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Introduction

Scince the 1990s, a younger generation of postmodernist novelists
has gradually moved toward the center of contemporary American
fiction. The generation is termed as the Generation Xers, or the 3™
generation of American postmodernism. The Generation Xers now have
taken the place of the elder generations of postmodernism and have
become the backbone of contemporary American fiction. As one of the
representatives of the Generation Xers, Richard Powers is well-received
among American critics and reading public as well, especially after he
won the American National Book Award for his The Echo Maker in
2006. As a scientist-turn-into-novelist, Powers, like Thomas Pynchon
before him, hybridizes the discourses of science and art and his novels
justly express the emotion and voices of the information age. In hope of
drawing Powers closer to Chinese readers and ecritics, the present
dissertation will devote to comprehensive interpretation of Powers’s

fiction.



An Apology for Fiction: Studies in the Novels of Richard Powers

1. From Thomas Pychon to the Generation Xers"

It is generally acknowledged that the publication of Joseph Heller’s
black humor novel Catch-22 marks the beginning of postmodernism in
contemporary American literature. Hereafter, postmodernist fiction in
America has undergone rapid development and quickly become the
major trend of American fiction. The development of postmodernist
fiction can be divided into 3 stages; the black humor novels of the
1960s, the metafiction from the 1970s to the 1990s, and the Generation
Xers novels of the late 1990s to the present. The first stage is regarded
as the 1" generation of the postmodernist fiction in America; the second
stage as the 2" generation ( Yang 2004 2-4) ; while, the third stage,
the writer of the present dissertation ventures to term as the third
generation is also called Generation Xers by American critics (we will
discuss later on). The first generation postmodernist writers include
Joseph Heller, Kurt Vonnegut, William Gaddis, Thomas Pynchon, etc.
Those writers often adapt and extend the narrative strategies of modernist
authors, while at the same time engaging with post-modern topos
regarding the nature of meaning and representation. Robert Coover, E.
L. Doctorow, Don DelLillo have conducted more ambitious and radical

experiments in reinventing and even subverting the traditional forms of

@ Generation Xers, Gen X in short form, refers to the generation born after the post-WWII
baby boom. The term generally includes people born in the 1960s and 1970s up through the early
1980s. They are now ranging from 30 to 50 and are usually judged by characteristics assigned to
them by the media. Gen X were brought up on television and personal computers. They have seen
America undergoing a selfish phase that they do not want to repeat. The term became popular after
Douglas Coupland published in 1991 his novel by the same name. Though Americans born in late
1950s, who did not came of age in the 1960s, like Richard Powers, they have more in common
with Gen X than they do with Baby Boomers; naturally, they are also Gen X. ( Grassian 46)
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Introduction

narrative and they belong to the second generation. The rising group of
Richard Powers, William Vollmann, David Foster Wallace, Douglas
Coupland and Neal Stephenson belong to the third generation.

As the 1™ and 2" generations of postmodernism were the echoes of
the typical American culture from the 1960s to the 1980s, then the
rising 3" generation echoes the spirit of the information culture or pop
culture. Fredric Jameson has argued that postmodernism arose from late
capitalism and the globalization of the world market after the World War
Two. However, Jameson’s argument does not identify the psychological
and social effects of world globalization of consumerism. By the middle
to late 1980s and certainly by the 1990s, there has been a revelation of
the social and individual effects of a global, rampant capitalism based
on consumerism and media culture. The 1980s ushered in a new phase
of American capitalism that involved the culture domination of an
“individual *, whose “ identity” became largely determined by
consumer/ popular/postmodern culture ( Grassian 2 ). In this area,
television, film, music, fashion, consumer products, and later
computer quickly became the dominant form of pop culture. The pop
culture provided more for individual to express their own minds and
behavior, which, otherwise, would be suppressed in the traditional
culture. Pop culture is a highly commercialized and networked culture.
Unlike traditional culture where the official newspapers, magazines or
broadcastings control the spreading of news and fashion, in pop culture
TV, Internet and other mass media are the main channels for individual
to keep contact with the outside. Here, the borderline between producer
and audience completely blurred. In literature, the difference between
traditional “reader” and “auther” no longer existed.

What’s more, America enjoyed a relatively stable period from the

1980s to 1990s. Mass media, and science fiction grew very fast in this

3



An Apology for Fiction: Studies in the Novels of Richard Powers

period. Postmodernist fiction has firmly established in American
literature. It was in this era that the Generation Xers grew into maturity
with the nourishing of postmodernist novels of Pynchon, Don DelLillo,
etc. The Generation Xers still write about the influence of pop culture,
nonetheless, their fiction has evolved a new brand of postmodernity
which differs from that of 20 or 30 years ago.

The term ‘ postmodernism’ grew in precedence during the 1980s to

the point of overuse, and virtually blanketed the study of

contemporary literature. Indeed, the ‘label’ postmodernism does not
lend itself well to intellectual scrutiny. In a sense, the term perfectly
reflects the dogma of deconstruction, which champions substitution,
uncertainty and questioning. Postmodernism is interchangeably used
as a philosophy (or anti-philosophy), a culture epoch and a literary
movement. Following its own disordered ethos, postmodernism
purposely or accidentally puzzles academics and the general public

through its inherent linguistic ambiguity and confusion. ( Grassian 18)

Countering against this condition, out of its amorphous confusion,
postmodernism has been adopted by contemporary American media and
culture into a form of anarchic entertainment. Consequently,
postmodernism and deconstruction have become part and parcel of
American pop culture, which has in turn become a primary area of
inquiry for a new generation of American fiction writers who realize that
the techno-media landscape from film to television to the Internet has
become the primary environment, our primary field of reference,
artificial thought it may be ( Grassian 19).

These groups of writers are now in their prime writing years and
will no doubt produce a significant body of works in the years to come.
The time has come to begin considering the literary and cultural
implications of their already impressive and substantial corpus of works

(1,19). They are largely members of the American generation
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