshit who has taken a t-ancy lo  his daughtcr Sh;l In 

thc context o f  the insislcr-tt presence 01' the principles of circ1i1at.i t! and 

scclucncc in his t ~ o \ ~ ~ l s ,  'I'nteh's artistrl, in siItlocrcltc ;lnd latcr in  n1ovit.q is 



of reluvarlcc. I n  a 111aster1y analjsis Rudick co~ntnents o r1  thc sill~ouultc 

art. 1,ikc Rii's photographs ineant to clcar~ the shclter ol' the immigrants, 

the s i lhoue~~e too fails lo  bring to light the agony and anxiut! ol'the l i ~  ing. I t  

rcflecls "the ir~dctcn~~it~acy and crrllcern with the self' (Budick 1941. Tatell's 

is "the hand of ihc artist literally culling out an  image of Ihc world i n  bold 

and ur~rclicved opposition to evsything the artist dues not wish to 

consider" (Budick 194). 'l'ht: static outline of reality that thu silhouctte 

composcs denies not only room jbr realism, but interpreti1.e space too. 

"Einpticd of detail, Ilie silhoueitz convcys repeating and t*r=peatahle out 

lines that canccl the urgencies oS social reality. I t  is a n  cmpt? fi~r~tasy of' 

the world. ilat shapes and figurcs that are often representi~tions n t' the 

outlincs or  self' (Budick 195). Thc effort is to fill the i oid betwc.cn the 

outlitles, the borders o l- existence, of' each artist ~ v h n  precedes Tatell in rhc 

fiction of Doctorow. I f  tloudini's quest f'or the ultinlatt escape art to 

cscnpt f i o ~ t ~  thc itll;u rfcrable lightness of being leads to saving thc gulliblc 

from the guiles of spiritual frauds, Tnteh fights the, "varyin? degrees of 

unrcaliscd hope" (K 1' 05) by tt~rning hilnr;rll'i~lto a maker of Silhouettes. 

realiscd in val-iecl dcgrers o f  frozen positions. 1,ike in the case 01' 

Coal tloitse Walker, ' I  a t t h  doesn't arliculate his inner a1t;ichrnent to his art. 

i Ie serlrls to consider hilnself 3 working artist carryin? all thc sncialistic 

corlnotations of the term. l'he silhouctte of't'ateh is hishly s ~ r ~ ~ e h t i v c  01-l11e 

rcpctitik c h~r;iin ol uo!~lposirio~l i i s  \ \  el 1 as lhu scllse r )  I' ; t i c t ~ m p l c ~ ~ ~ ~ c s s .  



A si)hor~cttu is a I ~ I ~ ~ I L ~ I I ~  frozun and  A pos111rc clcrniscd. '1 hat i t  is Ihc 

clubbing of a it~ultitude of such  posturcs tl131 lel~ds to at1 illusion of l i fe i s  

propositions whicli constitute 111c l-iction of' L)oclorow. I f Houdini's 

magic is in a way ticlion compresstd and magnified. Tatch's silhouette is 

fiction miniat urised, particularised and tiozen. It certainly is  a cer~tral 

addition to Dvcotorow's incdiration on thc rr~echanics of life and 

Thc crircial move Tateh makes when he nttetlipts to make thc'sc flat 

representations rno1.e is an cffort to makc t h c n ~  come alive. Ile draws the 

silhouette at varying dcgrres 01 action and ilips lhern first to create a n  

impression of motion. From lhese movie hooks he latcr turns to ~novies. 

I Icnct. thc semblance of inohil i ty . change. ]>rogt4ess comes ji-otrl repetition 

o f  static and si~nilnr motionc. 'l'ateh who is worried that he may have to 

go on. -*in varying dcgrccs oi' unrcaliscd hope" (RT 95)- ultimately 

coalesces postt~rcs in varying degrzcs of unrcalised hope into action. life. 

Even the rnovics which make hi111 rich and popular rely on the 

~nt~ltiplici~tirm and rcpetilion of the similar. I t  is an  illustl-aticm or thc 

illusiou of reali that cnines horn tccht~ical manipulatio~l of the 

circularity of  existence. I t '  ~cchncllog> often I i inc~io~ls to deny the 

I q i  tiinac? o f  existcuct. in D o c t c ~ ~ . c ~ ~ ,  here ironically, 'l'atch movcs to 



lechnology l o  make his l i i i :  uornc alivc. 'l'his i.ottstitutcs tlie s c c o ~ ~ d  irotly 

of 111s l i ti and rvcry such ison! in rloctorow coniirms thc itnpossibilily ol' 

individuation o f  the settled kind. 

Thc many who seek to extricate themselves out oS the suff'ooating 

repetitior~ artd the subsequent tieling o f  circularily attempt il through 

recording their experier~ces/crisis in  writing. Father, mother's Younger 

Brother, Houdini--all three have tried it at onc stage or another ol' thcir 

life. Significantly they resort to i t  when in the grip of desperation or life 

denying isola t iou.  Father's literal isolation di~ring his trip lu North Pole 

brings to the fore the. sut~~nerged Ce'eeling of desolation. In the killirlg 

ctintcr of the pole father needs lu withdraw. 

tu thc theoretical consideration o F his system.. . Falhcr kept 

hiinself under control by writing in his journal. 'l'his was n 

systerrl too. lht. systcm of language and conceptual isation. It 

prvpuscd that human beings, hy the act of making witncsscs, 

warranted tirnes and places for their csistcncc, other than the 

time and place t h t y  were living t l~rough (RT 62). 

'The illusion of' escape that writing gu;lranluc.s--the illusion of thc 

ct~nstruction of' all a1 ternatc realit) to ccrllcnt orle's sense of bein?--.is 

what Fathcr nttcltlpts. 



1)octoron's subjcct . . . is the li-ccdotn of' thc \vt.orId troru t h y  

i m p o s ~  tions of tile inlaginalion- that is, he is concerned with 

the co~lditions of a philosophicnl scepticistn in tvhich 

undecidability must be eiltcrtained as n part of commitment 

to hictorical reality (Rudick 206). 

'I'hc tictiona1 machinery ol- this ut~ducidabilily in the text is 

supported by these artist figures of tllc text. Thc characters or thc novel 

may be split in lo two categories: those w h o  seeklsufl'cr circularity and 

those uho seeklsuff'cr linearit). Paradox is that whichcvcr option one 

subscribes to. Jiltlc diff'ercnct: i t  nnlounts In at the cnd. A11 the artist 

figures aim tu link art and life in a decipherable lnanrler and in the process 

they fkcl they can't decipher thernselvcs. The repeated escapes of 

IIoudini, the ceasclcss co[r~positions ol' 111u 1,ittle Boy. thc cut and dried 

slices of*rcality that 13leh wo~+l\s through--these all tcstify to the strugglc 

u 1' Daniel to conncct the official representation, the popular represenlalion 

a ~ l d  the Icfiist representation with thc hoped t;>r and never achieved -'realq' 

representntiml. 'Thosc who see111 lo seek thc sequential nature of life like 

C'oalho~~se or t- ather and the 1att.r Tateh t.vonrual ly appmximatc an 

estcnded :~nd enlarged circle. -I'hc quest for justicc on the part of 

Coalhuul;~ breeds more iniusticu and ' I  i i~ch 's  fig111 for cqualiay leads him 

tcl thc opposi~c t-esillts. A S  is stated at the t w i t  sct. all these artist Ligt~rcs 



l k h o  conii-ont the elusiveness of their identity are partially led to ~t h ~ ,  

their social itnpulscs. I loudini's scnse oi' bcing ncglcctcd by lhc upper 

classes, Coalhouse's fight for the constitutionally guaranteed social 

equality, Father's necd to bc the upwardly mohilc American self, Tateh's 

convoluted sense of socialis~n--all thcsc cxert prcssurcs on them to define 

themselves. As the art cndorscs and almost enablcs them to do so, their 

sense of being alive, a state which is confined lir~guistically and the 

pressures of thc inherited culture and indigenous sccpticis~n nullifL the 

rei fication of the selfhood. 

Doclorow has said thal his primary consideration while 

composing [Ragtime] was "rclcntlcss pacc" and to ~nai~ltain 

the pace he has not o111y eliminated   no st dcscriptiun, setling 

and backgrotlnd and also eShcecl the diilPrences between 

the various eluments of his ~~arralive--belwuen large and 

small, speech and thought, speech and description, 

historically real and lictional characters. (Harpham 89). 

The uncngagcd narrative voice. in another way, shows the 

engageit~ent of the self 01' the aiilhor indulging in the process of 

composing the clusivc. ~larrativc soif: Ii'individuation is a kind of idcntity 

ot' satisfiable nature, such. an identity is inaccessible for the rlarrative 

voice too. So the novel is itseli'in a pmcess in which wu have the flux of 



narrative voices--thc gencratio~l of' succcssi~u scl1'-reprcsenta~ ions. I t  stil I 

can claim to  have the fixity which is the product ul'  iluidity; the seeming 

certainty of the cyclic. Thc dc-cinphasis of 'thc pi~rticulars is a hint at the 

iridividuatjon is bound to be thwarted 

The a~nbivalcr~cc and irony 111nni fest in t11c thc~natic and structural 

patterns ol' Raet  - i ~ n u  cvidcncc in the pri t~ciplcs of' synchronicity and 

si~nulta~~eit! in Loon Lake. The rlovc.1 1:lkc.s ~ t l z  fictional art of L)ocotorow 

n step 1iight.r and his philusophical thinking on art and representation a 

f>n st]-ides dcupcr. I f '  in Kaqtimc the political and thc artistic are placed 

on an equal  l'ooting, vying for supremacy. i t  i s  the nrtistic/creative aspecls 

which receive a inarginal edge in Loon Lake. Not withstanding the dcf't 

weaving of the artist/activist duality of perception, doininancc is 

concedeci to the artistic before the final imaginative tri11111ph of Joc. thc: 

artistic sclf~discovery. 'I'he tligllt for autonomy of Joe nncl t l ~ c  nccd ul' 

belongingness of warren. after multiple overlapping and varicd collisions, 

concede the superiority of the imaginations at the end. 

After the Lives or the Poels, Loon Lake is  the most pivotal sturJ> 

oi' literary representntio~~ froin Doctorow as it plays the liws ol' the 

budding artist and a fading poet against cach other. In addition 111e no\ul 

int~+oduces the idca of macl-tine inlelli_gcncc. witti cl~iickly I t-ansl.e~-nl~le. 

easily erasable mctnory partiallv compo5ing tllo narrative. 1-his ccrlainlq 



is a reilcclion of the extcnt to u l l i c h  his thi~~hirlg on ttlu elusivuncss of' t11c 

ila~'t'ati\,e voice has reached, tllc "parfkct tnobilily oi' t11c 1~x1'' (I-Iarpham 90). 

In Loon lake the effbrt is to make a text composc a self; as liarphain puts 

it. A tmedley of voiccs, it trains ils fijcus on the im;lginativc realisat ions of 

the fi-ontline charactcrs, pushiry to the periphery thc qucst io~~s of its 

validity in the context of  the thematic: prcoccupations. 

"'l'he idea ol- i~nposition of  people on each othcr--whether in tllcir 

personal relationships or in Inrgcr l~istorical tcmms--seems to intrigue me" 

("Crealors" 44). 1)octorow's statemenl is especially relel ant  to I,oon 

1,;ikt: in the way the charncterisalion is efl'ccted. Even though Joe hates 

imposition of the physical kind, as it  happens always in Iloctorow's 

fiction, thc fonnativt. years of Joe and Warren are expcricnce\ i11 the 

impersuna~ions/itnposit ions 01 '  the very kind. 1 his is to culminate at the 

end oj' ~ h c :  novel in the conviction that only made up  impositions of the 

imaginative nature can enliven his sellk and effect illusionary liberatiur~s. 

This is what doc learns at the elid after "waiting for. everything to add up 

to a judgemet~t ( [ , I ,  9). 

Joe of Pnte~.son's mission in l i k  is ti.eedotn and hmc--freedom 

ii-om the impositions of the parcnts, from the dictatcs of the rich likc 

Hennctt, anrl ttw fa111e of autonom>. The boy Warrcn is stated t c ~  have, 

"relentless lilculty ot' co~~lpositior~-- (1,l. 34). In the text i t  is inor-c 



g e n ~ ~ i r l ~ l y  evident in thc case of' S o t .  W hilc iv:~tchit~g ~ l ~ o v i c s  as a ho\ lot. 

"instantl! knew who the situation called tbr  and becamu hitn" (L,L 12). 

He kncu that. "it was a matter o S  distancc y o u  took" (I,[ 17). AS hc 

ir~diilges in the illlaginat ivc vicariousness of this kind.  "ha1 si lctll secret 

presence grew (711t to ~ h t :  edgcs of [Joe] and [Jot.[ was the same as he, 

imposed up on [himselfl in full completion, the same with all men, the 

onc man ~ I I  ill\ events" (I,I, 13). 

Joe, the narrators imaginative coming of' age is achiuvcd through 

and after his picarcsquc of irnpersonat ions. The rele~~tless Ihcul ty of 

co~nposition that is attributed to the Boy Warren in the nu\ el is ge~luinety 

evident in the childhood expcrier~ces of Joe. While matching cinema, he 

impersonates the required presence o r  oppositiiln. He has the capacity to 

eulal-pe the silcnt presences within hi111 IJIIIII he hecomes !he other. 'I'his is 

indeed ironic ns doe's flight has becn fhr  autonolrly rroin impositions. 

I Icre, as in every successive novel of iloctoro\v. the protagonist who 

secks release from and aims to put a n  end to i~npositions ultinlatelq seeks 

r c f ~ ~ g e  in irnaginativc impositions. 

Therc i s  no respite Kor Joe, the artist-to-he I'l-o~n also the onslaught 

01' thc ccascless li-i~gmenlalion of oneself. U'ht.11 hc ilcc.5 the constraints or 

his pal-el-lts. he srzks autonomy of the trues1 kind  ar~d thc irecdum il 

generiilcs. But in his fligl~t ii-otn repetition. J o u  does replicate, hi3 parents. 



h ~ s  circus chic!' and his boss. 13cnnett. 'l'his l anc lb  him in syncht-ot~icit~.. 

Interzslingtv. ~ h c  syncl~ronicity of the typc .lor cuperienccs i s  a product ol' 

co1npre5sc.d repelitions, si~ni lar to a bringing togclher ol' thc weslern 

to\$ns which suffer the Bad Man to onc plane of'existencc. This is where 

the significance of JOC'S tlarratiton of si~nultancous lives lie. In Joc the 

carly dominant impulse is to bclong--a kind ol'existence that is wilfully 

just~fied. not just taken ti,r granted. I t  mcans existing in thc physical 

sense, bcing [loticed and tahcn care of 'l'his happuns when Warrerz 

recogniscs him--an artist-to-be by an artist. too mucl~ in *'residence". 

Hut deep inside Joe i s  moving lowards the acceptance of the 

imaginative reality as is cvidcnt in the final acccptancu of tht: wealth he 

has initially rejected. Thc acutc Ionelincss he has jklt all along, the 

synchronicity he has expcrienced, all in t t~c end prove to be the p u n d  

work thr thu i rl~aginativt: rcal isatio11--the throwing of voice. This is where 

Loon l a k ,  more than any other trxt, is exc~nplifiing the ef'lort oi'an artist 

to uurrlpose himsel C througll his lext. 'I'he political goes doc! n and the 

artistic comes up.  -1'ha saga of a young man in deprcscion pcriod finally is 

ruct~rded to be an endless, triumphant anguish. 

It  is when interrogated 0 1 1  t l ~ e  death of Red Ja1nt.s by the pol ice thac 

.Joe unknowingly stlrmbles 011 to 111s ability to throw voice. '1-his 



;~ccidcntiil discovcl-v ~n i~kes  his f'alc, f le ;~cktlo\i:ledg.cs ~ h c  siyii Iici~nce 01' 

ICed and Warrcn at this point: 

I t  \v;ls an amazing discc~ver.j. Thc uses oi' 1114' ignorance, :i 

kind of illdustrial manufacture of my cltvn. And the rrlore i t  

went on. the Inore I helicved it. takii~g this fact and thul 

pussibility. and assembling thern, then sc~~dirlg the results 

down thu line. a bit and anolhcr fact and dropping an  tdca 

on the whole thing and sendillg it  on a bit for another 

operation, anothcr boll to the coiistruction, my nwn factory 

of' lies, drivun by r a g . .  .this was t;urvi~,al at it's secre( 

source ILL 222). 

.loc has acknowledged thc importance nf both Lylc J a m e s  and 

~ u t h o r  Warren in his new discovery of (tlrowirlg voice. Hc has learnt t l ~ c  

basics l iorr~ I,yle Jaincs hut I11e art of i t  i'roln t'ent?eld. "thc hero o f  his 

own ~larration u ith l i f c  and sun and slnrs and universe concuntrically 

disposed 011 the locus of his tongue" (1 L 2 19). 'I'he statement o f  Joc is 

curious i l s  hc lists Lylc James as one of rhosc who inspired him. I Iis sclf 

in collaboration it11 the two crciitcs .Joe, thc artifact. Har-ler and 

Th~)~ny>son's comment that this tno~nent is 10 t ~ c  cherished as otlc which 

n~arks  the -'the lransubstant jalion of potential self inlo pulitical sclf irlrn a 

very specific and a vet-! privileged scl t'- (87). co i~ ld  bu ncco~-rl~rlodate(l 



o t ~ l y  at the risk 01' i p~o l - ing  It lc pricu Ihc chnractcr p;iys by way 01' 

:~~itbiguity here. Joe docs n o t  simply ;~ccoinplish arly privileged selfl~ocjd 

as such :IS much as 11c achninvledges thc f lus  of' persona whure art lnclts 

into l i f e  and vict: icrsa. Ttle creating persona and tlie created persona 

~nodify each othrr in ccascless traffic of intentions and illtuitions as Joe 

the narrator, who recalls his past. i s  acted upon by the narrated Joe. 'l'his 

is why Richard Trenner arguvs th;tl "thc imagination obviously imposes 

itsclt' iln the worlrt. composes a world which. in turn,  affects what is 

i~nagined" (32). hintins at t he  circularity as wcll as the fictionality of 

experiences. 

I,yle dames is a union lender o f  the Rennctt Autobody C'ompa~iy. 

He is accuscd of being an agent of the milnagernent. spying on the uniun 

;>cli\ i ~ i r s  :ind lcakir~g the vital infhr~natirm aboui the iu~~pcnding strike. At 

Iht: same time, after I .yle is k~lled, thc union leaders con\.it~cingly clairl~ 

not to have anything to cio \r.ith (hu murder. 'I'hough 11c is thc nnly friend 

of Joe. Joe is ignorant as In the ways o f  1,yle. He is alrnust confirmed that 

the murderers arc management appointees. Hut  1 t ~ c  ~noll~cnt he begins to 

throw his voice. he emulates the trick (11' Ly lc. \ ~ i t t ~  I-ris "Sactory oi' lies" 

( I l l .  222) .  I-lc docs a I.,yle on 111u police. Accelerated by thc t~ovel 

possibilities of' the  assumcd ~clicc. he imaginatively reconstructs a 

IJOSS i ble story j usti [!ring I hc ~-crlsi,r~.; that have prompted the cumpany to 



r ~ ~ i ~ r d c r  it's o w ~ l  o l w r a t ~ v u .  Accot.cling to J r w .  I.qIc i s  ;I doi~hlc  operative. 

I n  t he  sell'-madc discovery or Soc. 1.y lc is both but ncit her. F o r  .ltrc.. to 

bugin with, Lyle is a membel- 111' the C'rapo I n d w r i a l  sert ices, the 

Industrial cspionase service of F. W .  Rcnnett, to keep tabs nn the 

movc~nen~ of the union based activi!it.s in his factories. 'I'hcn hc claims 

that actually 1,yle is a double upcrative and then adds that Ilz is workitlg 

Sor the union and all the talk about an impending strikc is a hoptash to 

decoy the owners. Thcsc additions and alterations thrive on ctlc al-r~azing 

currunt he discovers in the cuurse of his "narration" at the policc stntion. 

'I'his play of tneanirlgs he has gerlerated in Ihe process or  3 criminal 

investigation, like that of Daniel, serves as a kind of' an cpiphany li>r him. 

Certainly an epiphany pregnant wmith irony. 

1,) le J a ~ n c s  i s  an ctTeutive bridge i11 hri~iging togetlirr the adtlifc 

currents in Luon_l ,ake. This is pro\ cd by thc acknon Icdgement nl' Joe and 

Warren regarding the way I ,ylc inspired him to throw his voice. If' Warrcrl 

is a so called poct, 1,yle is a so called union leader. I t  is rather revealing 

that Joc finds sirnilnr cuntribution fi.0111 both irl the discovery of his 

artistic sulf I , \ l e  is a man who throws his vci~cc in s r a l  lil'e. not in an 

artistic act. 1 12 clairtls an identity he r-le\]t.r posse~scd. That the master 

impcrso~~ator  Joe i s  impressed by 1,ylt.s capacity (o  do  tile satnc in rcal 

lilk is amp!t: testimony to his abilities. no1 to mention ~ h r :  way i t  



cmphasiscs rloctol-ow's kcling ltlat "Art rind life mnhc cach olher" (qtd. 

- - .. 
ill I'reriner 38) ,  or, as Bart11 p ~ t s  i t ,  "t~arrative cquals language cquals llte 

(IT3 23b). \hlhat Joe did as a boy in thc tl~eatre. Lylc docs to Joe and thc 

union. "L)iflierent pieces of Lyle Red Sa~ncs hiid heen listed--his espionage 

selt' by [he union a\tllger.;. his union sclf by the industrial service 

hoods.. ." (LL 195), says Joe after the incident. The fragmented Warren, 

who has lost his perspective resembles the self' Sragmented 1,yle. Lyle has 

burn imposing selves on him all his lii'e. as does every one. IIc has been 

authoring his lives to the dictates of the situations but is iinally caught in 

the conllicl of the selves. Warren Penficld too has been keen 011 imposing 

his imaginative selves on thc world. I'he "basics" that Joe got from Lylc 

amounl to imposition oC selves and the "art" of Warren confines to the 

umotional presentation 01' i ~ .  n:~rratinn. 'I'ogether I huy cnr~stitute 111u 

i~l~po"nrsuOi' lifc and imaginat ion--self decep~ivz-realistic acts and set l'- 

declarative imaginative acts. 

Lylc James centrality in the novel lies herc. 'I'hough not a major 

presence in the novel, hc assullles larger significance ever sincc Joe's 

declnrat ion (.)I' his commitment lo  Ly lc. Subsecluuti t 10 his declaration in 

[he polict. station. Jot: suhjccts the identity ol' tllc irtlpcrsonator Lylo ro 

.i~ltc.ri~lions within the '-l'acrnry of lies" (LL 222 ). Every change Joc affects 

in his story contributes a tlovt.1 srlS lo  1-yle: ii.orn ~ ~ n i o ~ l  Icnder. to :I 



in;in;igclllcrll spy. to a doublc agcnl. d11~1 til1~11ly hack lo i ~ n i o n  Inan 

Icaking inlilt-ttlation about a non-euislcrlt strike. l 'h t  l-tlan ~ ~ I i o s t '  lile u hen 

he livcd il was a liction of cuntri\ed sulvus is transf'onncd in his dc:~t t~ to a 

pure fictional ent it! . Al'tcr .lot.'s imaginative discovery i l l '  hinlsel[: his 

discovery of fiction in Iifc exposes his life in fiction. '1-he result being that 

the act rerlders the identity of 1,yle in-ctrievably fluid. The l i f e  turns into a 

Icxt as Joe st~imbles on to the need of authoring onc's lifc. as Warrcn 

claims lo have done. 

"I spent Iny life understanding fceli~lgs. yes. IIIY OWII and othcrs. that's 

what 1 do, that's what p e t s  do, that's they are supposed to do" ( I  1. 71) 

Warren Pcnfield, the poct in residzr~ce at Loon Lake declares lo Joe, the 

poet-lo-be. l'hough the novel traces the imaginative coining of age of Joe 

of I'ntersorl i t ]  detail. it shows the carly s i p ~ s  of the boy Warren's artistic 

inulinalions too. Warren Penficld is thc fnilcd poet. a man who has lost 

his  1.rrrspt.ctivc. hut makes i t  a poi~lt to spcak about rnoral responsihilitius. 

Warren Pen tield is thc a l  tet. ego of Sot: in the way their t.sperier~ct.s 

and expressions murgc in the bock. 'Though called a pout, he never had 

rnuch oS a succcss as one. For his position as the poet in residt.~~ct: of the 

1,oorl I.akc. t ~ e  is i~ldebtcd to I .uci~lda's s!mp;~tt~y. Ttlc age i n  which Joe 

is indulging in cndlcss impersonations in thratrc and o r )  the mad. Warren 

is simil;irly loct in imposin? his imaginatio11 or) ttlc t.xtern,~l I-calit?. I f  Joe 



is  Br1 ;111gry 401111g Iw)y lurlling his back on  kr~yish t t A i  urnpl~ a f  ut. It ' iutllpll,  

Warre11 always dcsircs thc t~~aintenanl;e of the stali~s quo. 'Ihis is why ~ h c  

Inau \vhi:, cvlncs to k i l l  [{snnctt stays on to hu the poet ill residcnct: of the 

same man. Thc only insrarl~t: i r l  the novcl w h t n  he positively acts is when 

he helps Joe atid Clara to cscapc from the I ,oon I .ahc. This too is po~sihlc 

only tht.ough the covert help of Lucinda. 

I (  is a rcn~arkahlv 1:lurIable achievement o n  ~ h c  part of lloctorow 

that he has successtully hrilu&t together t w o  lives which twist and twiny 

irl and out of' cach other illlistrating not orlt y his f'celinss of rcpctition in 

csistence. It also detnonstratcs the way lifc and art, aesthetics and cthics. 

can imperceptibly coalesce. Warrcn the p n ~ t - s  spiritual quest and Joe, t he  

adolescent's assertive hunt for finding authenticity altnost fusc. 'The 

selves to which they ulti~nritely seille down arc visions of thc 

incomprehensibility watered rlnlv11 tn i~nagir~ative triuinphs. Interestingly. 

once again it is thu detective enquiry of the policc as wcll as Joe that lead 

to this apparently triumphant concIusinn. At another level 1his play of' 

selvcs.  he fi-olic of' it~eiiinriec: 2nd thc tltiidity oi'voices we fbregroundc~i 

in the script o f  thc coulpr~ter which acls as the Data linkage. 

1,oon I.akc, which is a deep meditalion on the conundrum of' 
7 . p -  

c ~ e a t i i  i ~ y ,  adds another crcativc ~nodt: 111 thy natul-t: of computer. W i ~ h  it's 

n~cil~pni-;ll. i i n , ~ ~ r . ; ; 1 1  and ~ i~ i~ l t i l ~ l c  mc~nories. the comp~lter print our that 



runs 1 h r ~ ~ 1 y I 1  ihc novel clc,l~-ly brings l i ~ r l h  ;I I incar narrative 11ot Jissi~nilar 

1 0  t l ~c  elusivt: lucidity 01 '  a lici~on. I'hc Data  linkage c>peraies as (he 

~nediator  heiwccn the scl l and the ~vorlcl. I t  attc11-rpt.s the connections 

which Daniel aspired to in a clili'crent r~lant~cr.  But a nlcchanica1 

cclnutctcdness h a t  only enfeebles the sought boundcdncss of self. The 

text contains s plethora of images of corni t~g, composing, comhusting, 

computing and crea~itlg. 1)octorow's liclional games, like the array of 

artists belonging to fields as difSercnt 3s escapolog ;iml silhouette in 

Itagtimc, in Loon Lake illuminatingly juxtaposes creativity of inultiplc kinds. 

'I he doggerel poelm. "C'omc will1 tnc/ctunpule with ~nelcot 11 puterised she 

prints me out/ conling she is/ ucxn ing is she" (1>1. 6). establishes this early in 

thc novel. It  also coln~ncnts on ~ h c  way the scnsory perception is intensely 

barragcd hy such ap l i~udes  o S  every kind. As Geoffl-cy Harpham 

com tnents, "thc co~nputur lil7erarcs the writer from tcxtcial sequentialily. 

augtncr~ts thc writers powcrs of rc17etilic>n. and encourages a view of 

texlual units and the things the) represent as intcrchangcablc"' (go), like 

the ir~tcrchangcahility which purvades Ragti tne, posing fortmidable 

challenge to individuatioi~. The forms and effects o f  coinpu~er bricolagc 

efcects the colnplcte niobility of t11c tcut. 

In riarrativu cxper+i~nc ntation b?5)i~ l .:lktt carrics on fko11-1 where 

Ilagtitnc has lufi  ntt.. -1'hz novel's ~~arrnt ion is cast irl :1 mis. wit11 shitis in -- 



pc~-scj~l. cxtrenw c.I~ronological dysi'utlctiu~i. ah-tlpt, abstract I i ti: sketcl~cs. 

hios, and 3 colnputer print uut made to Illlsuly sound liko an authorial 

voice together with what st)uncls liku thc dialogues of wanen  and Lucinda 

on thc fated flight over l'acilic. I'hi?; lniuitig of voicus, narrators and 

documents opcn up the critical debale iniliatcd by Ragtime and mF33!_k 

of Danicl. More over the duplicities of experience, rcpetitiun of' i~n:~gcs, 

the art of non-linear thir~king in linear language, "the apperceptions ot' 

oncncss in dualistic terminology" (LL 138), ~llake "thu qllcstinn of 

[narrators] tir~nl identi lication impossible" (Morris 1 16). 

There are two phrases ill the novel which tllroit sui'ficient light un 

Ihe links bctwce~l these narratives. Whilc conllncnting on the %en 

master's unique sense of self realjsariun. h is  cilt~tradictory vicws on 

~xjetr->, the narrative voice ends: .'k'oi~l+ registrr apol~giscs for rendcring 

11on 1 inear thinking in linear language, the apperceptions ol' vncncss i r ~  

dualistic lerminology" ( I  , I .  1 3 5) .  Nearing 1he end of the novel, t11c knicc 

again states: "it is thu account in helpless linear translation o f  thc 

unending love 01' our simultnneoris hut disynchronous livcs" (LL 247). 

Both attcst the mull iplicity of' Iiiycrs of consciousness that sitnultaneously 

opcratc in the ever-cmerging sense of sel fhoud. 

- l h c  i ~ t t ~ t n p l  in this-context is rather to fjs the t.atio~lalt. lbr the 

11;11-1.;\tii t' c ' o t l i p l e~ i t )  ; - I I ICI  i t s  SOIII.CC ll1311 to 1r;icc I ~ C  ~1;irraIor. ' ~ \ I c  ~ l ~ ~ o t c c l  



ruularks Ii 0111 tllc tcs t. I I C I I C C .  csl>o\c: I tie co~llit~uing prut,cclrpatio~l ol' 

I loctoro\v with the clcrnally conslili~ii tlg sc l  f '  and ii's reprcscnlations. 

"The npperceptior~s of' oneness in  dual istic terlti inology" (1,1, 13 5 )  and " 

the simultrtncous but disynchronous lives"' (I ,L,  237). Iloih oxyrnoronous, 

implicate the sense of rcpctition, 1he fuulings ol' schisnl \\ il11i11 t hy  

authorial consciousness that the author always records in his ch:iractel-s. I t  

is an admission of similarity in difserences. I t  calls forth the sense of' 

sarnencss that belies lifc's csscncc. Doc!urr)iv uses his narrative 

equipment to rcflcct thc rcpctitivcncss as his lict ion records the snlricness 

of' k c l i n ~ s  wid events in the life of his cct~trnl chnractcrs. ' l 'h is is welt 

exempli lied in  the \s'ay events. irnuges, experiences overlap in ~t l t :  novel. 

I t  depicts Doutoro\t"s "central continuing concern, narrativc itself, and its 

rcl:~t ion to power. imagination and belief' (Harpham 83). 

Just  as rcpctitiorl and transformation hulds the core of' text in 

Kuctitnz, the prit~ciplc cluinentary to the deciphering of !.eon Lake is - 

"sy~lchronicit<. Trxing the trajectory of the narrative voice in 

I>oclorow's novel yields revealing i~li'or~natiun as to the way [he crisis of 

co~lsciousness of his charactel-s sqmunetrical ly spills in to Ihe voice. In 

Welcome to Hard 'I'imes 131ut. is a n;~r-t;ltor who mistrusts his voice, in - 

h c t ,  anyone's ability t o  narriilc. 11) l_Tt~c D o o h  (11' Daniel l l i e  siliyular voice 

o f  the pritrle narrator gives 1 ~ 3 ~  10 1n1111il~lc voices. vario~ih hourccs, all 



fiithcrccl t11 t-o~rgh l l lc cc~~lsciousncss ol' Il;~nicl. I<agti~ne pcrfi1~111~ ~ I I U  t;ih!i 

of 'rhe Book of l)iit~iel . - i n  :I very c~wcr !  l';lsl~ion. I t  t.ecords ihu  disjunction 

of the voice without abrupt jumps or transil~orls. l'hc play of lhe v t~ icc  is 

artistically c o ~ ~ c e a l c d  in a trncli tional pt.esentation. The fast rtloving. 

absol-bing narration inasks the complexity u f  the voice. Dirt still the 

elusiveness of the narrative voice echoes the elusitencss of the 

individuation that Cloalhouso knowingly and T Inuclini unk~~owi r~g ly  

experiences. 

From indi\~idtrat ion ;is autcmotny Docicbrow atte~-rqlls to givc 

autonomy to ~larrat ive. The crisis of identity i s  there in of r)octorow going 

into mechanical ways to altclnpt to givc n narrative that produces itself. 

Loon Lake is ii novel in which characlers separatcd by tiwe and space art: 

bol~nd by the si~nilari ty of thcir esperiencc and utterances. Adding to the 

experimentntivc vein in  terms ilf the voice. the novclist elnploys thc 

cu1nputt.r print oih with which thc text r~tlnusls  it  self: With transkrable 

meulnries and swiftly erasable structures, hc once again hints at the Iluid 

nature oS cxpericrlces in a text. Blue in ~ c l c t > m e  to Hard ?'iines is rsckud 

by his insistcr~t ini~bility to mine into ~ h c  truth of his nmativc,  lo bring lo 

Iight the causes 01' the I33d Man.  Daniel comes iicross pains o f  the sulnc 

kind, only t o  s u b ~ n i t  hi? cri~ninal invesliga~ir~~l to t11c triumph 01 thc 

i~ t~ag ina l~on  i\ i t!\ thc ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ l ~ i j ~ l i c i t >  oi' his C ~ I I C ~ ~ I S I O I I S .  1 Io~~d i r~ i ,  IK;IICII ;111d 



C'oal IIIN!.;~ vary irlgly csp101.c tllcir ur t~\ l ic :  dustit~ics 111 i i  bid Irb reach thu i r  

1cgititnate sulvcs, wt-tcrc as they c r ~ d  up in ;iln tliguous ~ - ~ c o ~ ~ c i l i a t i o n  \z it11 

their itll.;tginntion. Warren's questles5 Ilisht t i n a l l  1c;ives hi111 lost in n 

literal flight i l l  the coinpany uf Lucinda. a coi~ciition he has always been in 

when 11c lived. Joe givcs hilnself' to I , om  Lilke. acceptir~g h e  limits to his 

sel f and explorutions oC scl f' se! by art and language. 

"(-)lir perceptions are sharpest when we art: estranged," states 

doi~athar~ in Liirs of the POL% (88). Thc socially-vvlrangcd protagonists 

of I)oclorow titrn to narratiol~ as lhcy share with Moscs H e r q  thc 

feeling that, "explanation is a cvrlciition of srrrvival" (1 Icrzog 392). But for 

each of thesc extraperceptive heroes c)f' Doctomw, "the problem of 

composition is inextricably coi~nccrad to. if not identical wilh, ll-tu subject 

of co~nposition" (Parks 1 24). This proximitj . irlstcnd of aiding 

co t t~p rehcns io~~  on1 y promotes an  nntagonisiic sym hiosis hrtween the 

lnnguagu n ~ l d  thc wriler. (hu lnerliuin artd the inussngc. l:ut*ther morc, as 

Vicira argues. 

In the process of &riling, given their memt-r~alist 

pcrspt'ctives. thcsc narralors dircctly 01. itldircctly 

ptnblernat ise largcr quest ions about supposed iil~pnrtinli t!. 

objt.cti\.c certainl), state authorily and cultural btahility by 



t - ~ l ~ ~ t i n g  tllese to such issucs as 11is1o1.v. bcllaviour, Ii~~lguagc 

; ~ t ~ d  lilcraturc (365) .  

Hence the narrative quest nf the writer-heroes only tcrltatively 

redirects t t-lcsc "criminals or perceptionq* (BD 44) to a pro~~lised "kingship 

of consciousness" (I..L IS). \vhilc. i t  acturllly. apparently peters out inlo a 

quest [or curativc analysis of the state's/socizty's hege~nonic denials. 



C'tlaliter 6 

I I ugc~~ lon ic  Denials 

The condition of ITIY workirlg liti:  as a novelist, as I 

cxperience it, is one o f  irnmcnsc dissntisl'ictio~~ with the 

form, with fiction itself, an impnticncc with what i t  has 

donc, a terrible impatience with what 1 have done with i t . .  . 

At the same ti~nc, of coctrse, I imperially project Cro~n the 

character of my own feelings the character of our culture as 

a ivholt.. arid the state of it, and by necessary implication, 

the state ot'us all in this time in our lives. The insufficiency 

nf fiction and thc need to reform it, I take as a metaphor for 

our need t o  refonn our selves.. . i t  i s  not n matter of thinking 

big. but of rcrnaining alive ("House o f  Fiction" 4.59)- 

states L)octorow. The quote is pivotal to this stud, as it hinges on the 

crhical and aesihctic concerns of Docturow and conr~ects the unceasing 

commerce between the two in his writing. Tho way culture constructs 

narrativcs, narratives compose culture and the dissolute boundaries in the 

interplay of tile twain get problem:itised in his fiction. It renders 

transparent the ~ .unning  clc f't it1 the consciousness of the narrative 

ster~ming from thc s ~ l ~ t c d  i i ~ n e r  divisic)~~ of his fiction. Hut i t  3150 leads to 



convolutecl questions ot' the intricate I-elationship betweun clIlics and 

austhctics, culture and creativity, i~~~liviLl~i; iI  and society. 

'This is why Cieoffrcy Gait 1 larpl~aln considers Ductorow's tiction 

as a search fix "an approact1 [hat can describe how issues of' narrative 

technique interpenetrate and corlstitute the political, social or historical 

sub-jects of thc narrative" (8 1). Iloctorow ' 5  efforts have consistently been 

to nnalyse the concept of self as it i s  111oulded and brought illlo being by 

the sociaI, linguistic and technological systems. IIis attcinpt is to 

articulate and document the changes wrought in humall identity hy the 

linguistic, social and the (ethnological systcms in which self paraticipa(es 

and tries to manipulate. Sclf is hilth cause and effect of rhe proccsscs and 

elements generally thought of as external to it. Hence each text of' the 

novelist unravcls the role played by tllc statclsociety in the denials oi' 

pe~.sonhood. Doctorow's fiction invcst igatcs narratively the truth of. 

culture responsible for the resiricted rcalisation of self which has causcd 

the self to coinpose n narrative itnesligation of its relationship with the 

society. 

Culturc is a kind of collective conscience. It encompasses every 

acli\ it! o f  orle's lire, each realm of society, all aspects cxistcnce. 'l'he 

major nnd inc)sl 1 isiblc perpetrator as well as produccr of culture is the 

political niiihc up ol'n I;IIIJ l'he hind ol'i~dministrative set up we have in 



cb\ cry kind of governing dispunsal~oii. assumc i~ lnrming signi iicance in t hc 

nurturing as ivcll as the negating 01' culturc. H l)octorow's config~~ration 

of'culturc is as cu[npler; as his  idea of fiction. A[ the lijundationrll level he 

envisages culturc to be the \thriy i t  is c o ~ ~ ~ ~ n o n l y  understood. I t  sigr~ifies for 

him what John. P. FJe~vitt terms "the webs of significance*' (vi) that dcfine 

our life in the society. Clifford Creedz. seems to hmVe spoken for Doctoro~v 

 hen he asserts that there simply "is nu such thing as a human naiurr: 

irldependent of culture.. .We are incomplete or unfinished animals who 

complete or finish ourselves through culture--and not through cut ture in 

general, but througl~ highly p:irticular fonns of it" ( 17). 

The complexity in Doctorow's conception of culture is a dcrivative 

of his existentialist leanings and hi th  in the cosmic nature of cvil. This is 

why even ~ ~ t l c r ~  he conceives culturc as discoursc-sensitive and sets out t o  

detcrtnine the extent to which the pri\ ilcgcd discourses of the past, the 

~nctanarratives, have erected deceptivc, exclusivist cultures, room for 

tension is left afivc by the waq individual and cosmic patterns ot' evil 

seem to dery his own cr~ltural logic. The way his fiction has cvolvcd thrrr 

113s been o persisten tIy shifting en~phasis drawing and redrawing the 

spcctrum that spans the constricted spacc bctwccn individual and society, 

a space lvhurc culture dwells and which is in tun) gel~erated by i t  too. 



'l'he Icjss of  consey uerlcl: of t h t  individuril in the socio-poli I ic:d 

landscape is what Doctoro\v a i m s  to fictionalise in  Ihc Iilrin of the 

struggle of thc indi\*idual for sel l'-rcali7ation. 'I'hc major Fxior that 

ctlcrces rloctorow to rcvive the seminal epochs of' American history is the 

desire Ile possesses to unravel the consistent butrayal of people by society 

or the state. He does not merely expose i t  but more significantly proves 

how h e  establishments have consistently brought to public consumption 

a distorted reality of this betrayal through its litcraturr. Hcncc it is neither 

insignificant nor incidental that the novels of Doctorow attempt to 

diagnose the evils in  i t s  various manifestation and its moral and cultural 

orientations. From Wulcome to ITat-d Times to Loon 1 . a b  f'orrn a rnosaic 

of the American society horn thc clositlg of the frontier to the end of the 

Vietrlnnl War and the thrust i11 them is on tracing thc roots of c~ i l  in its 

cultural ~noclrings and ic, analyse i t s  repercussions f the 

individuallsocicty. Since Doctoro\v concedes the fluidity of narrative 

cot~sciousness subsequent to the shiiiing polarisalions of selr and society. 

therc is not any overt attemp! to vililj/ only the comn~unilarian aspect of 

culturc. rlwa~~fing the part the individual has to play irl a responsible 

sucicty. According to Iloctorow, it is di tlicult to say where the sclf ends 

and 1h2 s ~ c i c t y  begins. Thc complexity of thc issue hcnce produces 

logic:~l fluidity. Still. il in no \\;a? diminishes Ihc demcjralizi~~g of' 

cxistcncc ~ .ngc~~dc~.c r l  t)!. ctilruraj irl~positic~r~s. 



-I'l~c. banner Doctorow has f)oi.;tcd i th the t itlc ui' his iirst ~ ~ o i ~ c , l .  

U ' c l c t ~ ~ n c  to Hard 'l'imes i s  c l o q ~ ~ c n ~ l y  suggestive o f  the wholc of his -. 

fiction. It is as much about the hard times the world is for  (hc characters 

of the novel as i t  is about tt~cir attempts to make themselves welc~~ine  it, 

or of thc strugglr: of making it welcome them. Doctc3row has elaborated 

on the condition in which he came to write his first novel. Keading a fail- 

amount of' westerns as an editor in a fjlln company, he concludes how the 

westcrn world of the frontier really might have heen. His contrapuntal 

idea of the west as a treeless plain triggers the text. Hence thc t;~ctors 

which power his cvntrapuntal idea of the west needs to bc analyscd. The 

hoard of writing which has grown nut of the myth of the frontier land, 

whether in the form of formally certified history or of fictional text which 

bases itself'on such hisiories, lean heavily on thc i ~ ~ n g i n e d .  I t  need not he 

asserted that this fiction and ~ n y t h  arc not far rc~noved from the 

popt~lariscd version of history propngatcd by thc thrmally christened 

culture. Hence Welcome to IIard Times is an invitation of  the kind the 

dcrornanticised fronlier ex~cnds tc) n settler just ns it is a call to investigate 

the hard reality eclipsed by the frontier myth. 

Falling in line with the myth constructed by [tie latter A~nerica, thc 

m y t h  of thc frontier has punctualed the carly cultural artifacts of the 

nasccnt I ISA. I'he wcslcrn i s  a popular genre that lets itself hc used as a 

prominent vehicle {,f  the rnvtll (11' thc liontier land. For 0 1  writer like 



rloctoron. thu western provcs to bc thc ideal starting point in tlis rullning 

saga ot' revisioni~lg of'tht: Alnerican histor). Thc theme O K  t ~ c  fi-o~ltier has 

exercised dcfi~iing influence in thc forination of the American cultural 

cthos. Those likc Frederick Jackson 'Turner goes to thc cxtent or 

attributing the distinctly Amttrican traits of individualism and democratic 

traits to the inllucnce of the frontier. "As reality and idea the wcst both 

shapecl and was s11apt.d by the American imagination" (I.,evine 25) .  The 

country's fascination with the frontier has givcn it a 111yth uf  inviolable 

properties a s  thc country expanded and industrialized. Doc torow's 

initiatory trip to the bowels of American politico-myth turns the romantic 

myth inside out, in thu process raking LIIJ a highly delnythicized actuality. 

As Sheltvn puts it. "He employs the gcnre of the wcstem in order both to 

draw upon the preoccupations which readers have o t'the genre and lo play 

against these preoccupatior~s i n  3 radical way" (7). 

The t ime  honoured formula of the wcstem has always been the 

clash of the old and rhc new, wilderness and civilization. In Wclc~lne to 

Hard Timcs. tllough it is apparently berween thc Rad Man and the settlers, 

i t  is ne\ er really as straight as that. Hard -1 imes, unlike the gloritlcd west 

of the stock Westrrns, is at the mercy of ~nany things--of thc Rad Man. 

~ h c  goldmine. railway company ctc. It is not a land which can yield plcnty 

bcii~rt :  t tlc criiteprcncurid determination of- the Amurica-inspired 

individtral. Iliitl~cr. i t  i k  clrlc- in  \\ hictl ~ I I C  i1i~lividu31 is at thc t*c*ccivins tnc l .  



As thc novcl u n l i ~ l d s ,  o i~c  ;~l ' tur  tlic othcr thc c:~rdirnI mytlls oi' the \ ics t  

tire c s p c ~ ~ c d  ;~nd rcj cctcd. Individ ui~lism. dctnocrzlq, nationalis111--c,nc by 

one thcsu hollow idcals which are the cor.ner stones of the I'ahled 

Arrlcrican excptionalis~n are rendered cxtrcmcty suspect. i~npossible to 

withstand a critical analysis. 

Take, ii)r instance, entrepreneurship. 'I'he commerce ivhich 

cstahlistles itself and flouristles, tn begin with, i s  whoring. In the first arid 

second incarnation o f  the 1Iard ' I  i~nes those who frequent it are invariably 

the ones who come for digging the golden ore, who come down, drink 

and whore during the wcckeilds. A two in one, bar in brothel entertains 

theni. Zar, the Russian who runs the  brothel in the  rebirth of the town is 

an out and out ht~sinessman, hardly evidencing any nationalist or 

dcmocratic pretensiot~s. As ihe town grows fccding on the fading guld 

dreams and the  rising I-ropzs of being $ranted fonnal statehood. 

restlessntss generated by unemployment catches on.  Vioterlce and thefi 

become sporadic. Consequentlylconfiminely the Had M a n  reappears. 

Whoever scts shop in Hard Town does so in Incrc pecuniary interest and 

the emergence of the Bad Marl c;in reasonably bc attributed to this self- 

ccntered money-orientedness. highly unlike the democratic mythic west. 

I n  Doctoro\\'s frorltier town commcrcc sccms to have laken rcwt 

qtrite thoroughly that humane scr~t i nlrnts and cas~~; i l  acyt~,~iiitc?nccs ha1.e 



bccomc impossible. Cominc~r~ial  ~t-ansaclions tund to define rclalion.ships 

of the t c n t ~ ~ .  It i s  not a simplc cooperative of give and take. but of givc lo 

takc. With the singular exception of Blue, thc whoIe lo1 of 1 1 - r ~  occupants 

of the town hardly evidencc thc manifest destiny of the American 

individual. 

The polarisation of the individual and the self, which will greatly 

receive the accent in the latcr Doctorow, has begun to germinate herc in 

the context of the myth of the frontier. and thc individualism of the ideal 

kind it fosters. 01' the foundi~lg fathers of the town, of those who were 

around during the first attack ol' the Bad Man. only bluc rcnlains lo build 

a future from the spoils of' thc past. IJnlike the heroes of his fiction to 

cclme, Blue almost achieves it in thc material sense of the effort. Contrary 

tcl the given tc-gcnd, in Hard Timcs the individual docs not thrive 0 1 1  his 

chosc~i isol:ilion in the \+esizrn frontier, ratllcr he experiences the 

eagerness and insufficiency of soiitarincss. '['he hostility of the landscape 

on  the one hand and that of man emanating fi40rn his self-centeredness on 

the other expuse the mediourity uf  the officially c i r c~~ la ted  nlyth and i t  

amounts I 0  a fot.rnaI critique of the dominant esse~~tialist history. 

Mocking iht. prcdnlninant historical nat~ative oi' the frontier, Ihe 

women of Welcomrn~ to Hard Times arc no longer thc f i~untain of thc 

f:dmili;il bot~ti .  ,211 \\.ornun in tllu book are harlots, the on ly  exception 



heilly Mot I y LV 110 11~1s yui l  thc ~ ~ ~ . ~ ! c s s i o t ~  aficr gctting d i i i i g ~ ~ r c d  in t lle flrc 

catiscd by the tlad Man. II I  h i s  sense of g ~ ~ i l t .  I3tue takes her and she is 

ironically the onc ad~liircd for a t i i ~ ~ c  hy Zar's whorcs for being a "wife". 

'rhc only "Family" of the novcl is that of' Rlue, which is rmde up of 

himself, Molly, and Jimmy fee, the son o f  Fee who is killed by the Had 

Man in his first carnage. Jimmy Fee too gets into the family of the Inan 

for the reasons which brought Mc~lly to him. This make shift blend of 

substilutes serves for the thrnily in thc reworked vcrsion of Doctorow, 

replacing the traditional f'amily as thc source of wcll being: A self sty led 

Mayor, a one time prostitute and an orphan. That the unit couldn't evcn 

rise to the status of the metaphorical Ca~nily serves to indicate thc \+-ay the 

text is intentionally ccm-tposed. 'l'he timid mayor, the vengeful wife 

substitute, and the strange hoy rlcver inell in to one. 'I'he tinlidily of the 

mayor is not entirely on account of the evcr-present possibility of' the 

second coltling of the Bad Man; it  equally springs from \he way hc has 

failed her when the Bad Man came first. Molly's vengeance is as mcrch 

~ u w a r d s  the Bad Man as  i t  is towards Rluc. When lht: Had Man comes 

next to he overcome, it should strip the mayor of his vanities, she feels. 

J im~ny,  the strange boy is nourished r~rthcr by Molly to be ready as a 

sure shol when the Rad Mi111 appears ncxt. She weans the bo>- away froin 

the Mayor successfi~l ljf . This co~mpletes the fan~ily portrait i l l  I )octorow's 

Westtrn. These chnraclers ne\ t r  huly hc%lot~s to each ot11c1 . ~ n d  2-11] perish 



with the sole exception of Jimmy who inherits the lcgacy o l - tho  Had Man. 

Like the: transactional cr~ntir~ger~cies which tctnpor-arily reify i l l  to 

relationships of !tic apparently emotional kind, in thc novel, the ramilia1 

bond loo is bui It on ~~ecessi ties and apologirs of the ideological nature. 

An attack on  the myth is an attack on the preservers and 

perpetrators or thc myth as well. I T  the Soma1 stamp of recognition for the 

myth is issued by the state then it gains currency and the gullible public 

becomes all the Inorc susceptil~le to ils consumption. 'l'his is wherc 

Doctoro~v customarily trains his fictional guns on--the Inanner in which 

the state takes its citizens for a ridc and denies thcm the realization of the 

aspirations which the state itself has caused them to aspire to. Still, the 

ultimate source of evil is left tentative. The author explores the elusive 

nature oi'evil and the curltributions of the individual and the state in i t .  

The Had Man is portrayed as an inextricable cross arnong the self- 

destructive terld~ncizs of' thc human beings, the cosmic cvil. and the 

extreme capitalistic impulses. As in no other text to follow, Yelco~ne 10 

I Iard I'imfi. ~hrough Bluc, reflects thc ethical-aesthetic bind of l>oclorow 

and thc narrative symbolizes the dilatioi~ in the narrative consciousness. 

l-'llis schism and play intznsifics in pitch and e~lergizcs the 

narrative in Thc Bo!>k o f - D a m .  "In the face of their uwn dcath, the 

ICnscnburgs becun~c,. dcspite themselves and their of'ficial defkndc~.~.  



h! mhols of' lflu conflict t~ct\vccn the hum;in d ~ l d  Ihe polilical, the 

i ~ ~ ( i i \ i c i ~ l ; ~ l  i i t ~d  1 1 1 ~ :  slate. j ~ ~ s t i c c  ,111cI ~nercy". writes 1,rslie 1:iclder on the 

pol i l icn l  and t~umauistii  echocs of the Rdscnbcrg cnsc (qtd. in  Levine 41). 

!\tier targeting thc capitalistic uthos of the Anserican individualism in thc' 

first novel in a general wa). thc writer zeroes i11 on a specific incidcnt in 

the Amcrican history and exposcs the brutal imposition of the state's will 

on  two individuals. As n part of his insistent analysis of the constitution of 

the personhood, he brings lo thc  fore the cardinal rvlc social identity can 

play in causing havoc in personal identity, the other crucial component of 

identity. 

'I'he Book of Daniel justifies the description its author gives it: 

"threnody on thc agony of the Lcft" (qtd, in Trenner 38).  I t  could as well 

be described as a "threnody on the agony of the Ief out", l ~ f i  o u t  of 

political justice, written oul of existence. This oxplains Doctorow's 

statement that thc novel is not about Kvsenbergs, but about thc 'idea' of 

Kcjsenbcrgs, how the Kosenbergs are born and how, far thc socjcty is 

accountable tor the despjcablc pheno~nenon. Bccai~se in a way what 

Daniel i k e l ~  tias happened to h im as a result of the legacy of evil--the 

efi'cut of being made 11011-consequent ial, of being rcndcrod nail-leiess, a 

condition it1 which thcir proper name has become a synonym filr- a sin !hill 

spells esclusiot~--is something I ! I ~  Isaacsons ~hemselvc.; Iiavc gone 

tllmugh dirring 111eir lifk ti~ilc. Ihc to r~ t ic~~tcd  lil'c of 1)anicl I W I I I C  + ;I Icgacy 



of their supposed crinle, thc Isaacsons a]-c always lurking behind the 

shadows. 

Early in tllc ttlut, Llaniel co~nmenis on Paul's attitude l o  .4merican 

democracy: "the implication of a l l  the things he used to flagellate himself 

was thal thc American dcrnocracy was not de~nocratic enough.. .They 

were Stalinists and every instancc of capitalist America t'ucking drove 

Ihetn wild" (BD 5 I ) .  I f '  filtered out of the maddening rage of thc narrator, 

the statement can go a long way in showing the dilemma of Paul. that of 

Daniel, and by extension that of Doctorow too. Even if Paul has becn a 

critic o f  the ideology of the Right, he had faith, a sense of belongingness. 

in America. He  has believed in the iudiciary where 01-lly the guilty will bc 

punished. It could be termed nayve that a man who worried that IrSA was 

not, "purer. finer, Inore ideal"' (I311 57),  expects nlature sense of political 

fair play from the sainc country. It is [lot so since in the kind political 

dispensation the lvriter has in mind, there has to be sufficient room for the 

realisation of one's self. Whether an individual has got the amtorlnt of 

confor~~ljsm the government finds right is not to he taken as a dctzrrent. 

Community belonging is the hub of'thc realisation of' identity. As 

llanicl says in relation tu thc trcatmcnt provided to thc inmates of' the 

asyluin for thc mcntally deranged, "ttls theory is that the person's tlorn~al 

c n v i r o n ~ ~ i e n ~  i.s therapeutic. The theory is that the pcrson w m s  ((1 go 



of' his race. *-M/hal was the sctlst: 01 '  his lifc i l '  pcoylc ivalked out 01 '  the 

theatre and Ibrgot hiin?" (RT 7 0 ) .  he muscs. He,sccks an artistic solu~ir)t~ 

for a racial, class-induccd problem. 'Tlli.; fear olkthe possible r~bliviousncss 

puts him in the class of ~ a n i e l  as he too is tor~nentcd by the fact that his 

parents' alltged crime has class~fiecl him, rlullil'ying his potential for a 

free existence. Houdini's dissatisfaction pushes him to Hying, literally. 

Even his successf~il Europwrl tour fjils lo cnthuse him. "He wondered 

why hc had devoted his life to cndless cntcrtain~nent" (KT 81). 'l'his Kcar 

eggs him 011 to strctch thc lilnils of the poss~hle and attempt daring acts of 

escapc. His f'rantic gesturc ol'attclnpting to quiz thc blast victim thegarding 

the essentials of his iniraculous escape is not without its colnic side. Ye1 i t  

deserves to be emphasised a s  the act reveals the scnse of desperation 

IIo~ulini experiutlces as a result ,)I' his art being i~lfinitelq, re~novcd froin 

reality. 

In Kagtinw Floudini's craving fir recngnition by pcrforinins 

con\ incingly rcvzals 1)octorolrv's ret11m to his ttlettie of' representation and 

the art's ability o r  inability of pcrfonning i t .  'I'he "rndless process ol' 

dissatisfaction" (I4 l 52) that Father felt is .~imilar  to thc acute 

dissatislr~ction cspt.rienced by t-ioudini. B t~ t  i t  is closcr to u sense oI' 

failure 111anilLst in Blue as he attempts to narrate the past irl to existence. 

The si~nilicanct.  of I-loliclini hingcs on the li~cc that t h ~ - r ~ ~ g h  thc ch;irnclcr 



l ~ o u ~ c . "  (1311 17). t3 l1t  ~hc :  cultut-c I t ~ a t  a p p a r c ~ ~ t l ~ ,  lbsters 111c1n. which the 

pcoplu l ~ o l i ~  tigl-i~ly a'> lllcir own dcspitc its impirl'ectiot~. betrays Ihcm in 

i nnu~n~rab l t .  \ v ; I ~ c ; .  'I'hc story of I'aul and Rochelle is one in which the 

circum krcnce of their cxistei~ce is gradually shrunkell by the intrusion of 

the stak machinery. 

Daniel's siluation is not difl'erent either froin t11;it of his parents. 

The novel explores how Llanicl and Susarl suffer for being lhc off~pring 

of thc fictionalised Rnssenbcrgs. 'I'he society. the state, which destroys his 

parcnts, has virtuallj. defined his dcstiny too. "I live in constant and 

dcgradirig relationship to the sclcicty that has destroyed my mother and 

father" (RII 84), states Ilanief on rhe ir~eradicable societl-imposed crisis 

of his life. 'I'he state has labelled and classified the individual and so there 

is r~otl~ing he is capable of that can upset the agcr~da it I ias set Sor him. In 

the words nf Daniel, "If I left thc school loday lrly classification woclld still 

bc 2A, which covers any situaiiun not i11 the national interest" (BD 84). 'lhis 

is what prompts Daniel to his thcsis as far as thc rclationshjp between the 

society and the individual is concerned. kIc dcclnrcs: " h e  final eustential 

conditiotl is citi~cnship. Evct-y man i s  the enemy o f  his country. EVERY 

M A N  IS 7'HE ENEMY O F  fIIS COUNTRY. E:very country is thc enemy 

oS his citizens" (HD 85). Shitiing quickly into the pcriod of \ \  nr t i  here thc 

commanders ordcr the dciltll i~l'thcil- i ) ~  n men. IJaniel cant i nuus: 



In war Ihe soldier's dcstructio~~ is i~ccomplished by his own 

co~nrnandcrs. I \  is the govcrnrnenr, which plrts rifle in his 

hands. puts him up  oi l  the front, and tells him his ~nission is 

lo survive. A11 societies arc armed societies. All citizens arc 

soldiers. All governments stand rcndjr to commit t hcir 

citizens to dcath in the interest of their govern~ncr~t (BD 8.5). 

Powerful iis it is, the statement holds crucial place in the Doctorowian 

thinking on the duplicities of existence. 

In Datlicl's lirsl tbt. authenticity in existence, time and again he 

encounters thc resislance offered by the state. 

There are certain convictions that the American democracy 

would no longer permit you to hold. I f  you were a Jewish 

corrununisl, anti-fascist. i f  you cricd peace! And chccrcd 

Vita Marcantonio al  the progressive party rally in the 

Yankee stadium: if you wcre poor; if you were all of thesc 

things, you know what Lcas coming (I3D 145). 

The semantics of disaster show the jury perl'ecting the conspiracy. 

expanding it and driving i t  deeper. 

Wc are charged no! with conlmitting espionage, but with 

conspiring to culn~llit  espionage. Sincc cspionagc doesn't 

Ilavc r t ?  hu proverl. evidenzc is requircd that wc have 



do~lc  an! thii~g. Al l  that i\ r,ccluircd i s  C L I ~ C I I L ~ '  that we 

i~ltenduti to r l o  .ci)~~lcttling.. .Coi11~1dcr11:11ly enough. under 

thc. !;IN. thc ~cslirnon) of otir so called accomplice is 

considcrud evidence.. .?'his ;il tows them to put Dr. Mindish 

on the starld. By Jake's own precious Inw anything Mindis11 

says against us have the weight of evidence (RD 207), 

rages Paul. "By the roles ol' cvidence in this trial verdict is foreordained. 

I f  the testimony of Mindish i s  admitted as competenl, thc conspiracy is 

proved. Because it wol11d not bc admitted except under the assu~nption 

that a conspiracy existed" (BD 307), reasons Rochelle. It is clear that 

although she and Paul will he round guilty of conspiracy to commit 

espio~lage, it is for the crime of treason they will be sentenced. Thc 

pic tiire of the gigalltic irnposit inn ot' the whole elite political machincq 

on the individuals is self-explanatory. 

I'he crime of soineone who belongs to thc Jowcr class, who thinks 

dil'fl-rently, is alwaqs considered to be never against anothcr huinnn being, 

but always against the order i ~ n d  authorit\ of  thc state. The system of 

,justice is possessed and trivialiscd by i ts  travesty of [he socicty and the 

rravestied version is projected as the aulhentic one. The individual is 

r+enderud helpless in this gi3;lntic imposition i jt ' the state on I I I C  pcoplc. 

'The ultimarc dtprivat ion of hu~l l i~r j  riytlts occurs whcn onc's voice 



brcomcs irrelevant because i t  is explained away as tht. rusul! of sotncthing 

in one's background, Daniel's feeble offort to reintegrate himself 

"involves trying t o  pull sotncthing posi tivc from a traumatic expcricnce" 

(Tokarcyzk 8). This is impossible since the society denies the individual 

foot hole through sustained suppression or his social participation. What 

makes The Rook of Danjd a fiercely touching book is this telling 

portrayal of thc gradual entrapment o f  two individuals by the state owned 

legal machinery. 

Jack. P .  Fcin who does the reassessment piece in the Times on the 

tenth a~lnivcrsary of the execution calls it "a piss-poor trial" (HI) 227). He 

rejects the argument of the Slate that it  possessed indisputable evidence to 

nail the Isaacsons' complicity as meaningless. Fein says that a friend of 

his in rhc Justice department has actually lold him otherwise. The friend 

has infbrrned him that though such a report did exist, i t  actually coniained 

inli~rrnation, which favoured the defence. Like this every piece u f  analysis 

irnplicatcs thc detestable role played by the state in having o~+chestrated 

the murdcr of the Isaacsons. I n  a trial in which there are "no less t h a ~ l  

seventeen abuscs of due proccss" (BD 242), the prejudice could easily be 

deciphered. 

Though Thc Book of Ilai~iel is a nuvcl dwelling 011 the semantics 

0 1 '  s c l f - ( i ~ ~ ~ i ~ I  emanating rro~n the foul pluj  i l l  1ht: aivard ot' justicc to nn 



Arncl-ican couple, l t~c.  s ~ , ~ ~ ~ b o l i c  ra[n~lications of' thc issuc 3t.c hr wider. 

WII;II c\ i~lences h i s  strongly is t t ~ c  perceiv;il~lu pntturn into which the 

r~arra t ivc  o c c ~ ~ s i r ~ r ~ ~ l l ~  falls. A notablu feature of' the hook is the 

nurncrirblc discussions. references and drscriptions of instruments ofk 

torture. modes of punishment and subrnissiv~~ and prograr~lmes of 

iinnihilation in rht: history of mankind perpetrated by the r~tling or thc 

ma-jority only on the strength of number 01- sheer power. Every instance of 

the kind powerfully illustrates the methodology of suppression practiccd 

h! the majoritaria11 and fascist impulses. But stripped of 111e idcolngical, 

nationalistic and racial trappings. every one of these testifies to the way 

the individuals who attempt to assert thc~nselves and to uphold the path of 

truth are systematically targeted and eliminated. In the novel. when the 

bus carrying the Leflist sympathizers returning after attending the Paul 

Itobcson concert are way laid, narration ahruptly shifts tn  the Russian 

purgc trials of 1938 and Hukharin's defence of i t .  Similarly, after 

describing the inesplicable arrest of Paul. the novel all of a sudden 

Jcscrihes "smoking", a Japanese mode torturing unapologetic 

Christiar~s in the sixteenth century (BD 122). The book then returns tn the 

inodcs of strangulation adopted by ~ h c  governmenl to forcc the Isaacsons 

itltn submission. Again n h e n  Williatns exclaitns whether n o  onc has 

irlforined the children of the arrest of thcir mother, tl~r niirralion hreaks in 

to nnothcr dcscriptic?n of' torturing cilllerl '-knott ins" ( f 3 I )  1 -4 ;) -]'his time 



it is onc. practiced by the eigh~rvnth centt~ry ftussian Czarist rcgirne 011 tllc 

serfs. It rollows another hricf I-ci'ercncc t c ~  tlincteenth century European 

tradition of "burning at the stakes" (BD 144). Apart h o ~ n  pointing to the 

severity of the agony of thc sufferers, i t  also puts on display ttlc kind of 

punitive culture Amcricatl systcm covcrtly vaIues to perpetuate injusticc, 

denials of sel fllood . 

It is extrcmcly significant that the kind of references into which the 

text o f cn  brcaks are pur~ish~nents metetl out by either primitive races of 

the unden~ocratic past or by the I'ascists and totalitarian regimes. What 

these references point to is the dcscription of' thc pathetic state or injusticc 

I-ampan1 i11 democratic America. l f  such a gross miscarriage of justice is 

wilfully inflicted by Ihc sti~tc on a couple for merely daring to be politicnlly 

different in the so callcd rr~ndcrn America, how far has the society prngrtssced 

since the sixteenth centunm Japan and thc Czarist Russia'? 

I t  is not just the governing apparalus of Ihe country which is in the 

dock in the trampling of the individual freedoin in r h ~ .  book. '['he finger of 

accusation is traitled as well on the Leftist co~nmunity here. As a 

collective with ~h;~rcd ideals and a sense of belonging, Paul has expected 

the Leftist colleagues to help him in his rnomunt of distress. But the 

betrayal Paul and Rochelle f i l l  in the llat~cls of the American ),eft 

cons~itrite unothcr vital chapter in the ~o in i l~~~~ i t r l t . i an  oppression through 



i\ol;ttio~l. "'I Ilc parly n ~ a d c  IIO cl l i )r ts lo l ~ c l p  thc,ln4. 12schcr tclIs D;lniel in 

ltlu t ~ o ~ c l  (I311 330). C ' ; I I I ~ ~ I I  het1vct.11 the yovcr~iing cott~tnunity whosc 

jucl~cmcnl prcccdcs t t ~ ~ t  of' thc jury and the coininunis~ party that kept 

alooC except for the holated interest in deriving publicity out of the trial, 

the lsaacsons alienation fro111 the State is complete. 'l'he plight or Paul is 

not unlike that of Blue in Welcome to iTard Times. Both carry the zeal to 

civilizc and to educate the people around them. Both experience betray a1 

by those around. Both are conscious, Blue in a residual wily and Paul in a 

major way. tvf the responsibility of the State for the condition thcy are in. 

The novel works as an indictment of the phoney idealism of the 

American cuIture that gags thc freedom and authenticity of' its individuals. 

Fittingly it opens with a scene in a mental asylum and closes with a scene in 

the Disney land, the abode of thc American "short hand cullurc" (BD 305). 

From a hcginning metaphorically portraying the sickness of' culture, i t 

culmiriatus in an icon of the country's technological innova~ioi~ arid acme of 

joy rides. The radical process of reductinn which substitutes Mark Twain's 

I.ik on Mississippi with a bcul ride of five minutes poi~~ts  to the ontological 

trar~sfer i t  has bred. What Dnctorow implies is the whole sale separalion 

which has come to reside betwecn the actual and perpetuated valucs. 

EIowever heavily loaded thc test is against thr evi l  machinations of 

the slate (311 thc irldividual. t l ~ c  i~ldivitl~ial loo stands indictcd on  a lesser 



degree. I hc activist in Doctorow can't go the whcde hog becstrse, as 

usual. the artist comes into play restricting and ~n>stifying thc qucst. I t  

succueds in li~t~iting thc quest itself as the end declares the openness of 

the closure. Apart froin Daniel's find of  his qucst as the equitability of 

evil, Jack Fein also i~nprcsses up or1 the narrative the fact that the 

Isaacsons acted guilty. So. "thc truth was bcyond reclamation" (BD 3 12). 

Even then the naked vic3latio11 of a person's integrity on more or less 

trumped up charges and thc insistence on taking their lives is barharic on 

the part of the State. Decision, responsibility, freedon]--theses are the 

ingredients which largely constitute the personhood of an indiviclual. 

When the society turns ils back on its people merely for the rcason tha t  

they exercised their freedom within the limits of the constitutionally 

pe~+rnissible, it amounts a denial of the right to exist. 

Ilaniel too experiences this refusal of the freedom to exist and to 

realise himself when he fccls that the snciety 113s already analysed and 

classified him. His rebellion \\ould justify their theory of his genetic 

criminality. Like the .'Compson Blood" in Faulkner's Sanctuary, Daniel 

believes that the Isaacson blood is contaminated by cri~nirlnl urge. 'I he 

gcnctic cri~ninali ty of which he is conscious incorporates esistential 

echoes too. I t  is thc n2onqf of being alive inherited, not earr-tcd. Yct thc 

sc'rcictal cn~ltributir )n 1 0  ~ h c  S:IIIIC could not bc furthcr einphasized. He 

callnot inclulge in ;IIF t hit19 that n i l 1  Jcline (he original it of  his existo~lcc. 



A11 hi:, act iotis i v i  11 rcirl li)rcc tllc fi~rt11cr illtc~rulion of' 111s htalc-dufincd 

p c ~ - s c ~ ~ ; i .  I :\.cry :I trulnpl on his part t o  ciovclnp a serlsu ol' personal i~lent it? 

is h o ~ ~ r ~ d  to liiil ;is tllc socicty ttlwarts his ~nernbership in it .  

f<aci:~l discri~nination is a n  allicd subject wherc a feeling of 

inhol-ited scnsc. o f  cvil is fostered by the invisible society. Ragtime 

narrows down to orlc such instance where Coalhouse walker. unlike 

Dallicl, follows the issue of individuation to an apparently di fferent finale. 

Concluding thcir discussions of' thc allegorical implications ol' the 

characters of Ragtime. Harter and Tllnn~psnn state: "locatcd beyond or in 

conllict with, his more accessible political \.ie\vs lies the dark principle 

that all motion is circular, not linear.. .-' (6 ) .  But what the quote implies is 

what the present study intends to portrav. say, the flux of individuation 

causcd by the politics of the activist tentlencies of the artist which 

~nanifcsts in the ~nutual approximations or narrative and consciousness. If 

the statement is read in conjunction l v i t l l  Paul Levine's remark that 

Raetilnc depicts the gru\vi~lg class conflict which characterises 

\he era of the e~ncrging u~c~dem American state, where the 

bclicl' ill t hc sacreclness of' pt-opcrty took precedence over the 

com~nitment to tl'te principle ofecluality hel'ore the law (571, 

the message c t ~ ~ ~ l p  lerc.s i tstl l.. 



111 Ra~t ime  Doctoro~b's uxperirnc~~tations with the csscntials of 

personhood ca~rics on from ithere hc has left off In 'I'he Book of I3anic.l 

tvith a significant dieration. There are striking parallels betwecn '1'Jlr: 

Book of Drl~~iel and Raetime theme wisc. Ragtime also depicts an act of 

politics1 injustice. Thcrc arc actually three figures in the novel who suffcr 

from feelings of social alienation and injustice on account of their social 

status of belonging to the ethnic minority and consequent prejudices. 

Significa~ltly all the thrcc of' them--Coalhouse Walker, H c ~ ~ ~ d i n i  and Tateh 

are artists too. Even though in all the three cases the antagonistic forces 

are represented by the social appnratus--be it the immediate cornrnunity 

about or the powers that be--the novelist puts three entirely different 

options for those individuals to confront the challenges to their urge tilr 

self reprcscr~t nlionlrealization. I loudini seeks to remedy his situation 

through intensification of his art and by moving from the fictional to the 

real. Coalhnuse walker, the musician, is coerced to take up arms to 

bargain for justice. Tateh, the silhoueltc adist bids farewcll lo the working 

class propmi tion and embraces capitalism. Hence, unlike in The Hook 01. 

Daniel, Ra~gime opens up di ffcring avenues along which these suppressed -- 

individuals seek solution to their conllict with society. 

Indispulably the ~naior . . suf'tcrcr and the prominent tl~esis of the text is 

C:oliIho~tse Walker, thu black musician. Suhscqucntly the prcdo~njnant plot 

linc and tllc C ~ I - c  quest ionc 01' origins of' i~~cii~'itluation are chc?r~~~ctcrisecl 



1111tll1yll ( ' O ; I ~ ~ I O I I S C '  Walkcr. Wlwn ~t l c  ~ I I C I I  of' Ihc 1':111~r;lld Isle Fire 

Sr;i~iorl 1c.d h Wilkiu Conklin dcstroy llle car' owned by Coalhousc. it  

t r i g~c r s  t l lc C C ' I I I T ~ ~ I  crisis of' the tex1. C'oalho~~se believing in human 

dignity and lcgal cqunl ity cxptorcs ckcr!. possi hilit? 10 redress tile 

grievance in formal and Icgal wnv. 1 Iis dcspcmtion as each o f  thc 

cor~stitutional right is dcnicd to him. col~plcd w i t h  the death o f  Sarah, 

caused by her attempt to petilion the Vice P~+rside~lt candidate on behalf 

of her husband to be, makes him accept la\\ Icss terror. With black youth 

who are similarly inclined, Coalhouse unleashes terror, blasling fire 

station after fire station in the vicjnitlm. 'l'his destructive path to justice 

cul~ninates in capturing the Morgan Lihrarr. tvith thrcats of demolitions i T  

his de~nands are not met. It yiclds iustict: its the authorities produce 

Wilkie Conklin and make him repair the car back to its original ci3tldiiion. 

nut  at tllc cnd Coalhouse Walker is killed as he steps out oC the 1,ibrary. 

Rantime introduces a few curious alterations in the situation 4 .- 

prescntcd in the earlier novel. If for Paul Isaacson's plight the whole 

socicty is to be held responsible, in the case of Coalhouse it is basically a 

crime pcrpetuatcd by the tirc~nen and Wilkic Conklin that breeds trouble. 

Secondly. unlike Paul, Coalhouse decides to take on the ruling 

cstat7list1rncnt and employs violence. clisscgarding thc conseqiluilccs o f  his 

act ,  \\-hich ironically leads to tnorc ir~jilsticc. I f  Paul dics thailks to an 

c. l'ictc j l~rq.. dcnicd of' iusiice. Coal holisc dic:, ha\ ing real i / c d  Ilis soals. 1 I' 



P;il~l's residual complicity in the aljegrtl cr.ilnc is ilnplicd in ttlc Ragtimc. 

Coal house ib inorally clcan whilc hc  is irlsulted. 'I'rue to Doctorow, the 

precise manner of death of Coalhouse is left ambiguous. The question 

whether he is killcd as a result of his attempt to escape or u hciher he 

attcmpts to raise his hand a? a sign of surrender or hc simply invites his 

death with a seemingly aggressive attempt is unanswered. Significantly 

the answer could go eilher way. The ulionntiot~ Coalhouse experiences is 

as chronic 3s that of the Isaacsons bur since he is twt given to eloquence, 

since he is not seeking any kind of narrative or artistic expiation, i t  could 

impress up on the reader only gradually. But in the final triurnph of 

Coalhouse, he becomes a criminal. 

In a way thc fate of the Isaacsr~ns and th;~t of thc Coalhouse Walker 

and fiancee Sarah arc the same. They are 311 victims of thc state's 

i~nl.~osition cltl ttlc individual. 'I'hey are products of the abuscs of the due 

p~+ocedures oC the law. What provokes the whiles like Wilkic Conklin is 

the way Coalhouse has conducted himself. I t  surprises even one that he, 

like Lucas Baucha~np in Faulkner's Intruder in the Dust, scclns to he least 

conscious of his colour and ethnic status in the sociely. "He was not 

unaware that in his dress, and as the owner 0 1 '  a car t ~ c  was a provocation 

to many white people. He had created himself ~ I I  tlie teeth of such 

feelings" Ili'l' 13 1). When he is blocked on the road. demanding a non- 

c ~ ~ i s t c n l  toll, thc i  Llrt. quebl~or l~r~g h i s  right to mist. I l \ ~ e r l  tliri~. "it did riot 



occur I I I I I I  to irlp-;lliale 11i111scl l '  i n  t11c l i~st~ior~ o l ' h i s  r a w "  (IZ.1 133). As 11e 

apl~-o;~chcs  i~ttornc!.~ thcy ruli~sc to represent Ilirrl. When fathcr 

;ipproac.lics a lawvcr I I C  i s  f'amiliar with, his rcsponsc is underlining 

11octoro~~-'s ideas o S  a racist Amcrica. "When a property owner in this 

city walks ir-iio court with a Ncgrn, a charge like this is usually dismissed'' 

(RT 139). Another black lawyer responds similarly lo Coalhouse: "I want 

justice for our people, so bad I can taste it. But if you think I would go to 

west-Uhtsttr county to plead on a coloured man's behalr that some one 

deposited a bucket of slops in his car, you are very much mistakeny (KT 

139). Not more helpful is either the county clerk or the policeman on duty 

in the station. Thus if the ei'forts to extract minimuin of justice in the case 

of lsaacsons are caught in the labyrinth of legal machinery at the highest 

echelons, that of Coalhouse Walker is thwarted at the lowest levcls. 

When thu namc Coalhouse establishes itsel[ as a byword for 

murder and arson, thc population rises against Coalhouse as well as 

Conklin. News papers judge, "that any man who takes the law into his 

hands placcs !-rimself against a civilized and rcsolutc people and defames 

the very justice he seeks to enforce" (RT 178). This is where the crux of' 

the enquiry of Doctorow lies. I t  is a case of the state taking the law 

prejudicially into its hands and there by defaming the constitution i t  is 

bound to uphold, that causcs thc crisis to hugin with. Whcri IIC exhausts 

tlltx legal means. C'oa~l~ouse crosscs u\ cr 1 0  tllc othcr- sidc. 111 t l ~ c  process 



ending up det'aming the very justice hc seeks to otlti)rcc. I t  Justice is the 

fulfilment of one's tnle self, neither the white c o ~ n ~ n u n i  ty reprcsentcd by 

the Iikes of Co~~kl in ,  nor Ihu state apparatus seein to help seek such a 

realization. Borrowing the terins of Llatliel, whcn the radical ~ t ~ a k e s  the 

final connection. then society judges him no more fit to live. The unly 

coni~ection left lo be made is the one between himself srld death and the 

society assures that. Coalho~~se exemplifies both thc cxtremjty of injustice 

inflicted hy the society and the extent of pel+sot~hood achievable by the 

individual. 

Unlike Coalhousc Walker, Tateh decides to fight society on a 

different level. Tateh is n Jew in rleedy conditions strugglirlg to live of his 

income by making silhouettes. When he first appears in the novel, he is 

scen in the co~~~parly of his daughter Sha. tied to h i m  by a rope ro prcvent 

her fkoln being stolen to slavery. He is the President of the Socialist 

Artist's AI liance of the Lower Eastside. I lc travcls with his daughtcr and 

finds a job in a mill. But soon the rnills strike work. As he is waiting for 

thc train which will lahc his daughter to her adopted home as per the 

arrangemtnt nladc by the union. he is inercilessly beale11 by the police 

who prc\,cnts i t  on account of its tluinanist mileage. When he gets away 

fro111 the scenc, he concludes that "this cot~ntry will not let me hreathu" 

(RT 100). 1 Ie decides against goirlg back tn the mill tbr work. "From th is  



' I  ;itch's is t i I i  intorusting casc in which he is dcrlied justice by the 

col~u try Ibr being poor and a socialist. I Ic decidcs to change himself into 

adaptability svcn if it is at the cxperise of one's ideology. But more lthan 

thc fact that he shifts his ideological position, what deserves to be 

investigated from the perspective of the immediate context is [he reason 

fix that. He sclls his silhouettes, movie books and gradually rises to 

wealth. 

Thcre arc two kinds of evil 'ratch encounters in America which 

spoil his humble efforts at life: SIavcry and Capitalism. He can't let his 

daughtcr free. Ile ties her to his apron when he toils in thc streets with his 

art as he is afraid of thu lurking evil of' slavery. "Young girls in the slums 

are stolen every day l'ro~n their parents and sold in lo slavery..  .married 

women, children, any one they can gut their hands 011" (R?' 40). he states. 

I t  i s  also the country that keeps his jvorkers underpaid where he draws 

~ ~ r l d e r  six dollars for fifty-six hours uf-work ;I ~veek. 

Vestiges ol' this feeling 01' betrayal by society are evident it1 the 

utterances and activities of I Isrry Houdini too. But i t  is difficiilt to assess 

ho* far it  i s  real and how i'ar fictional i t1  :I tnan \tho is pcritol~sly poised 

hctween fiction wid real iiy, ~inabtc to di il'crc~~tiatc bcn\.ec.n I hc t i t  c'r. I ,ike 



Uc>ctorow it is dissalistjctior~ that drivcs the rscape artist to farther end 

farthel- daring tricks. Onc o t' the groups who fail lu cridorsc the talent o f  

Hot~dini is the opulcnt. "People cvho did t~ot respond to his art proSoundly 

distressed Houdini. He had come to realise that (hcy were invariably of' 

the upper classes.. .They looked on him as a child or a fool" (KI' 3 1 ) .  

Ilence the artistic drives of desperation ot' Houdini have its roots in the 

lack o f  social rccognit ion rind this spurs on his need for self-assertion. 

Thrse threc characters ;ire not the only instancts which illuminate 

lhe villainy or thc state or thc society. Ragtime is a lext whicl~, through 

thc adroit use of its ironic nrtd historic voice, maps the acts of injustices 

heaped on immigrants, ethnic ~nirlorities and the politically different . 

Thcre are many itlstances in the novcl, which make one remember 

Ditnicl's postulate that cvcry country is the enmmy of its citizens and that 

citizcrlship is the final existential condilion. Ragtime's sweepir~g narrative 

often picks up sightslstates of the im~t~igrnt~ts '  plight, the high handedness 

o r  the treatment of the imlnigraticlr~ offjccrs, their shah by dwelling placcs 

and thc contci-tlptuous way the!. ate treated by thc Americans. 

Millions of lnen were out of ~tork.  'I'hose fortunale cnough 

to find jobs wcrc dared to fonn unions. Courts enjoinetl 

thc111, police busted their heads, their Icndcsrs were jailed iind 

new lncn took thcir jobs.. .llrlc t~undred N e ~ r o c s  3 year 



\\crc: !vilchcd. )llC 11i111rlt~ciI ulil~ul-s were buricd a l i i ~ .  (I)IIC 

tllir~drcd chi Idrun wcrc [nut ilutcif. ~l'herc scc~ncd to bc quolas 

t i ~ r  t l~uw ttlitlss. 'There sccrl~cd to  I3e quotas tbr death by 

s~nn~i t ion  (RT 371, 

the rambling ni~rrativt: of the book in a casual~~ess oozing with irony lists 

the multitude of socially, politically motivated denials of life in  the 

hcartlat~d cl t' America. Notwithstanding Ihc progressive disappearance of' 

the ironic voice as we move towards the end. the novel testifies to the 

awi'ul fate the industrial Arr~crica has prepared iijr the economically 

deprived and politically notl-conformist. 

One of thr widely dcbated statements in the novcl is Freud's; 

judgement 011 America as he dccidcs to cut his visit short and return 

holnc-. "Americ;l is a mistake, a gigantic ~~listake", he says to Ernest Jones 

(KT 36). WIIL'II quizzed on the connotatinns ot' this statetnent. thc author 

comments on the way the countrir's fail to live up lo their const i tut ic~~~al  

responsibilities. He espands his vcrdict on America to imply tllc way m y  

othcr country could ht. guilty of the same negligence. reminding ihe 

reader ofkl~aniel's thesis of citizenship as thc l i~ial  existential condition. 

AII ot'fshoc~t/agent of the culture \I hich distorts the lives of people 

is tcchnnlog>. An issue Doctorow tnkcs u p  as onc  or thc muin ficlional 

ctlilcerns i11 his later works. inctuding r i~~ .c~~.ount l ing  it in the, I he U'ltcr 



Works. it  exerts arnple pcnvet- 111 Kiieii~nq too. A novel which ; ~ t ~ c ~ l ~ p l s  to  

rrcot.d the turn of the century American cultural cthos, Ragtime can not 

afford to ignore the pc>tentialilics o f  tcchnnlogy spreading Vdr and deep. 

'Typical to Doctnrow. it is not through the capitalist figures of the kind of 

Ford or Morgan that he has achieved this, but through ~~eceivcrs of 

progress like the early Tateh and the nameless rest. As long as 

technological advance is counted as a cardinal yardstick nf cultural 

progress, it is bound to feature as a leading instrument o f  stifling human 

individuaIity. From & Hook of Daniel onwards cach tvork of Doctorow 

has exposed how hl. the apdheosis of technology rnan has paid the price 

in suffering. Ragtimc and 1,oon Lake are also significant in their esposure 

of dehuman isation the tcchnologicnl advancelt~ent has bred. The novelist 

I ~ n s  11ladz evcelle~lt blending of thc political and philosophical strains of 

his fictional quest in Ragtimc where Ford and Morgan speak of the 

rclative merits of the convcyor belt and the inlerchangcahili ty of parts. 

One of the major virtucs listcd is the fact that not only that the parts are 

interchangeable but the workers who operate ii also arc. The stateinei~t 

has heavy rainifications as it comes fkorn a writer who is burdcncd with 

the cyclical nature of happenings and the fluidity of' identity. Ford is a 

believer in reincarniltion and Morgan has iminensc faith in the argu~ncnt 

that except for the chosen few likc him. the rest simply corlstitute the 

hull~an flock. the Ilrl~nan foddt.~ l'or ttlc umpteen expcricr~ces ol. cxistencc. 



Si I I C C  ..-. I < a ~ l i ~ n c  -- corlccdcs : tlc' I.UI>C,I I 111 c 11ii  tut-c 01' I i li3 i 1 1 1 ~ l  !iction, thc 

ru;~ryirl~ll I I U I I I ~ I I I  T O I U  ill thc c o ~ ~ t r o !  P H I I O I S  of'techr~ology is not without its 

i 1t1p11~;lt icul  too. - 1 oo t~  I ,itkc furthur studies the intricalc relationship 

arnorly tcchnolagy, stl t 'and statc. 

IJe was free! That w a s  whal frce rnen were like, they shone 

their freedom over evcry one. . .All  the intelligence 1 had of 

him ... had not prepared me for the inlpcrsonal force of him, 

the frightening freudo~n of him (LJ, 1 05) .  

Juc's unbounded adm~ration for the frightening freedom 

personified by F. W. Bennett the millionaire has foundation of the mixcd 

nature. The most basic onc of course is his wealth. I f  all the characters of 

Loon Lake arc split vertically into two classes, the divisior~ will be along -- 

Capitalist- Working class Iincs. This have-have not split detcrrnines the 

lcxture of the novel. This is only lo bc expected n f  a novel th3t evokes the 

dcpress~nn years uf the 30s as it? backdrop. Coming ai'ler The Hookof  

Daniel and Raqtime, i t  reads like a rather subducd version of the author's - -- 

cusromar! plunge into the cultural cllaos brcd by the ~noncyed and thc 

powcrfui. At the surfacr: the no\ 1.1 has (hc placidity of a lake. but Ihe inner 

cl~rrerl ts are sufficiently l r~rbulenl  10 incorpuratc the politics of denial 

unleiished by the state on Ihc individual. 



'I'hc young frontline characters of' the n ~ \ ~ c l .  Joc. Clara, Pcniield 

and 1,vle Jimcs belong lo the working class. They all arc ungaged in an 

effort 10 find their roots to establish themselves. 'l'hc? battle their ancestry 

to rsalise themst.lves individually and there b>* juslilj, their sensc of 

belonging, separate from that of the serving class. Similar is the manncr 

in which each of the~n fights their parents in real terms. Warren doesn't 

want to take after his parents and realist their dreams of he growing into a 

union leader in the mines. Joe, who resenrs and rebels aga~nst his fathcr 

and Clara, who grows up as the daughter of a man who runs a funeral 

dtcorative service, show the urge to fight their way up. Balanced against 

them are the likes of Hennctt and S i~n  iiearn, the proprietor of the rreak 

show and members of the ruling class. 

'I'ht prime accused in the novel is Bennett and the principal 

sufferer, Joe of Paterson. Signiticaritly Patersntl is the center of an 

industrial strikc and like Lawrence in Rastime, Doctorow uscs it to 

iilvokt: the echoes of the same. Joe's rambling life in the novel has beer) 

along the land dotted by the industrial concerns of Renrlelt. Frorn the 

glamoruusly lit i ra i  t ~ .  through l .<>on Lake ant! Bennett Autobody Works 

back to I ,oon Lake. 'This collision track of the  sufferer and the suffered 

high lights the continual friction nl'the individual and the suliing. f3aaqtiine 

stresscs amply the industrial wreckagt. the lower classrs are made tu bcar 

;IS I'lw Hooh_ of  Daniel dwells o n  1 1 1 ~  .lurisdiction and the ~~r~li t ical  lirliits 



0 1 '  i t .  I O O I I  -. I , ;)kt is I ~ ) ~ I I I ~ I I ~  III o t ~  the c :~p i t ; i l i s~~~  i r ~  itIlic11 I~i11d beco111es 

L O I I I I ~ ~ O C ~ I I !  111 \i i I C ~ C T I I C S ~  25  luxury, the ~ h c ~ n e s  of crcativity and 

c ; ip i~;~l  isln 1i1.i~ in t hr: novul: the wildcrr~css as bough1 isolr~lion and 

iholation rn;lndatory hlr creative t-ntcrprise. 

'I'hc descriptive passages LIT the novel often paint the scamy side of 

l i  k as it gets filtered through the capihlist psyche. Unlike the ironic voice 

in thc Ragtime, in 1,oon Lake it is a distant yet cngaged voice tinged with 

i rony as well as gloom. "Hut down on the docks men slept in the open 

pulled up like babies on beds 01' news papers, hands palm on palm for 

piflow" (1,L 12). Again, "we were like birds or insects, pestilential when 

we buyzed or flocked in great numbers, but one sole specimen could be 

tolerated with a certain sciuntific interest" (LL 191, .lea states about the 

co~~di t ion  of thc jobless. 

Joc of Paterson is moulded in his bitter hatred of the wealthy, 

almost equal to the rase of Ilaniel. But if Daniel's ragc is occasionally 

dircctio~~lcss. thal of' Joe is precise. Joe is impaired by the adolescence- 

driven restlessness and desire tor freedoin as hc is unscttled by his  

unde~pri~.ilcgerl roots. Not far behind in him are the traces of thc anguish 

of being alive. Hc rcscncs the isolatiori that [noney confcl-s on the rich, 

11 hich the rich \vilfiilly it~ct.pts. 



1 looked up thu hill In the 11ol1se and f'clt the impositivt~ ol' 

an enomlous will r m  ihc natural planet. I k 1 t  Loon Lake in 

its isolation. the bought wilderness. and specul:itcd what 1 

~ o u l d  do if I had the money. Would 1 pr~rchasz isolation as 

this man had'! Was that what money was for?. . . The man 

made automobile bodics, arid they were for connection, cars 

were dc~nocracy we were tuld (LI- 75) .  

Ikspite Joe being a recipient of the rigors of thc capitalist extremities, it  

i s  onIy once that hc is directly subjecl to thu same, that too on his own 

choice. After running away ttiih Clara from 1,oon Lal\e, he lands in 

Jackson Town broke. Ht: joins the Bennett Autobody Works Number Six 

on the assembly line. But soon the company closes down anticipating the 

possibility of a strike. Yet the indirect cnnseclueIlces of ihc sufferings of 

gc~leration arc  very well etched in thc way Joe's \ilk is portrayed. Joe's 

recklessness, his distrust of the affluence, desire for famc and thc scarcll 

for autonomy, the hatred ui' bclot~ging to one place--all of thcsc n1.e 

greatly caused hy his inheri~ed bazgagc of ignominy and i~lvisi bilit y of 

thc lower class. This is where. in a limitcd way, the Doctorowian themc 

of inherited cvil steps into tho novel. Rut unlikc. it1 Wclcome to Hard 

Titnus and Ragtime, in Loon I,ak-e, to a grttal uxtcnt, evil is shown to be a 

rcsulr o f the  capitalist for-ccs. Since Joe has set out quite early in his lifc to 

arrive a! t ime  and iieedor-rl, t ~ c  i s  not susceptible to the evil of his parents 



~ ~ : i t - t i ~ . ~ ~ l a i - I > - .  Yc1 bci11~ ;1 C U I I I C I I I P O I . ~ ~ ~ - \  of' t h ~  u ~ n f e m p ~ u o u s  and Ii~niting 

c l l l t~~rc .  Ilr: 100 is subicc1 to ttw salnc circulnstai~ccs. 

I':irAados t l l t ~ ~ g h  i t  is. ~ h c  only onc character ill thc tlovul who 

ad\  iscbs llirn to be hi~nselC to rzalise his potential. is the Inan whose capitalist 

etnpire is the colossal hurdle in ensuring that millions exist in what 'l'ateh in 

Riictime calls 'karying degrees of unrcalised hope" (RT 75). Bennett 

advises Joe when he turns down an otcr  from him of a permanent 

employment: "Find your level. Get in. get illto ihe place that's your nature, 

whether it is running a corporation or picking daisies in a field, get in there and 

live to it, live tu thc hllness of jt, bccoine what you are" (LL 109). I t  is one of 

the ways in which Doctorow permits into his text an ideological 

irresolution. 

I t  is thc failed poet Warren Penfield who has borne the brunt of the 

sevcrity of the Ilepression. Penfield carries flashes of l ateh in him the 

way he finally ends up as the poet in residence of' the 1,oon Lake urlder 

the patronage of Hentlett. But in thc b a y  these characters are constituted, 

t11c1 e arc major dirferenccs. Warren, thc son of Jack and Neda I'enfield. i s  

born and b r o ~ ~ g h t  up in the  extremely limited surrounding of mill l i f e  in 

thc 30s. Though he i s  tllc boy of thu ycnr in his scf~ool, the vicissitudes of 

the  immigrant tnill workers prcvent hirn l*To111 higher Iearnit~g as ttlc 

mother wisllcd. Dreamy though he is. t\c l i t~ds l l ~ e  strc~lgtll to quest ion the 

pt'oplc i r i~en  his parents die it1 nlinc clissrcicr. 1 It reiichcs I ,r,oil I to 



kill Bennett. Again in the winlcr or 19 19, I'cntield is a1 the scene of the 

Seattle general strike. He is tl~rilled to sec the working class s o  quickly 

pick the basics of managcmcnt. IIc counters the opposition of his 

landlady with the argument that if one takes away people's fcar and gixrc 

thein their dignity, the genius of the race could bu released. 

Apart haom Bennett, Sim Hearn is thc character representing the 

dcprivatinr~ cultivated hy the capitalist in all its viciousness. Thc frcnh 

show otv~led by Sim is one of the brief stops of Joe in his picaresque. 'I'ht: 

brutal exploitation that Si~n Heitrn louses up on the defonned and hence 

exhibit ion-worlhy wiih the cool nonchalance of the capitalist is portrayed 

in the mass rape of the Fat 1,ndy. 'I he scene is so repulsive in its graphic 

presentation that it can hurt the I-eader more than thc portrait of Bcnnctt 

whose sketch is poised dclicatcl! 011 Iht: brink oC tlurnat~ity and 

Capitalism. No trace of ambivalence graurs thc figure of S i~n .  Thc 

absolute quiet he maintains as the mass rape procucds i s  thc picturc nf t t ~c  

Capitalist in his vulgar, im~nune isolation. 

Clara 1,ukacs is the other charac1t.r who carries, "the fluent yowl of 

injustice" (LL 85) on her facc and for Joe her fhcc is thc rc~nindcr of 

many such in his plncc, Patersorl. -'She was an castern industrial child, she 

had come off the streets like In) struels. shc was born 01' the infinite class 

of n:i~nclcss wurkers, my vc t-y o\rtn exclusive class'' (I ,I ,  100). Joe's 

t;-t:lirt? l i ~  class i s  c:~used l l ~ t .  sameness o f  their bacLgrounds. Clara's 



\iyni licarlcc irl 1 )oclonnv'.s sc hut l~c ol' things is utlderscorcd by her 

~ ~ n ) \ i ~ t l i ~  10 death uarly in hcr lilk. 1,oon Lake, which seemed to be 

c?tceplioi~:~l tyom tllc iitt~iily of Doctorow's fiction early on account of 

this, returns to the fhld with the F~mily profession. thc dressing of the 

dead bodies. Death, being a core metaphor in the fiction of Doctorow, 

defines the presence of-Clara, nick named 'Clara Cadaver'. Doctorow has 

stated that it would be incorrect lo argue that his books are "death 

haunted". Rather, he states, "the preoccupation is not with death but the 

meaning of it" (qtd. in Morris, "System of Knowledge" 441). For him, 

dcath can denote injustice. Being brought up in a mortuary like 

atmosphere, she "didn't know that dead people were that unusual" (L1, 

147). Her criminal lineage "was some kind of contamination she was born 

into for no fault ol' her own ..." (LL 149). When Lukacs expands his 

business, Clara rises to the position of a receptionist, clad in black. For 

the rise ol'the business, the man is greatIy indebted to his ability to make 

no judgements, to keep his mouth shut. Nu wonder that Clara as child 

assumes that all people dead has a holc in their body. There fore Clara 

Lukac's early premises has the l~azardous blend of death and exploitalion- 

-the natural exploitation which comcs in a culture oi' the kind she resides 

in addcd to the usual criminal connections the funeral parlor has. The life 

she graduates into as 'l'ommy C'rapo's possession. in brutal st~ljection. is 

thc ii~lal statetrlcnt on the genealo~y of cvil atld iiiiuslicu ~ I I  lh)c(orou.  



F. W. Bennett, in whosc abode and alnong wl~osu didcs Clar-a 

dwells, is prescntcd as a mixt~rrc 0 1 '  the good and the bad. This i s  not 

dissimilar to the strategy noctorow has adopted in the case of Morgan or 

Ford. O n c  of the remarkable passagus i n  th r  1,oon Lake testifies to it. 

While commenting on the lire of rknneti, Joe states compari~~g the 

socialist and capitalist systems: 

The benefits of such a [Capitalist] system while occasionally 

random ancl unpredictable ~ v i t h  periods of undeniable stress 

and lnisery depression starvation and degradation are 

unevenly distributed to a greater and greater percentage of 

thc population. The periocis of economic stability also 

ensure a greater degree of political freedom and ar~long the 

industrial westenl dcmocracies today. despite occasional 

suppression of tkee speech quashing of dissrn~ corruption of 

public officials and duspite the tendency of legislation tn selve 

the interests of the n~lir~g business oligarchj, poisoning of air 

water the chemical adultrrirtion or food thc obscure 

development of hideous weaponry, the increased costs of 

sinlple survival the waste of human resources thc ruin of 

cities the serviludc. of backxvnrd i'orcign populations Ihe 

standards of life under capitalisin by atly ctiierion arc far 



crcalur thi111 undcr stale socialisin i r ~  whatuver fonn i t  is li!ulld 
L 

1314 isl~. Sivcdisl~. Cubai~. Scwiet or Chinese. . . ( I  ,I, 157). 

1 l ;~ch v i r t ~ i u  oi' capilal is111 which thrives at thc cxpeilse of a multitude n t' 

occasiot~al evils tells the story in unambiguous terms. 

I.oon L.ake is a novel in which 1)octorow has ntte~npted a balanced -- 

blending of his a~-tistlactivist proclivities. Notwithst anding the final 

artistic solution attempled, it would be honest to admit that still rhe put on 

cffect o f  Joe's epiphany at the police station is thc result 01' the 

effectiveness of  the activist side of the lire of the Depression. With Joe's 

moment of truth at the police slation, thc narrative is thrown wide open, 

leaving the fictional doors ajar for ambiguity to barge in. .4t this stage it  is 

worth asking whether Joe's perpetual failure in achieving personhood 

could be nttributcd to the capitalist bind of B e r ~ n ~ t t  to which he had fallen, 

or to the adolescent freak in him; Whether Clara's state is the cause or 

effect or' her "cada\,trous" cor~dition in the past. Also worth enquiring i s  

the contribution of capitalist crecd in the making and unmaking of 

Punfield ~ h c l  even otl~envise is hardly tuned to rcality, whosc penchant is 

for building imaginative rtalities. Perhaps as in no  other text of the writer. 

Loon Lake cxemplijlcs the schism at the core of the narrative -- 

conscinusness. As in Ra,eti~tx, thcre is a narrative death towards thu ond 

as the author attcmpls tilt: recnnciliation t' the dual  ~endenc i c~ .  l'ht staye 

ivherc Joe really b;111 ICS himscll'as he ~in,cuccl~ occept,~ltcc nI' I .oon 



I .nke and its lnastcr I S  ilu assertion of' this, Like the narratik c. ot' Ragtime 

ch:~sing the story of the Young Brother to wind up  itsell; Joe's 

i~r~acknowledged acceptance of wealth, his early ne~nesis, rcveals tho 

constrrlins of the controlling consciousness. 

It always hscinates Dociorow that culture that seerrls to offer 

enlightenment at the beginning ends up as a kind of prison. Like the town 

which brings it's own Bad Man as it progresses. culture nlatures itsclf 

into its evil pote~ltial and people scuk liberation in artistic impositions. In 

The Hook of Daniel. Uanicl's is a voyage to sct the facts of his parents 

and those of his life straight. In the case of the lsaacsc~ns. clcar victims of 

political machinations of preter~~alural calibre, culpability falls short of 

achieving fool prooK clearance. No thorougli analysis of the texts is 

required to givc the responsibility of Iht: crime to the statc. Yet even afier 

realising ille fully said. the final narrative nail on thc state's coffin is only 

placed in position, not hammered home with force. The possibility of a 

~ninor prank on the part of the  Isaacsons against the Rightist state leaves 

the narrative suf'ficien~l~ npen for the slit to reveal. Tn R a ~ t i m e  the crisis 

o r  individuation and the tug betwccr~ the stale and selC ~ h o u g h  explored lo 

a rarer dimension, spacc for tl~oughtftll queries are lcfi alive. Walker, 

tdoudini and Tateh, in that order raise those. Stalking the state-self 

continu~~rn. they b r i r l ~  to light Inan? OI' thc unpondered clucstions of thc 

relationship. If the socictal 11iaLc' up is thc vill:~in in the denials of 



~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ m t ~ o o ~ l .  the t ~ a r l - a ~ i v ~ '  h;lrch i t h  ~ i l j > ; l ~ i t k  to fhtho~n the dual it^' of  

~ ~ c r c q ~ ~ i o t ~ .  I.oo11 1 , r A ~ ' s  i \c ;~ving of thu c~hic-aesthetic du:~lity is an 

uloquc~lt t CSI  i~noriy t o  ~ h c  thread wc have been tracing in this chapter. The 

si~nilltar~co 11s- dissynchronous lives of Jne a ~ i d  warren embody the stated 

duality as continuum. 

From Welcome to Hard Times to Loon Lakc. the major fiction of* 

Doctorow unarguably f reground the dual proclivities of rloctorow's 

fiction rh[.ough the split of sel f-narrative-society incli nnt ions, l'he ways 

I h t  two polarities approximate one nnotht-r in the novels mirror the play 

of consciousness of the narrative. All the aforc-listed texts comc heavily 

down on the oppressive culturd scenario of America. But still all the four 

novels analysed abovc in terms of its critique nf thc American culture in 

specific and of thc l~utnan condition in general permit the presence of 

deterrents other than those of cultural origin. Froin the Bad Man who 

cotnes with the land to ambiguous acceptance of Bcnnctt, the millionaire, 

thc thesis holds this atnbiguity. As the narrativelnarrator concedcs the 

inability to f i x  the sit1 of the society in the denial of selfhood. the 

investisatinn splinters itself into rnctaph! sical, existential and 

epistemological fragments. The cornplexiry of mcaning one self' and 

knowing meaning is \\,hat the liquidity oi' n i~ r ra t i i  t: consciousness finally 

a t'finns in Doctorow. 



Chapter 7 

Conclusion: Jntegrity of Irresolution. 

The novels of Faulkner, Harth and Doctorow are narrative 

transcriptions of crises in existence. What unfolds in them are 

consciousnesses struggling tn cor~tain the mutual approximations of 

individuals seeking to constitute themselves narratively and the text 

attempting to build up a stories which will explain themselves. l 'hese 

texts, which have their gcncsis in thc existential spaces of the mind, 

present efforts at autonomy of individuals and ~ ~ a l ~ a t i v e s .  For ttlz 

p~+otagonisis of thcir fiction, like for Quentin Compson in The Sound and 

the Fury, "narrating is thc act of asserting a self that is filled with 

unarticulated, warring fcars and desires" (Lockyzr 42). But the stories, 

which will straighten themscl\~cs out, are caught in the metanarration and 

polyphony of the language which thc individuals use as their medium. 

Thc self-conscious protagonists and the self cor~scious texts--the sulf 

conscious protagonists who seek coherent identitics through narratives 

which in turn engender self consciousness o f  the medium. language--are 

locked in tnutual tct~sii>n. The texts are possible only thror~gh the 

writersinal-rators while the writer's integrity rests o n  the narrative 

resolutio~l of Iht: criscslpast. A search in which the ob-ject is  !hc subject 



; I I I ~  SLI \ !~UCI  i s  I ~ I C  C I ~ C C ~ .  tllc o~l tol~)gi~;~l  ' r t 11~1  cpis~e~nologic;~l questions 

111clt ~ I I I ~  uach ottlcr circularly. Hence Ihc novels of the writers under 

s t u d  ncknc~wlcdgc this "integrity o f  i~~esolution" ( S n  ltnnan 35) through 

thcir narrative c.onsciousness. 

TIIC major characters of William Faulkner strive to cure lheir 

endangered existence through the narrated cssence of their lives. 

Faulkner's fiction i s  a territory in which the negotiation between the self 

and the world is "both urgcnt and impossiblc: in ivhich the need for 

protected boundaries is as intense as the awareness that these boundaries 

cannot be protected" (Weinstein 175). Hedged in by race-induced 

dilemma and the inability to effectively communicate cr.ises. they exist in 

the struggle to create a sense of belonging. Quentin Compson's existence 

in thc self-induced imaginary incest, battli r ~ g  thc  inherentlinherited 

existcrltial pain, as well as Sutpen's abortive persistence at building a 

mansion to prove himself is at the hntto~n a reflection of this struggle. 

'I'llry are urged into expressionlaction to redress thc ambivalence at their 

corc concern i t ~ g  their identity. Metaphysical and social doubts push them 

to desperation iind to attempts at expression through words and deeds. But 

as Rosa's case illustrates in Absalom,Absalom!, the urgency and f'esvour 

uf n:~rration disrupt the goal of expressive consolation. Doubls lay siege 

to self and scepticism subnlerges thc act of' co~~~munica t ion .  " I IlC terrible 



re5ponsi hi lily of communrcalirm" (Mcrlwcther 70-7 1 ) .rx h>z.scns 1J1c plight 

as the burden of their talc5 incre;lses with dttempt5 at unburrlctling 

thetnseic.es. Neithcr the atternpis a( expression nor thc aim of bringing out 

the social roots of the i nheritcdlirthcren( evil legacy offer them the 

identity they are aftcr sincc who they ilre arid what tlwy knuw are onc and 

the same. Hence. as the knowledge they seek fail them, these characters' 

beings continue to bc hung in the self conscious talcs which seek a 

Iiberation. 'l'he consciousness and rlnrration grapple in an act which 

characterisss their mutual construction. 

The "narrativc equals languagc equals life" (TR 236) rnotto of 

John Rarth stresses the sigt~ificarlce of this mutual constitution/ 

consumption of the jngrcdients of narrative consciousness. Rarth shifts 

thc emphasis Faufkncr laid on perception and articulation and places it nn 

t hc bewildering plurality of perceptions and choices in the narrative called 

liik What begins as an acceplance ol ' t l~e signiiicancc or rhe lack of it in 

everything in The float in^: Opcra and End of Thc Road growb irilo arl 

ironic-comic cclebration of the plurisignilication callcd lifk. Suitors of the 

tntalit), of self like Ebenezer Cooke and Burlingame. Alnhrosc or Giles 

corii.edc the circularity of  their search fbr life's meaning. 'The self- 

consultative fiction which thcjr narrative quest breeds only demonstrates 

the fl-eling af cxliaustic?n the atten~pt at replenishment of' sclf leads to. 



I iarlll's t r w t  I I I C I I ~  0 1 '  t t ~ c  the111c of' [~a~-r:ilic.e ~~i)r~sciousness thus  reflects his 

argillllcr~ts ahout tllc 11ccd of' using the the~ne of'cxhaus~jon to countcr the 

[Lulin? of' cxll;iustion o f  literary possibilities. His fjction countcrs thc 

sunsc> oI cshaustio~l nf self by expressing thc ernotion;il cquivalent of a 

narrative crisis. The crisis of narralion/expression reflects and aids the 

crisis of cxistencc and vice versa. This labyrinth of selves--of the text and 

the individual--leads to narrative consciousness in the fiction of John 

I3nrth. 

Doctorow who feels that "art and life 111ake each other" (qtd. ill  

Trenner 38) is seen to explore the same phenomena in a differeni ~ ~ ~ i l i c u  

and contest. In Welcome to I-Iard 'l'im Blue traces the cause of his 

failurc to ihc cosmic elusiveness of evil as well as of meaning. Daniel's 

narrative search for the truth of his executed lither's alleged sin makes 

hirri accept the equitability of evil and the elusiipeness of everything. 

Kaptinle I'ollows thc crowd of self seekers to their inconclusive ends: 

Coall~ouse Walker into a victorious justice which kills him whilc f loudini 

is stuck between fact and tiction. Joe in b n n  Lake displays the 

transparent transfer oC lifc into art--an imaginary denouement h r  a real 

l i l t  crisis--as usual in thcse writers. 

All the  herocs/ccntral characters oi' Iloctorow's liction are 

narr:lirirs as Witnesscs. l'heq' are all en~aging- (in) rhe Ilccessnr?, > et l i~~ i l c  



cxcrcise of recsIling!recotc-li t ~ g  the pr~st. 'I ' l~ey have to construct narrative, 

a n  alternate reality as part of their qucst fc3r truth. A clear delineation of 

the past, where the roots or their agony lie, is enmeshed in the history of 

thc society they belong to. They all struggle and in the end accept the 

approximation to truth that one can never extricate oneself from the 

circularity of knowing and being as "fix all Doctorow's highly perceptive 

protagonists the problem of composilion is inextricably connected to. if 

not identical with, the subject of composition" (Parks 124). As the 

messages and the medium trade places the artistic quzsls announce their 

own collapse. These cuntrarljctory pulls of the self, narrative and society, 

at the end, lead to a cjialcctic of ambivalence. I t  problernatiscs thc self of 

thesc questors. I t  is this play oi' lissures Doctorow's fiction depicts while 

attempling 3 t.econciliatiun. The private passion to narrate oneself to truth, 

to cont~ccl,  necessitates the awareness of the futility of the search. Yet the 

futility could he supposedly contained only by attempting such an act of 

11 anal i on. 

"There is a regime language that derives its strength from what we 

arc supposed to be and a 1;ingt~agt- or' Sreedom whose powcr consists in 

what wc threatcn to become. And I am il~stifird in giving a political 

character to the non-fictive and f ict ive llsrs of  lancgungc because there is 

conflict between them," stat cs Doct o r o n  ("False Llocutnents" 17). 'The 



I c~gir~\cr~ t i l l  to~:ilily of' 5c.l l \r)i1g11~ by the individual is rcndcred 

I I I ~ ~ I I I ~ ~ C I C I I ~  by thc i ~ ~ h e r c n ~  li-ccdom of the medium. Hence attempts at 

acti~alisin~ ~ h u  supposud seIthoods of the c11ar:ictct-s of the fiction of thc 

\t'riters studied here rut1 inlo impositions of freedom ol' the medium they use. 

As questions of ontology and epistemology encircle each other, the 

novels of these writers reveal the fluidity of the creatindcreated 

consciousness. Life depends on knowing oneself while knowing th rnugh  

artlnarrative depends on being. Existence depends on knowing the 

essence while essence is possiblc onIy as long as one can narratively 

compose oneself. Thc csscnce could be reached only through a diagnosis 

of social evil and this  will he effective only through a narrative reclaiming 

o f  truth. But language is inherently incapable of communicating such a 

truth. Hence the attempt o f  the individual ti, thrust the task on the 

narrative boomcrangs. 'I'he individuals arc caught in this bind and their 

narratives bear testimony to this. 

Estrangement operates at different levels in the jiction of Faulkner, 

Hart11 and Doctorow and it leads to the tension which we have analysed in 

thc previous chapters. 'l'he tiction of thc \vl-iters rtwntioned is buill on the 

lives of its protagonists who scek to dernystify thoir cxistencc through a 

narrative recovery of  their past. Alienation bctwcen the individual and the 

society, language and ~hc .  test. rrlcdium and tncssagu, C S ~ ~ C S S ~ O I I  and 



crlactir~cnt opcratc variaus l e ~ ~ e l s  it1 t l ~ c ~ n .  Characters who arc caught in 

the conilicl with theinselves owing to their conflict with h e  society 

r~arratively lcad the~nselves into furthcr depths of vertiginous 

displaceinenl of selves. A consciousness which sucks a narrative 

cxpiation circles its way back to itself since consciousness itself is structured 

likelwith language. The vantage of knowledge sought tllrough t hc 

achievement of clearly delineated selfhood gets tangled in the skcir~s of' a 

consciousness which is over tuned to the world. Knowing and being hence 

purstlc- each other and this fluidity defines the narrative consciousness. 
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