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Introduction

This joint monograph attempts an intertextual reading of modern and
contemporary American literature and Western critical theories, with a dual purpose
to study American society and culture on the one hand and reinterpret those
theoretical formations on the other, that is, employing literary perspectives to
negotiate with our understanding of varieties of critical theories, and reading critical
theories against those social realities that American writers have constructed. The
neutral territory that literature and critical theory meet, evokes a kind of
intersectionality where American society and culture in particular is focused and
analyzed, accordingly shedding light on the whole human society and culture in
general and making possible the reconstruction of a literary sociology of evaluating
civilization and diagnosing its discontents.

Contemporary American society and culture is one of the major contexts,
under, against and with which both American writers and critical theorists have
negotiated. What those writers have done led us to value contemporary American
literature as a theoretical resource. Saul Bellow (1915—2005) is a Jewish
Canadian-American writer. His monumental writing represented, in the words of
the Swedish Nobel Committee for “The Nobel Prize in Literature 1976, “the
mixture of rich picaresque novel and subtle analysis of our [ American and Western]
culture, of entertaining adventure, drastic and tragic episodes in quick succession
interspersed with philosophic conversation, all developed by a commentator with a
witty tongue and penetrating insight into the outer and inner complications that drive
us to act, or prevent us from acting, and that can be called the dilemma of our
age.” Bellow’s well-known works, as will be respectively addressed in the
following, The Adventures of Augie March (1953), Henderson the Rain King
(1959) and Herzog (1964), deal with American history from the Great Depression
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in the 1930s to the 1960s.

Philip Roth (1933— ) is one of the most awarded American writers of his
generation for his provocative explorations of Jewish and American identity. His
2004 novel The Plot Against America deliberately blurs the distinction between
reality and fiction, and offers an alternative history in which Franklin Delano
Roosevelt (1882—1945) is defeated in the 1940 presidential election by Charles
Lindbergh (1902—1974), having provided a good glimpse of American society
and culture in the 1930s and 1940s in particular and the American culture in
general, including its glories and shames.

The contemporary Italian American novelist, playwright and essayist Don
DeLillo (1936— ) writes the American life from the 1970s to the present, with
such diverse subjects as the Cold War, nuclear war, television, sports, the
complexities of language, performance art, the digital age, politics, economics,
and global terrorism. His reputed writings, such as The Names (1982), White
Noise (1985), Libra (1988) and Mao II (1991), provide a more recent
understanding of America with its prosperity and gloom. As he has once defined,
“contemporary American society is the worst enemy that the cause of human
individuality and self-realization has ever had.”® On another occasion, he
repeated: “I think my work is influenced by the fact that we’re living in dangerous
times. If I could put it in a sentence, in fact, my work is about just that: living in
dangerous times. 7@

From Saul Bellow’s writing of “the dilemma of our [his] age” and Philip
Roth’s “ alternative American history” to Don DeLillo’s pronouncement of
“contemporary American society [as] the worst enemy” and “we’re living in
dangerous times, ” American society seems to have contracted a variety of fatal
diseases spreading to its vital organs, being rotten to the core, hopeless, incurable,
and at death’s door. This metaphorical description may go to the extreme, but as a
literary reflection, it needs further exploration and clarification.

In the concluding remarks of his classic dissertation Civilization and Its
Discontents (1929), Sigmund Freud proposed a diagnosis and therapy of collective

@ Frank Lentricchia, ed. Introducing Don DeLillo. Durham and London: Duke University Press, 1991. 5.

® Kevin Nance. “Living in Dangerous Times. " Chicago Tribune. (12 October, 2012). Quoted on 9 Feb. ,
2014 <http: //articles. chicagotribune. com/2012 —10 —12/features/ ct-prj-1014-don-DeLillo-20121012 1 _
mao- || -angel-esmeralda-printers-row/3 >.
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or social psychoses and neuroses of the general human society and culture, instead

of those of the individuals’ in the professional psychopathic analysis, saying:

The diagnosis of communal neuroses is faced with a special difficulty. In an individual
neurosis we take as our starting-point the contrast that distinguishes the patient from his
environment, which is assumed to be normal. For a group all of whose members are
affected by one and the same disorder no such background could exist; it would have
to be found elsewhere. And as regards the therapeutic application of our knowledge,
what would be the use of the most correct analysis of social neuroses, since no one
possesses authority to impose such a therapy upon the group? Yet despite all these
difficulties we may be fairly sure that one day somebody will venture upon such a

pathological study of cultural communities. ©

Freud wished that this project, “the diagnosis of communal neuroses” and “a
pathological study of cultural communities, ” should be undertaken, but he had not
yet or dared not to do this in his life time under his peculiar living circumstances.
As Stivers has explained, “Freud’s apparent discovery that repressed sexuality was
the basis of the unconscious was a historical accident — a product of the Victorian
period. "®Freud’s unfinished work and thirsty expectation invite and call for
contemporary writers, theorists and critics’ action.

The study of communal psychoses or neuroses has always been an academic
attempt but for a long time a practical infeasibility, the reasons for which are
two-folds: one is that the collective group has always been a frame of reference to
evaluate the individual, while the other is that the culture, as a representation of the
group’s beliefs, behavior patterns and psychologies, constitutes the individual’s
formative configuration; generally, it has always been a theoretical risk to say that
one culture is inherently distorted or abnormal. Consequently, to categorize
whether a culture is diseased or morbid largely depends on its social dysfunction,
that is, on the fact that the totality of people of the social group is psychiatric in
their mental status or abnormal in their routine behaviors. Moreover, as a

constitutive element, culture has formed their subjectivity, thus making their

@ Sigmund Freud. Civilization and Its Discontents. Trans. David McLintock. London: The Penguin Group,
2004. 104 -105.

@ Richard Stivers. Shades of Loneliness: Pathologies of a Technological Society. New York: Rowman &
Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 2004. 59.
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awareness of what they have acquired as being pathological especially difficult.
Despite such complications of cultural pathology, we attempt to venture upon such
a study.

The peculiar qualities or functions of the overall civilization or dominant
culture have been repeatedly discussed and criticized, but none of those discussions
and critiques has offered ethics based on its ontology and epistemology. Sigmund
Freud’s unfinished work, though with strong expectation to accomplish, may
contribute to the present cultural work. As a scientific study of the nature of a
disease and its causes, process, development, and consequences, the scientific
terminology “pathology” often deals with the structural and functional changes in
abnormal physical and biological conditions, and thus is also called
“pathobiology. ” It is here used as a metaphor for cultural studies in terms of the
pathology of our shared ideas, values and behaviors that have constituted a
communal culture. In addition, pathology also conceives a broader meaning in the
sciences of the study of disorders, not specifically in such a discipline as

’

psychology, which is termed as “psychopathology,” or simply “pathology, ”
indicating disorders within their domains (mental, emotional and behavioral) to be
forms of “illness” or “disease.” When it is appropriate in the field of the study of

collective disorders in the domain of culture, it can thus be termed as “cultural

“ ’

pathology ” and * patho-culturology.” Therefore, the terminology * cultural
pathology” here basically refers to “communal” or “social” psychoses or neuroses,
just to legitimize Freud’s academic legacy.

In his classic Marxist interpretation of the last phase of capitalism or
imperialism, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin arbitrated such a conclusion: “We have to begin
with as precise and full a definition of imperialism as possible. Imperialism is a
specific historical stage of capitalism. Its specific character is threefold: imperialism
is monopoly capitalism; parasitic, or decaying capitalism; moribund capitalism. »0
According to Lenin, imperialism is the highest stage of capitalism, followed by its
succeeding historical stage of communism. The four terminologies characteristic of

imperialism, “monopolistic, ” “parasitic, ” “decaying” and “moribund, ” not only
define its economic morphology, but also frequently name its socio-political

institution. Lenin didn’t arbitrate its cultural pattern, but it can be ratiocinated or

@ Vladimir [lyich Lenin. “Imperialism and the Split in Socialism.” Lenin Collected Works, Volume 23.
Trans. M. S. Levin, The Late Joe Fineberg and Others. Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1964. 105.



