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General Preface

Among the most important developments in contemporary global cul-
ture is the arrival of Western literary criticism and literary theory in China.
FLTRP is to be congratulated for its imagination and foresight in making
these crucial texts available to teachers and students of literature through-
out China. There is arguably no greater force in producing understand-
ing between peoples than the transmission of literary traditions—the
great heritage of narrative, lyric, and prose forms that give cultures their
distinctive character. Literary criticism and theory stand at the cross-
roads of these transmissions. It is the body of writing that reflects on
what a literature has meant to a culture. It investigates the moral, political,
and experiential dimensions of li/terary traditions, linking form to content,
literature to history, the sensuous love of literature to analytic
understanding.

The availability of these important texts will greatly help students and
teachers to become acquainted with recent criticism and major critical
theories and movements. I am convinced that the series will make an
important contribution to the literary education of China, increasing lit-
eracy in new fields and international understanding at the same time. It
is an extraordinarily timely venture, at a time when comparative literary
study in a globalh context has become increasingly important for
professionals, and beyond that, for a general readership that seeks a deeper
understanding of literature.

W. J. T. Mitchell

Gaylord Donnelley Distinguished Service Professor
English and Art History ;
University of Chicago

Editor, Critical Inquiry
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Around 1960, American fiction cast aside many canonical limits and be-
. came a carnival of bustling diversity. Did the excitement of these devel-
opments blind critics to a surprisingly bleak outlook in many of these
novels? For all the flash and energy of the narrative voices, a disconcert-
ing amount of the fiction expresses bitter disillusionment with America
and the American Dream. This study considers roughly one hundred nov-
els—some very briefly, to be sure. Many more could have been analyzed
or mentioned. Obviously, disappointment with America is not found in
all novels of the period, nor in all the books by these particular novelists.
Writers more concerned with language than story, who locate “art’s deep-
est morality at the heart of linguistic creativity of which fiction is capa-
ble,”! and those for whom aesthetics, theory, and philosophy are the burn-
ing issues may not feel attracted to political ruminations. An immigrant
like Bharati Mukherjee may argue in Jasmine that America offers sufficient
reward for anyone willing to face the challenge of adapting to the coun-
try. A Tom Clancy thriller must make America seem preferable to the
Soviet alternative for his near-mythic agon to grip readers. Nonetheless,
few serious writers of this period celebrate this country as Ray Bradbury
did during the 1940s and 1950s, when he wrote the stories that became
Dandelion Wine. My map of the novelistic landscape since 1960 is not
meant to be exhaustive. It explores the surprising expanses of this Slough
of Despond rather than focusing on the higher plateaus whose inhabitants
pursue their own ends and feel no worry about the state of the country.
Many books on recent fiction have the strengths and limitations of ex-
treme specialization. One type proffers analyses of six to ten novels, with
the occasional nineteenth-century or modernist precursor used for contrast
or genealogy. Stimulating books by James M. Mellard and Jerome Klinko-
witz are early examples; the pattern continues in studies by Charles Car-
amello and Alan Wilde. Another type uses ethnicity or gender to group a
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similar number of works: Race, Gender, and Desire: Narrative Strategies
in the Fiction of Toni Cade Bambara, Toni Morrison, and Alice Walker
(Elliott Butler-Evans); Place and Vision: The Function of Landscape in
Native American Fiction (Robert M. Nelson). Scientific and technologi-
cal metaphors dictate the choice of texts in criticism by N. Katherine
Hayles, David Porush, Robert Nadeau, Susan Strehle, and Tom LeClair.
Political argument defines texts for John Whalen-Bridge. Particular kinds
of experimentalism produce the groupings in Robert Siegle’s Suburban
Ambush and Young and Caveney’s Shopping in Space. These books and
others like them create powerful and exciting readings or theoretical anal-
yses in their chapter-length studies of single novels or novelists. They are
immensely helpful for understanding how American fiction is developing.
They do, though, have the unavoidable effect of reinforcing our sense that
American fiction consists of isolated interest groups. I admire such books
and owe them much, but I am attempting to view the fiction from a greater
distance—and by using a wider lens. I want to avoid reinforcing the mar-
keting categories; and, in my effort to find common ground, I want to put
texts together that are not usually found in each other’s company.
Projects that explore a wide spectrum of novels start with Frederick R.
Karl’s American Fiction, 1940—-1980, a descriptive survey that may remain
unmatched in coverage of its territory. Tony Tanner’s City of Words: Amer-
ican Fiction, 1950-1970 gives us searching analyses of what seem to him
the more demanding and rewarding artists of the period. Marc Chénetier’s
Beyond Suspicion: New American Fiction since 1960 studies the way that
mainstream forms prior to 1960 suddenly became inadequate and yielded
to new developments. Chénetier stresses the aesthetic novelty and variety
of what he finds and in doing so offers an alternative to my political, social,
and deliberately nonaesthetic and nonjudgmental mapping. Books on post-
modernist fiction by Linda Hutcheon and Brian McHale do not limit them-
selves to American work; however, in the galaxy of titles that conform to
their definitions of the postmodern, we find many from the United States.
My own enterprise is decidedly different. For instance, one can read an
Ishmael Reed novel for its fizzy prose and zany plot—an aesthetic analysis
and appreciation. This is valuable but does not do justice to his total project
if it ignores the anger over America’s racism and cultural imperialism. One
can deal with the racial message by talking about “re-visioning” the histo-
ry of Western civilization in Mumbo Jumbo and seeing how Reed’s plots
reflect his understanding of power and control. This is a technical and the-
oretical approach, and it links him to Foucauldian theory and to other au-
thors concerned with control: Burroughs, Acker, Pynchon, and Mailer. (I
have written such an article on Reed.) What I am doing in this study, though,
is contextualizing Reed specifically with very different writers who also crit-
icize Western civilization and, more generally, with dozens of authors



