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OF THE AMERICAN NOVEL, AND THE NOVEL IN GENERA] .
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I. Demands of Hercism and of Salvalion

Unlike any other national literature, American | iterary tradition committe] jself
[rom the onset to the creation of a national voice. This specific purposelilness
still survives in some traces that have become embedded in its narrative avl, The
degree to which the cultural or moral construction of the nation still runs as (he
underlying motive to conlemporary novelistic art could be widely discussed:
however, some aesthetical motives have become fossilized ug i mprints on its
literary landscape, whether the monstrous ideological structures thal so shaped
it from its Puritanical ori gins have died or not. These features may well have
survived as hollow fossils, petrified and beautifyl while their living nucleus has
already dissolved in air. Just like the whole bulk of the animal participates in its
stone imprint, the force of the ori ginal beings whose [ootsteps shaped America
from the depths of the Atlantic Ocean, still weighs on the traditional aesthetics,
struggling to jump into content, from form.

Thus, the American author is still dreamin g the Puritans’ dream of wakelyl-
ness, but he ignores the reality (0 which he can relate his dream. He will nol
find it, for even the Pilgrim Fathers lacked 1t; they suffered from a suiphiy self
that made space for the dream to intrude on their lives as it it were someihing
real. Their personal identity was then attached 1o 4 ranscendental mission 1hal
escaped their individuality, that wen!| beyond them, such as was (he making of
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history and a nation, or obeying the mandates of their Christian God; and 1t
would also trigger doubt, for their dream would simultaneously share its space
with nightmare, with the conception of an evil God. The excess of self, ambition,
strength, personality or ego broke the balance of forces that were keeping them
al their Buropean home, and had its physical correlation in the journey; it pre-
vailed over a home-loving inertia and set them on the move.

The formation of the American natrator should be analyzed, therefore, within
this wider context of the building up of the American individual, for the former
had 1o stand up to its more general demands. By investigating these we soan
discover thal they were shaped in the fashion of a hero —-of an American hero—,
such as, for example, Captain Jobn Smith’s vision of life was. This can also be
applied Lo (he rendition of the Pilgrim individual, in accordance with their sur-
plus sell. Captain John Smith’s claum, therefore, that moving o New England
colonies was the only life worth living —moreover, that any other life was no
life at all: «who would live at home idly (or think in himsell any worth to live)
only to eat, drink, and sleep, and so die?»— participates in the same spirit that
shaped (he original standpoint ol the traditional narrator in American literature,
sinee the latter makes himseif present, still today, inside the American novel as
1 he cid not have his status already assured, as if, were he not to appear so fully
in the narrative by embodying both a moral and a voice, his identity and sell
would just dissolve into nothingness.

From (his, we can already begin lo guess that the anatomny ol his heroism was
a comprehensive one; indeed its halo had to shine through all the lenses of a
complex life. Though the profile of the American hero did not coincide exactly
with that of the artist or the narrator, he, undoubtedly, had to possess artistic
gilts also. Insotar as he had to have his own defined voice, eloquence had a place
among his qualities, as well as the ability, as a storyteller, to relate his individual
experience to the sphere of the universal one, embodied in an audience.

Bl even more essential so as to delineate the characteristics of the American
hero and narrator 1s to understand that these are not aesthetical-artistic issues,
bt are rather integrated within a wider problem in which the very self of the
wiler 1§ al stake. The demands of the American individual also concern him
privately, Because ol this, the relationship between the American writer and his
narrative voice, and consequently the link with his main character the hero, is a
special one. It is not clear to what extent the American author is portraying
himaell ag a liero in his presenting his main character. At least once in Ameri-
can history, the common identity between (he writer and his hero was extremely
significant: in conversion narratives, for instance, the values acknowledged by
the character speaking were Lhose of the writer himself, and it was in the latter’s
imterest that they were so, since the issue af question was no other than after-life
salvation. The long tradition of autobiographical wrilings that would stem from
this genre sll enforced a parallelism between the living writer and the fictional
chavacter; in doing so both found justification, the narrative as well as the life
of the wriler, ¢ince one hecame the best advocate of the other.
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What we find in heroism is precisely the secular transformation ol (lege
mechanisms of religious salvation, since the values the hero embodies are i
accordance with whatever salvation means for him. The specific feature we find
at the foundations of Puritan America, however, lies in that religious salvation Jid
not connect exclusively with an after-life sphere. The fact that Calvinism con-
ceived of a direct relation —however indefinite, for there was a paralle! beligl
in predestination— that extended between the godly and the carthly realins; the
fact that enjoying success during one’s lifetime (which took into account, par-
ticularly, bare economic attainment) was itself a proof of afterlife succass: all
this allows us to speak of secular heroism as such, with taplications ol social
recognition and merit.

2. Empathy’s Emergence and Aesthetic Dmplications — Myslicism —
Kesolution of the Surplus Self

The values that constituted the American individual, however, underwent a
transformation in the 19" century, at the end of which he appeargd converted
into the full democratic bero. Drawing from the enlightened writings ol the
eighteenth century, Emerson, and especially Whitman, confirmed empathy as the
main principle of the new democratic American self, bringing thus a shifi in is
constitution that would become instrumental in the development of American ar
in general, and literary art in particular. Just as the scope ol the American indi-
vidual’s experience was then widened and enriched, in renderin g 1ts Jilerary
counterpart the American novel enjoyed a parallel widening of its own aestheti-
cal possibilities to such an extent that the genre has not yet, today, become fully
aware of them.

This can only be explained from empathy’s quintessential feature. If, fiom an
aesthetic point of view, empathy consists in the ability and the will te expe-
rience beauty in everything, from a moral point of view it could be defined us
the ability and desire to sympathise with other human beings. But even more
determinant for our issue is (o notice how aesthetics, morality and politics (thal
is, beauty, virtue and right) come together in empathy and termingle (o (he
point of becoming a single and unique approach to life. Above all, empathy im-
plicates a widening of what variety of reality (and, as we shall see, of Imagina-
tion) the human being can take in.

Thus, unlike a Calvinistic creativity —which, we could say, lends (o male-
rialize in the economic management of reality—, empathy’s crealivity finds ifs
place within the boundaries of the individual’s internal ex perience; therelore, il
needs not manifest itself in the form of an action whereby the individual’s outward
negotiation of reality is put forward. If, on the contrary, we were to eAPIress
empathy’s mechanisms in economic terms, we should describe it as a relution-
ship where the demands for rational-instrumental distribution have dissolved.
For the power of empathetic hero lies precisely in that he is able to exercise his
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awn inner subjectivity in order to apprehend all the beauly the world is to offer.
I this mlemp{ to measure up o the richness of reality’s offerings, he undergoes
a constant and straining evolution of his subjectivity, always attuned to the

hythm of the changing reality. In some way, this inner-evolution is self-
rmh:c ed, for he gives hmhﬂlf no moment of internal rest, no pause. PParadoxi-
cally however, this tnner convulsion unfolds while the mnuatl’jettc hero is, 1n a
wiy, taking a pleasant, aimless stroll. His soul 18 in constani action, parallel to
The movement of his eyes, while his [ect are walking slowly. Such aimlessness
5 the loken of his lreedom, since the individual is only free once he can
mloose himaell 1o the eventful forces of lile and chance, certain of the facl
hal, no matter where these fwo travel companions shall take him, he will feel
he same degree of happiness. For the empathetic individual, bappiness is indi-
disible from the exercise of sympathy.

A snid above, this image of a wandering soul, strolling aimlessly through
he spher of weality, contrasls radically with the Calvinist outlook; the latter
nvolyved both an aim (an underlying, fixed destiny that may or may not lead to
mlvatien) and the duty, as Max Weber called it, o transform and organize the
lepraved sworld of reality through active and rational management, the only
ool of their maoral superiority. However, the essential factor in this distinction
is that, unlike empathy’s creativity, Calvinism’s economics lacks the aesthetical
dimension that it has sacriliced in favour of an economic or productive one.
Definitely, it allowed no space lor an aesthetical or emotional linkage with the
vorld such ag empalhy is, given the fact it believed in each thing baving its des-
liny fized and in there being no point in clinging lo this fransient and corrupt
world, Such idea lies al the hasis of the Puritan individual having to «love the
world with “weaned affections™, having (o «be completely in i, bul not of it»,
an Perry Miller acutely expressed it in one of his seninal works'. However, we
coulil trace a connection hetween these two economic o experiential outlooks
on reality (hrough an essential feature of Calvinism stemming, precisely, from
its atorementioned detachment [rom the word: itg respect [or the world’s variety.
sweh characteristic may be the one seed the empalhetic individual grew out of,
the trait mazimized in the formation of the empathetic experience.

I this manner, only empathy could solve the original problem of the Pilgrim’s
surplue sell. It has already been disentangled in Walt Whitman’s democratic or
sempathetic hero. Until then, as previously explained, an excess of what one
coultl eall ego. personalily or even subjectivity became attached to the imperious
ealization of o transcendent dream, (o thal greal action that should malch (he
mddividual’s tnner power. 'They gave to it the name of mission, and efforts and
nclions were devoted 1o it with upflagging faith. Now we shall occupy ourselves
i analyzing how the Whitmanesque hero, on the contrary, devoted his surplus
aihiectivity tn adopting the stmeture of mysticism and its corresponding dissolution
of any instrumental, profit-oriented economic relationship with the world.,

U, Wbillar. The New Inatand Mind. The Seventeenth Centriry, Beacon Tress, Boston, 1965, p. 42.
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Having taken, thus, the coneept surplus self from Marx's economic termi-
nology surplus valire —«the amount by which the value of the produc! execeaeds
the value of its constituent elemen tew—, and having given it a moral or spivitual
lurn, it seems appropriate (o resort to Max Weber's cconomical analysis of re-
ligion, now that we are about to explain the strategy wherehy it was resolved.
When the German sociologist, in his Essays on Sociology, comes to cxplore the
relationship between the religious and the economical Spheres, mysticisin is
presented together with the Puritan ethics as the iwo «constiterst avenuels] by
which the tension between economics and religion has been escaped. ‘This
way»®, he continues to say,

[...] is represented quite purely in the niystic's «benevolences, which tloes
nat at all enquire into the man to whom and for whom it sacrilices, Ulfi-
mately, mysticism is not interested in his person. Onee and (or all, the he-
nevolent mystic gives his shirt when he is asked fot his coal, by anyhopdy
who &%iﬂﬁlll&]]jf happens (o come his way ~—and merely because he hap-
pens lo come his way. Mysticism is a unique sseape from this world in Uie
form of an objectless devotion 1o anybody, not for man’s sake but purely
lor devotion’s sake, or, in Baudelajre’s words, lor (he sake of «the soul’s
sacred prostitulions?.

Weber's contrast between Puritan capitalist ethics and the ethics of mysticigm
becomes relevant (o the American specificity of (his essay. In American culfure,
Emerson’s phil osophical system may stand as the transitory apace between
Calvinist doctrines, still preoccupiad with the issue of salvation and election,
and a universalistic outleok accomplished through empathy. In Emerson’s oul-
look, the aesthetic realm has alread y altained a recognized space ingide man’s
life; beauty is regarded as 2 value inside reality, and ils contemplation is held ag

M. Weber, Selections Jrom Essavs in Soctology, on (rear Woiks af the Western World, 3a,
Encyclopdia Britannica Ine., Madrid, 1993, p. 217, ,

I This paragraph allows us to relate our analysis of the modern America heres with e seritings ol
pseudo-Marxist German critic Walter Benjamin, whe, tl teugh his analysis of (he Tmopear 19"
century, deseribed the emergence of a Aew urhan species, such as the fundur. Curiongl v encugh,
Benjamin's analysis also drew on Baudelnire's prelry, making constant and explici releronne (o
his soul’s sacred prostitution, which Weher associated to (hat of the mystic, and Benjamin passedl
on to the flanéur, AL present, and Tor the sake of the cssay’s later implications, a special featare of
Benjamin’s diagnosis of the 9™ luropean, wrlan ﬂr.zr;-iaty;_ st be commented on and inroduced.
The én'le:fg.gn.g:a of city-lypes such as tl @& flanéir, the collector, the dandy and the snols, all of which
start to swarm the city centres by the middie of the 1o century, is inseparable fiom, and incomprehen-
sible without, a general tendency in the modes of perceplion that is «(reeling] thingss in general,
and commodities i particular, «from the drudgery of being useluls, The eity’s stieets and the in-
terior of the houses, together with the ohjects that dwell m them, are being thus wransligieds,
and emerging qualities sucl as bare «newrnesss, whose specilieily is starting (0 he highly eg-
leemed, or the «weonnoisenr values that Lhe collector prajects upon things «by taking possession of
thems, are gradually replacing the use-value of things. See his essay «Paris, The Capital of the
Nineteenth Centurys in W, Benjamin, Selected Wrilings 1935-1938, m, 'The Belkuap Press of Harvard
Universily Press, Can ibridge, Massachusetis/London. 2002, pp. 32-50).
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a possibility of salvation (meaning the possibility of fulfilling a life which was
worth Jiving), both for men and for the natural world. Whitman's empathetic
hero, however, is already willing to see beauty in everything, destiny in chance
and salvation in the realization of every individual life,

There are differences between Whitman’s hero and the mystic, however, and
these focus especially in the degree to which the former is willing —or better,
unwilling—- (o «give his shirt when he is asked for his coat», as Max Weber ex-
presses it. Fmpathy does not entail the unconditional or devotional surrender of
the soul’s element to the object of desire, so accentuated in the mystic, for finally
ermpathy is noe religious stance. The similarities between the (wo refer, rather, to
(he degres of benevalence that, indeed, both display towards what qualities they
demand in an object, person or being before they allow it to intrude their souls.
Sucl demands are nowhere to be found. The common process that underlies
Loth approaches has Lo do with the fact that the inner realm of personal experience
controls completely the individual’s relationship with reality: while the mystic
sives himsell entirely to whoever asks for him, the Whitmanesque hero wel-
comes, in a similar way, whatever chance may bring him during his stroll along
the epent read —to use the title of one of Whitman’s poems. Everything and eve-
ryane deserved being called out, spoken, named. That is to say, enter a poem.

And by referring to a poetical or a linguistic exercise, the essential difference
belween the prostitution of the mystic’s and the empathetic’s soul has been dis-
closed at another level, As a religious approach, mysticism’s essential feature
conpists in the spiritual voiding of his self onto the object. Insofar as empathy
relafes to no religious stance, but rather to a moral, political, aesthetical phe-
nomenon, we can understand how the figure of the individual is still central to
il. Thus, it calls for an autonornous, wholesome soul on the part of the artist or
the cilizen, whose main virtue is not to become one with the object, but to allow
it o participate in his art, his conception of the world or in his moral core. Be-
nevolence has a bearing on the choice of the object, but does not involve, in any
case, that he should forgo his voice. This voice s the writer’s, which the mystic
—if we keep ourselves within the bounds of Weber’s definition— cannot and
dozs not preswme o have.

[n any case, the aesthetical, moral and emotional exercise (or soul training)
that both the mystic and the empathetic man must perform is of an astonishing
potency. Waller Benjamin cleverly identified how the sacred prosti tution of the
flanéur’s soul —which we must not forget, was realized in Baudelaire as the soul
ol the vrban poet—, finally paralleled itself to the soul we must presume hidden
in any objert in the marketplace: «If goods were 1o have a soul», he says, «such
a nne as Marx sometimes speaks of in jest, then it would be the most delicate
one to be found in souls” kingdom, for she would have to see in anyone the one
huyer to whose hands and house she wishes to adjust herselfs”,

1 W. Benjomin, «Bl flaneurs, in Poesia y capitalismo. Huminaciones, 1, Taurus, Madrid, 1980,
. 71, The fragment hiereby extracted is my own Leanslation.
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The figure of the prostitute emerges here as an emblem which, in its dualii ¥,
bears the ambiguity of modernity: she is a «seller and sold in one»®. And in-
deed, many are the times when in Song of Myself Whitmans’s heroic voice pre-
sents itself as a bearer of gifts. And other times he seems to be literally raped,
as 1n section 28 of the poem:

On all sides prurient provokers stiffening my limbs,
Straining the udder of my heart for its withheld drip,
Behaving licentious toward me, taking no denial,
Depriving me of my best as for a purpose,
Unbultoning my clothes, holding me by the bare waisl

-]

No consideration, no regard for my draining strengtl or MY nger,
Felching the rest of the herd around to enjoy them a while.

For the quest for the soul of the inorganic object demands that all the potency

of subjectivity be brought into play. Mystic and emphatic man must force (heir

souls to embrace the whole reality, to build up a moral, polttical and aesihetical
system in which the changing diversity of the world can find its place.

And it 18 here and now, in this outhurst of energy devoted (o the permanent
transformation of the inward sphere, when
is used up and the energy equation finally balanced. Not in the Fultilinzat of 4

mission, in the quest of the New Jerusalem, in the construction nf new country or

in the fighting of a war. The original disequilibrium of the Pil grim Fathers in-
volved the psychic or spiritual sphere, and it could only be overcome by carrying
out a returning voyage to the same inner realm; and once there, by effeeling a
reorientation of the psychic energy. Once the human individual allows reality to
enter these dynamics via, for example, the need (o transform the world through
action; once he conditions his happiness to making a dream come true, to ful-
filling a mission... the obsessive mechanics of omni potence, and its paranoid
counterpoint, are triggered. Empathy, on the contracy, represents at least the effort
Lo act continuously upon onesell before doing so upon the world.

3. An Art of Living and Writing

Empathy’s dynamics can be related to the processes that underlie the artistic
dimension to such an extent that the features that define (he emphatic hero, ag
described two paragraphs above, could be transferred onto a definition of the
narrator and the writer. Because once empathy permeated through the skin of
the American hero and got hold of his core, it would necessarily pervade the li-
terary sphere, and thus present itself in the literary trio consisting of the: literacy

P W. Benjamin, «Paris, The Capital of the Nineteen(l Centurys, p. 40.

as we have said— the surplug gelf
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hero, narralor and author. Though at different levels, the same empathy runs
Lhrough eaeh of them: it is active in the writer that opens up his mind in an at-
lempl {0 assimilate what fraction of reality he will tranglate, later, into his writing.
But it is also present in the emotional and intellectual biag he exercises upon
himsell when he develops the inner realm of the different characters, each a dif-
ferent apprehension of reality, even a different reality altogether.

Thus, the American hero —commonly the narrator himself, though others
not— will be immersed in the search for new and still unexplored moral possi-
hilities; he will commonly partake in a different set of values from those that
seem (o prevail in the environment around him. In the search for his own per-
sonal salvation, he no longer advances through the path Calvinism followed,
nor looks for the same traces in the soil as Calvinism once did, but strolls
through a different world altogether. His own idea of salvation takes afier his
empathetic values; hence, it is unrelated to any materialistic or economic standard
that mugst be achieved, His individual history does not need to go from rags (o
riches, nor must bis story end precigely at the moment in life he has established
himsell comfortably in s society, for his evolution 1s never complete. His real
victory consists, rather, in the ability to feel and experience an emotion lor
those characters, landscapes and reality he is coming acrogs.

furthermore, this meral approach will sometimes earn him the actual, phrysi-
cal sulvalion inside a novel. Mick Carraway and lshmael’s survival, [or example
—Dboth of whom could incarnate the empathetic hero in contrast to Jay Gatsby
and Ahab—, is indeed indistinguishable from their upholding the narrative
voices. Both issues owe Lo (he same empathetic guality, which manifests itself
in the ability to draw one’s sensihility up to the times. For the instant man
ceases (o make the effort of appreciating beauty as it is offered to him in the
present, he is living inside a dream, and is doomed to perdition in the search for
a lalse salvation. The mystic was able 10 do so, and was in constant transformation.
The flanéur did so too, as he met new faces in the advancing crowd that thrust
him forward; but Ahab and Gatsby live in the past of platonic love and of re-
venge, and they employ themselves thoroughly in the search for a past aesthetics,
in the teproduction of the instant when they lost part of themselves. Carraway
and Ishmael also lose part of themselves during life’s journey, and are aware
that they are doing so; but they also know that every new instant means some-
thing to win, Finally, their sensitiveness to the present allows them, thus, to
narrate the story; they are survivors because time respects them as they respect
e, and the same occurs with their mlfmomhlpf»: wilh the characters that people
Ihese novels, They also open to them and in doing so enable them (o tell the
stoey®, |

" In wome way, The Great Gatshy shings wilh a special conscience of the opposition thieé book
i presenting. Aware of the fact it is presenling the death of a Illj,”th the novel ranges back to the
tradition hal begot if. In this way, the advice of the protagonist’s father, which opens (he novel,

already implies its bereavement: «Whenéver you feel like eriticising anyone [...] juslt remember
that all the people in this world haven't had the advantages that you’ve had», If America is no
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As regards the development of the work of art, empathy is concanmitant will
finding or experiencing beauty, and this is the only justification lor sometliing
entering a novel. The American hero’s empathy is that of the auther For he hay
inherited the latter’s openness to reality —the same sympathy the vriter show,
for the rest of the characters and for the hero himself. By participating in th
author’s qualities, the hero transeends the realm of the character opening (hi
the possibility that any character be the narrator of the story, 1his iy wi ex
remely Bmersonian statement, and it extends the democratic prineiple w tu
novelistic context. It serves as an explanalion for the roles of hero and narrato
coinciding in so many cases. Indeed, the Emersonian, W hitmanesqgue hero en
joys his life with the freedom of him who is writi ng a novel, Tor hte own intey
rity takes part of it, and is never jeopardized.

4. Other Transitions: from Reading to Writing, Interpretation to Marra
lion, Allegory te Symbolism — The Mystic’s Threshold — The Entry
into Imagination

As we come to comprehiend the development undergone by the America
hero and narrator through empathy, we can relate it to other transitions. A he
who lives his life as if he were writing a novel, as has heen said above, dilTor
from rhat hero who lived it as if he were reading one, in {lie same d sgree as the
empathetic individual differs from the mystic. Analysed independently, the late
pair can be thought of as symbols for the best possible writer and reader, e
spectively. The essential factor determinin g both distinctions is no other ihar
the empathetic individual’s ability not only to share the mystic's berevolence i
his contact with the existing world (and thus, become, tao, a perfect reader), b
to extend it onto the realm of his own imagination. His exercise ol acceptance
imvolves imagination as well as of reality: finally, empathy is but an opening o
a widening of what possibilities of beauty the human mind can find ig hit
imagination; morality and politics will only amount to that in a novel. Only
through empathy can the individual accomplish the miraculous consiruction o
a fictitious, imaginary universe; a world of aesthetics vast and potent enough (¢
bear a story. Only then will the writer evolve from the reader’s clirysalis, the
storyteller leave behind the hindering carcass of the interpreter”.

longer the land of equal opportunities, it lies on the backs ol every single individial (o aive iy
sume opportunities to all the people in this world to gain his or ber sympathy. This is the new
mission of the Aumerican hero,

7 The transition from interpretation o narration conld be partly, though net eumpletely con.
nected with that other dichotomy which diseriminates between allegory aind gymbol. Americm
literary critic F, Q. Matthiessen, in his classic work Anierican Renaiysance, Art and Expression b
the Age of Emerson and Whitman (Oxlord University Press. London, Ox ford, Mew York, 1968
finds the distinction crucial in separaling between The Fuerie Queene, Mardi and The Marble
Feau, on the one hand, and The Divine Comedy, Pilgrim’s Process and Moby Dick, on the oller
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In principle, the inlerpreler activales imagination’s machinery in order (o
force a determined significance upon the worldly object, whose meaning par-
(akes of God. However, in the case of the mystic, the degree to which God does
really participate in the phenomenon of devotion, as signified by Weber, is dif-
ficult to comprehend. Mysticism may be conceived of as the last Jevel of mter-
pretation, but the truth is that it 1s already at the threshold of extricating God
from its understanding of the werld, if it bag not done so already. Though the
concapt of devotion still implies carrying owt the process under the name of
God (He is, ultimately, the holder ol the meaning), in the end, reality 1s taken in

just as it is. The mystic-reader thrusts imagination between himself and the ob-
ject, but only to read the latter just as it is, for God partakes i it. The mystic

hecomes, in this sense, the perfect reader for he employs imagination in finding
reasons why he should take joy in the world —hook, but without changing It.
Thug, his approach involves a harmonious reconciliation between imagination
and teality, and it does so because (here is no meanin g involved, neither in God
nor in reality. Since he does not care about the object, the mystic’s approach to
realily does nol congist in devotion for devotion’s sake, but rather in imagination
for imagination’s sake alone. Imagination must be at the base of his devotion; at
the depths of the process, it has already totalized the process and become the
only moving foree.

Interpretation and narration are concepts that should stand, therefore, for dif-
(erent modes of perception, (o use Walter Benjamin’s terma. Moreover, they can
be pictured within a tempora) frame or process, hence the choice of transition
toy explain the change involved from one (o the other. The dichotomy should
also be implanted in the context of the surplus self, with the latter being the ener-
gelic supply that underlies the transformation. What separates (he Puritan vision
of the world as a heap of God’s traces that remit through interpretation to His
volition and final providence; that is to say, what separates Benjarain Franklin’s
vision of society as a series of keys that, interpreted, will bring out the desired
{une, society being but a straightforward puzzle ope could easily solve by getting
(o know its rules, a closed system of meaning one could contro], use and take
advantage of—; what separates, in conclusion, a Puritan vision of the world
[rom one dominated by empathy, 1s, precisely, that imagination has subverted
the interpretative dynamics in which imagination itself was taking part. It re-
produces the movement whereby a character appro priated the narrative voice 10
create his own world, his own novel. And it is in some way similar o the logics
Maix diagnosed in capitalism, which carried inside the seeds of its own abolition.
The same logic is also at the base of Walter Benjamin’s objects that have lost
their use value, and underlies the transition that extends from an allegorical

wxqithy The Searler Letter somewhere liglween the Lo groups» (p. 249). As he did, ] quote Huizinga’s
delinition for Both: «Symbolisn expresses & mysterious connection belween f¥wo ideas, allegory
gives a visible form to the concepfion of such connection ... Allegory aids symbolic thought to
exnress isell, bul endangers it at the same time by substituting a ligure for a living ideas.
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structure of meaning (o the mystery of the symbol®, whose darkness is but
chromatic reflection of ima:g-iﬁaifi;gus‘g tangled web of continuous excess,
conceptual representation of the subversive dynamics of the surplus self, wi
sabotages meaning. The symbol anchors nowhere since (he ship of imaging
never vests. Like the empathetic man’s soul, if is always at exerting itsel,
its development is never complete. ,

And it 15 at this point that the novel as a genre adopts the excessive dyihar
of nasration, once imagination takes over the reins of action in it: hands. A
cific kind of imagination associates most naturally with actions and ove
such is the case of empathetic imagination when, in its extremnic implication
reveals itself as aesthetically preoccupied with the bare materiality of
world, with things per se. At this point, the actions in a novel consist solel:
imagination’s aesthetical adventure, in an empathetic stroll where she has (o
no heed (o other meaning structures, nor justify her advance in relation (o th
The novel is then able to embody Whitman’s old caise, o expose the freer
of pure action without plot —just like a dream, or the universe.

3. Prospective Value — Kafka — Amerika — Thomas Fynchon...

When Marx undertook his analysis of the capitalistic mode of produetion,
that mode was in its infancy. Maix adopted an approach which gave his
inyestigations prognostic value. Going back (o the basic conditions of
capitalist produetion, he presented them in a way which showed what could
be expected of capitalism in the future. What could be expected, it emer-
ged, was not only an increasingly harsh exploitation of the proletariat buf,
ultimalely, the creation of conditions which would make i possible for
capitalism to abolish itself,

Since the {ransformation of the superstructure proceeds far more slowly
than that at the base, it has taken more than balf a century for the change
in the conditions of production to be manifested in all areas of culture,
How this process has afTected culture can only now be assessed. and these
assessments must meel certain prognostic requirements. They do nol,
however, call for theses on the art of the proletarial affer ity seizure of
power, and stll less for any on the art of classless society. They call for

& Tswo clear Eﬁﬂﬂlplﬂﬁ are te be found in what are. |.3+:J-s:-.f:j'bly., the most important American |
ary works of the 19" century, Leaves of Gross and Moby Dick. In seclion six of the poent,
Whitmanesque voice responds o the children’s question «What is the grass?s and he offers 3
ous possibilities of interpretation; and in giving all of them, by presenting all the analogics
the grass brings to his mind, the context ol interpretation dissolves in (he peem by the very ex
of its possibilities. Likewise, Melville’s Whale, its whiteness, (he Degied, (he Captain Alp
madness and monomaniae Rll'uggle, .tﬂ_gﬁ;i'hﬁ;‘.]‘ -W"ii_.h neatrty every a1 _i_ﬂﬂ ".".‘I]’i_i col the aarrator dinw
altention to, are all molives propelled forward towards mystery, on the cresl of the pyerllow
waves of imaginalion.
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theses delining the tendencies of the development of arl under the present
conditions ol production?.

Mow we become aware of how, in its atlempt to analyze the characteristics of
the American hero and narrator through history, this essay has presented a future
state or possibility. The scheme of the empathetic novel and its correspouding
hern as it has [inally been deseribed has vot been yet embodied. fndeed, some
ol its defining features salute us from different places of the American tradition,
ag if the hero’s different limbs had been scattered (hroughout; for an instant,
our eyes and his shine with the glow of recognition amid a crowd of novels.
Some present us the hero in its infant state, and take him by the hand; others
accompany him in his difficult adolescence, and many are the cases when his
early and later manhood is described. Bt flll of them —even Walt Whitman’s
heroie representation, which despite not being a novel, possibly came closest to
actualizing the empathefic ideal-—, lag behind the model here proposed,

This fact does not cancel, however, the following ruth: the possibilities of
empathy contain the fortheoming possibilities of the novel. As we have seen
above, the dynamics of empathy lead (o the entanglement of reality and imagi-
nation, since the empathetic individual makes the latter responsible for creating
an aesthetical system where the surrounding world can Jind a place. Reality’s
apprebension, thus, necessarily involves the empowermeit of imagination, and
the artist’s ultimate wish —insofar as it involves the complete satisfaction and of
his creative constitution— would be to approach reality and the imaginary
world through the same eves. The process advances, therefore, towards the en-
richment of the individual’s life experience as a whole, as we saw in the mystic,
since real and unreal possibilities become aceepted. The constitutive structure
of a surplus self results here in an assimilation of reality by imagination in
which reality itself is transcended, but in its own name and out of a desire of
the individual to respect it.

Thus, just as the empathetic artist allows reality to come inside him, he will
alse Jet his own imagination run free. And it may well occur that this journey
ends up in a world completely different from reality, in a fictional construction
where (he latter 1s nowhere te be found, where even the most basic elements
Lthal may link it with reality, such as can be the laws of physics, have vanished.
Indeed, inthis case, Coleridge’s distinction between imagination and fancy just
melis away. Men and woman may then fly and leap outlandishly, grow or shrink
to preposierous sizes, speak with animals, age instantly... and yet, this would
huply no evasion or negation of reality, not necessarily. Nor would it be magm
which involves only those particular instances where umreality is accepted in
the general structure of reality. No. It would rather censist in developing a dif-
ferent world altogether, which construction denotes an aclive soul.

* W. Benjamin, «The Worl of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproductibility: Second
Mersions, in Sefected Weitings, 1935-1938, w, . 101,
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The name of Kafka arises at this point of the essay as a vilul [i gure i
analysis of empathetic mmagination. Accn-rdingly, it does so ay a aroundbrean
figure in this tradition, as he who developed an aesthetics of unreality
world that advanced by its own laws, Even the rhythm in which Kalka nar;
events contributes to enfold them in 2 specilic rateness; the logic of g pace, |
and causality that governs the behaviour of the characters gpe WIS 1o og
through secret passages, whose myslery persists though its connections be
closed. However, the strangeness of his fic( tious world would nof mply, ag
4 contradiction with a desire to experience reality aesthetically, morally,
politically, and thug accept it. On the contrary, it would stand as a token of |
pathy on his part —the same ewpathy that his heroes share. For they are ¢
shaped in the manner of this uni verse; as individuals that tolerate (his inter
diary world that ig somewhere, or nowhere, between dream anet reality,
narrator simply follows the dictates of Kafka’s personal imagination and devel
an aesthetics of unreality that the heroes accept, obey and adopt, According
characters never question what strangeness —inherent in (hat world— (|
come across. If they did otherwise, the narratives would simply not evolve,
Kafka’s novels consist in an unending series of actions narrated either by
characters’ or the narrative voice. In fear that the story dissolves into ony, neit
of them allow themselves to laugh.

In the case of the Czech author, the Jink plotted ear y i the essay Bedw
the writer, the hero and the fictional world is represented by their aames cont;
the letter «ks. This curious game achieved ifs perfect completion the mam
Kafka came up with the suitable realm for him to place his personal aesthel]
and this oceurred in no other than his novel Amerika. By adopting thijs mysteric
«k», the nation Whi tan sang became the fictional space of stran 2eness, unre:l
and 1magination, but also the space of empathy —all of which i had alwa
been. The bare fact that Kafka wrote a nove| called Amerika set in (he it
States no longer appears as a coincidence but rather as a touchstone for inl
pretation. This view ig reinforced by the content of the novel self, which ¢
picts the very transition explained in this essay.

Admittedly written in the manner of David Copperfield, Amerika covers |
journey of a German youth just arrived in the United States in hig search |
fortune. By the end of his wanderings, however, Karl Roseman —go i« J
name— registers in The Great Theatre of Oklahoma (notice the «k»), the greate
thealre in the world, the wealthiest, the most powerful, a symibol of the Unit
States. And in this decision, as in Carraway returning wesl, there is a chan
involved. Indeed, the Kafkaesque hero enlists in this theatre only as u meane
get a job, but the description the narrator catries out of this specific thes
conveys other implications. 1t is no coincidence that the institution shall acen)
every single person who asks fora job in it men, women and childen of all o
ages; that the roles assigned fo them consist precisely in being just who (he
are, and behaving as such. In his essay on Kalka, On the Tenth Aneiversa v
his Death, Walter Benjamin describes how
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...] everybody is hired by the Nature Theatre of Oklahoma. What the
standards for adinission are cannol be delermined. Dramalic talent, the
most ebvious eriterion, seems lo be of no importance. But Lhis can be ex-

pressed in another way: all that is expected of (he applicants is the ability
toplay themgelves'.

Que cannol even be sure as to whether the people actually enter the company
as§ actors or not; nor is it made clear that the company is really a theatre, or if
thers is any sort of paymeut involved, and of what kind. What we kitow for sure
is that every single applicant is accepted, and that once the recruitiment has
ended, the new waerkers are invited to a huge banquet belore they get on the
train bound to Oklahema. These, though, are details of no importance. The essen-
tial point is that there are infinite cabins for the people to register in, matching
everyone's profile. Furthermore, one does not need to tell the truth when he of
she gives the personal and professional details asked for, since the theatre will
accept everyone with his or ber illusions, fears, insecurities and needs to dream
or lie (their role inside the theatre, in this case, will simply be that of persons
who need to dream and lie). The remarkable characteristic of this institution
lies in the fact that it bas assimilated the mystic’s dynamics and translated it
into the professional context of economy. We had heard several times on earlier
pages how chatacters referred constantly to the difficulties they were finding
when they ried to get a job; now we see how the two men at the theatre’s con-
tracting office embrace the mystic’s outlook, make it their own, and are ready
Lo contracl everyone.

The same occurs with the theatre’s aesthetics, which, according to Walter
Benjamin’s interpretation, corresponds exactly with that of reality. Indeed, the
lictitions world of the theatre is reality itself, and this is so because the work of
art that the Great Theatre of Oklahoma is developing is so vast and poteat that
it aims al integrating the whole existing world, the whole reality. Does it sound
A8 9 pr;JlI( ¥ of rmpemzhsm? Except for one detail: we must bring into awareness
how, in doing so, however, the real world remains unchanged: employees only
have to be themselves; they are bought or hired but at the same time asked to be
just who they are, or pretend to be. Walter Benjamin claims that in being of-
feredl the possibility of fulfilling an exercise of imitation whose object is just
themselves, these people have found their final shelter and salvation’. On the
same line, we could inlerpret they are bought to be preserved. This abstract
scheme, which may be related with Benjamin's analysis of collectorship, also
connects with the Gnostic vision of the present God as He who, literarily
howght the world to an earlier and altogether different, mischievous god. But,
moreover, it encloses the aims of empathy as we have already described it.

—

"W, Benjamin, «Franz Kaflka. On the Tenth Auniversary of his Deaths, in Selected Writings
9303, 11, pant. 22005, p. 804,

W n'ﬁl”l_j.'r'lr“lﬂl'l.. loe. ¢t
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Kafka’s United States have [inally allowed mysticisimn o take over their Cal
tic inheritance or fortune; at this point, money has become a valid mediafor bel
the individual and reality, just like em pathetic imagination, ingofar as |
way (o apprehend the world which does not entail ch anging it in furn.

We see, therefore, how the United Stales that appear tn Kafka's nove
come a fictionpal space that no longer participates in the Jogics nnd acsthel]
reality, for they have their own. This also oceurs in the work of anotlier
who may owe much to the Czech author. Indeed, Thomas Pynizhon’s The
ing of Lot 49 is in some ways a Kafkesque novel: like many of the la
works, it only opens up once the series of events that will determine tlie 1
the hero have already occurred. Because of this, the lact (hat Ocdipa Muag
ceives the lelter appointing her executrix of a will might well be regarded
punishment or condemnation, for she must bring order inside @ world tha
been formed long ago before she came into it. Also, when she vecalls (e
phone-call she received from the deceased tycoon Pierce Inverarity (who,
like the Great Theatre of Oklahoma, seems to have (aken under his contro
whole realily), she remembers hearing him use many different voices baloy
one she recognized —«his Lamont Cranston voices—. just like K, the |
surveyor in The Castle, heard myriads of different voices on the phone in h
tlempt to speak to the higher instances of the castle; which vo ces, at the |
time, gave shape to a single voice.

As happens in Kafka’s novels to some extent, Pynchon’s works algo ady
towards the achievement a novelistic art that consis(s in pure action, utler n
tion, in a succession of events pushed by imagination. Oedipa’s wander
through San Francisco’s nightlife in chapter five possibly contains the elin
these aesthelics inside this novel: however, the truth is that al) throu gh The
of Lot 49 Oedipa Maas is driven from one place to another, advancing o
Californian roads, in a Journey that is elliptical both in time and space ar
history. What she sees in each of the places she stops, what she hears Iror
the mouths she comes across, are only more events, which Pynehon’s tmagins
aceumulates. The moments she 18 allowed to take a pause, which normally o
between her travels, she can only express her inability to comprehend, Oe
is being witness not so much to the construction of a plot as (o the materializ:
of an entire world; thus, her aclions consist solely in encountering it. Mer her
deals with empathy alone, not with the making of sense or comin g up
meaning. In parrating actions, she describes a worlkd. At the end of the e
the erying of lot [orty-nine remains untold because (he imagination thal hag
gol the book has exceeded the structure of a plot, and by the last page, w
and plot cannot be equated. '

Another feature (hat enables us to establish a link between Kalka and
post-modern, American writer consists in (hat the bureaucrat; ¢, judicial-
structure that Kafka presents in his novels —symbols for an evasive and
thoritarian power inside which characters gel lost— would be apt to generat
his characters the same phenomena of conspiracy and paranoia that trav
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Pynchon’s novels. The fact (hat Kafka never implies such possibility contaings
(he basie difference between them. Kafka’s vision of the world did oot pivot
around the distinction between imagination and reality, since his understanding
of salvation, unlike Puritanical America’s, was compatible witl madness. Should
we recall Benjamin’s «lLetter to Gershom Scholeny, where one may read: «Of
(his much Kafka was sure: first, that to help, one must be a fool; and second,

that only 4 fool’s help is real help»'2. This is the reason why, whﬂe Kafka’s nar-
ratives lack laughter, Pynchon’s already include crying. The Jatter’s heroes
have been said to remain at the level of cartcature, but 111@3»' are further more
humanized than Kafka’s, which —as Walter Benjamin said in his essay on the
Czech writer— take after Chinese conception of the sage as the man who exists
«wilhout character»'®. Indeed, Pynchon’s titanic imagination develops an aes-
ihetics of unreality (which he associates with the unofficial spheres of society,
as we shall see); furthermore, bis heroes are open to it, as is Oedipa Maas, bul
the problem is that Pyn{:hon 5 characters cannot avoid doubting the actuality of
what reality they are experiencing. The narrator’s development of an aesthetics of
unrgality, therefore —such as Slothrop’s journey along the sewage, or Oedipa’s
unforgettable encounter with the children in nightclothes in Golden Gate
Park—, ig always meédiated by the possibility of hallueination. In Thomas Pyn-

chan’s fistional world belief and disbelief, truth and falsity, paranoia or the re-
ality principle ave still relevant. Maybe it is so because it is still relevant in ours.

lndr‘f*ri Pynchon has found the Puritans’ paranoid frame of mind —obsessed

as it was with (he real essence of the providential God themselves had cre-
ated— 1nost appropriate to reflect on the experience of an individual citizen in
contemporary society. We have said that his novels can and will not impose a
plof structute on (he world he presents, and this seems to be his claim for the
United States. It also holds for his idea of civilization. The fact that his novels
attach an aesthetics of unreality to the unofficial spheres of society may convey
a harsh criticism against a system of civilization where power structures can
mediate the mdmduul s perception of reaht‘y and make 1t coincide with the
limited, plotted, manipulated, official vision of the world. After reading through
Oedipa’s odyssey (hrough San Francisce, one cannot avoid relating the mecha-
nisms of empathetic imagination to those of social and political acceptance as
they are invelved in the United States; to the strategy, that is to say, whereby
ihe infinitely complex social variety that exists in jts society —ranging through
all the thinkable adjectives— can become integrated and be accepted by every
single nue of its ¢ilizens, and by society as a whole.

Thomas Pynchon’s drawing on the Puritan frame of mind leads us to the fol-
ID'win'g-.-@;{:f*rmr'i{r It seems as if, immediately after Walt Whitman’s death, simul-
lanenus with the very closing of his eves, the Poritan imaginary construction
ihat he and Emerson had helped dissolve, found a perfect substitute in the

2. Benjamin, «Letter to Gershon Schulems, in Selected Writings 1935-1938, 11, p. 327.
"YWL Benjamin, foe. eft., Pl 80OLL
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power structure of emerging Capitaltsm, whereby the object of the Puritus
paranoid distress became embodied, then, in something real, Face to face w
this possibility, one must question whether the years, the scarce seventy yeq
that formed Walt Whitman’s lifetime, which spanned almost until the e

the century, constitute really the only moment in American history when the |
dividual was allowed to be free; free from God, free from the Devil o [
whatever hides behind a system of civilization. Or L, on the contrary, this conti
in the general approach to the world must be explained only by resorting fo (
anxious American surplus self, which projects its own devils upon whatever
has at hand, and which only Whitman had the moral stren gth to deleat and
lence down by embracing mysticism.

This question also underlies Oedipa’s cancern. Ty the very lact of poging
Pynchon responds to it: however exuberant, his imagination is still determin
by the fossilized remains of the Puritan concern Tor nmagination and unrealif
Despite being a novelist —and possi bly the one to allow the excessive YA
of imagination to unfold the most—; this original Puritan dread is stil] prege
in his narratives. OFf course, it is transformed, but the very transformation [
vents the symptom from disappearing. 1t no longer reveals ilsell ag a fearfy] 12
ritan doubt concerning the real or unreal status of their own conception of i
tory and comprehension of the world, but rather, it manifests in Pymchon™s o
comfort towards a particular something in his novels, towards (he mere poss
bility of their ¢lose-to-unbearable imaginative excess. An urge for reality o
tends at every level of Pynchen’s worls: in his use of historical sonrces, of e
names, situations, and places... and yet, this drive remaing unsolvedd, ag if au
pended. The phenomenon of paranoia as it appears to take hold of his characle
could give expression (o the author’s uneasiness towards the imaginary essent
of his works; it could be a manifestation of hisg reticence 1o recognize entirs
the energy of his own imagination even when it has accomplished a magnifice
feat. Just like Oedipa, he is baffled by the excess and at (e nature of the event
which is something independent from the fact one is, or not, their creator. ‘11
characters” amazement at what events they are seeing, ab what extraordin
and unbelievable world they are discovering, extends paralle! at the Jevel of 1l
author that has invented it.

Thus, we observe a disequilibrium in Pynchon, as if he had developed
aesthetics of unreality with a power parallel to Whitman’s, but not willi the la
ter’s empathetic in ragination, nor with Kafka’s. This is determinant to our isei
for it precludes the door the novel of the future will have to open. ANy advar
along this path will alse imply a moral stance: approving of a world that, possibls
is no longer Whitman’s. Led by empathy, the author, narrator and hero of (1)
twenty-first century will explore the whole realm of possi bility, covering but
reality and imagination: writer, narrator and hero will face aesthetical optior
that go beyond those presented by realily, by the order of sociely or those a
lowed by science. Like the mystic before eventful chance, they will Face, e
stmilate and write these possibilities in their novels, and do so undisturbed.





