
Critical Discourse: Problematizing H istory 

THE  POSTMODERN  PROBLEMATIZING  

OF  HI STORY  

LINDA  HUTCHEON 

University of Toront o 

I 

Every  cu lture cannot sustain a nd  absorb  the shock  of modern civilization . There 

is the paradox:  how  to become  a  modern man  and  to  return  to sources.  (Paul 

Ricoeur ) 

One of  the  few comm on denominators among the  detractors of postmodern-

ism  (e.g.,  Jameson,  " Postmodernism" ;  Newman;  Eagleton),  however  that 

term be defined,  is the  surprising, but general , agreement  that the  postmodern 

is ahi storical. It is  a  familiar  line  of  attack, launched by  Marxists  and  tra-

ditionalists alike,  against not  just  contemporary art, but also  today's  theory -

from  semiotics  to  deconstruction.  R ecently,  Dominick  LaCapra  ( 10405) 

came  to  the  defence of Paul de Man  against Frank Lentricchia, claiming  that 

de M an ,  in  fact,  had  had  a  very  keen  sense  of  the  need  for  inquiry  in to  the 

conditions of possibility of history an d how  these are  enacted in actual histor i-

cal processe s. What interests me  here,  howe ver, is no t  the  detail of  the  debate, 

but  the  very  fact  that  history  is  now,  once  again,  a  cultural  issue  and  a 

problematic one ,  this time .  It seems  to be  inevitably tied  up  with an  entire set 

of challenged  cultural  and  social  assumpt ions that also condition our notions 

of both  theory and art today:  our beliefs  in origins and ends, unity and  totali-

zations,  logic and reason, consciousness and  human nature, progress and fat e, 

representation and truth, not to mention the notions  of causality and  temporal 

homogeneity,  linearity, and continuity  (see M iller 46061). 
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In some ways, these problematizing challenges are not new ones: their in.

tellectual root s have been firm for centuries, though it is their actual concen.

tration in a great many discourses today that has forced us to take notice

anew. It was only in 1970 that a noted historian could write : "Novelists and

playwrights, natural scientists and social scientists, pacts, prophets, pundits,

and philosophers of many persuasions have manifested an intense hostility to

historical thought. Many of our con temporaries are extraordinarily reluctant

to acknowledge the reality of past time and prior events, and stubbornly resis

tant to all argu men ts for the possibility or utility of historical knowledge"

(Fischer 307 ). A few years later, Hayden White proclaimed that "one of the

distinctive characteristics of contemporary literature is its underlying convic-

tion that the historical consciousness must be obliterated if the writer is to

examine with proper seriousness those strata of human experience which it is

modern art's peculiar purpose to disclose" (Tropics 31 ). But his examples are

telling: Joy ce, Pound, Eliot, Mann ~ - the great modernists, not postmodern-

ists, Today, we would certainly have to modify radically this kind of claim in

the wake of the postmodern architectur e of Mi chael Graves and Paolo Por

toghesi , or films like Th e R eturn of Mart in Guerre and Colonel R edl, or what

we might call "historiographic metafiction" like G., Sham e, or A Ma ggot.

There seems to be a new desire to think historically, but to think historically

these days is to think critically and contextually.

Part of this problematizing return to history is no doubt a response to the

hermetic ahistoric formalism and aestheticism that characterized much of the

art and theory of the so-called modernist period. If the past were invoked, it

was to deploy its "p resen tness" or to enable its transcendence in the search for

a more secure and universal value system (be it myth, religion, or psychology)

(Spanos 158) . In the perspective of cultural history, of course, it is now easy

to see this as a reaction against the burden of tradition (in the visual arts and

mu sic, especially [see Ro chberg 3/27]) , often taking the form of an ironic enlist

ing of the aesthetic past in the overhauling of Western civilization (Joyce,

Eliot ). Modernism's "nightmare of history" is precisely what postmodernism

has chosen to address. Artist, audience, critic ~ - none is allowed to stand out-

side history, or even to wish to do so (Robinson and Vogel 198). The reader

of Fowles's Th e French Lieut enant's W oman is never allowed to ignore the

lessons of the past about the past or the implications of those lessons for the

historical present. But surel y, one could obje ct, Brecht and Dos Passos were

modernists who taught us the same things. And was not history problematized

in what Barbara Foley (195) has called the "metahistorical novel" - Absa

lom, Absalom!, Orlando, and so on? Well, yes and no: paradoxical postmod

ernism is both oedipally oppositional and filially faithful to modernism. The

provisional, indeterminate nature of historical knowledge is certainly not a

discovery of postmodernism. Nor is the questioning of the ontological and



epistemological status of historical "fact" or  the  distrust of seeming neutralit y 

and objectivi ty of recounting. Bu t the concentration of these problematizat ions 

in postmodern  art is not  something  we can  afford  to  ignore. 

To speak of provisiona lity and ind eterm inacy is not  to deny historical knowl-

edge, however.This is the misunderstanding suggested by Gerald Graff when 

he writ es :  "For if history is seen as an  unintelligible flux of phenomena , lack-

ing in  inherent  significance  and  structur e,  then  no  exertions  of  the  shaping, 

ordering  imagination  can  be  anything  bu t  a  dishonest  refuge  from  truth" 

(403). What the postmodern writing of both history and litera ture has  taught 

us is that both history  an d  fiction  are  discour ses,  that both constitute systems 

of significat ion by which  we make sense of the past  ("exertions  of  the shaping, 

ordering  imagination" ).  I n  other words,  the  meaning  and  shap e  are  not  in 

the events, but  in th e syste ms which  make  those  events  into  historical  facts. 

This is not  a  "dishones t  refuge  from  truth,"  but  an  acknowledgement  of  the 

meaningmaking function  of hum an constructs. 

The postmodern ,  then, effects  two simultaneous moves. I t  reinstalls histori-

cal context  as significant  an d  even  determ ining, but in so doing, it problema-

tizes the ent ire not ion of historical knowledge . This is anothe r of the paradoxes 

that character ize all postmodern  discou rses today. And  the implica tion  is that 

there  can  be  no  single,  essentialized,  transcendent  concept  of  "genuine  his-

toricity"  (in  Fredri c J ameson's term s) , no matter what the nostalgia  (M arxist 

or  traditionalist )  for  such  an  entity.  Postmodern  historicism  is  wilfully  un -

encumbered  by nostalgia  in  its critical, d ialogical  reviewing of the forms , con-

texts,  an d  values  of  the  past.  An  examp le  might  make  this  point  clea rer. 

Jameson has asserted  tha t Doctorow's Ragtime is " the most peculiar and stun-

ning monument to the aesthetic situation  engendered by the disappeara nce of 

the historical referent"  (" Postmodernism" 70) . But it is just  as easy to argue 

that  the  historical  referent  is very presen t  in  spades. Not only  is  the re  in 

Ragtime an accura te  evocation  of  a  particular  period  of  early  twentieth -

century  American  capitalism,  with  du e representation  from all  classes  in-

volved, bu t  historical personages also appear  within  the  fiction . Of course,  it

is this mixing and this tampering with the "facts"  of received  history  that

Jameson objects to. But  the re  is no conflict  between  this historical  reconstruc-

tion/ construct ion and  the  politics of  the  novel  (cf.  Green 842). If  D octorow  

does use nostalgia,  it  is always ironically turned against  itself - and us. 

The  opening of  the  novel  sets  the  pattern . Describing  the year 1902, the 

narratin g  voice  introduces a  potential  nostalgia,  but  surely  it  is one  already 

tinted  with  irony :  "Everyone  wore  whi te  in  summer.  T ennis racquets were 

hefty and the racquet faces ellip tical. There was a lot of sexual fainti ng. There 

were  no  Negroes.  T here  were  no  immigrants"  (4 ) . Only  a page  later,  we 

learn tha t Emma Goldman teaches a qu ite different view of America: "Appa r-

ently there were negroes. There were immigrants"  (5) - and, of course, much 
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of  the novel  is about precisely  those  excentric and excluded parts of society

Jameson is  right,  I  think,  to  see  this  novel  as  inscribing a  crisis  in historicity 

but it  is h is negat ive judgement that is surprising. The irony that allows critical 

distanc ing  is  what  here  ref uses  nostalgia:  Ragtime's volunteer  firemen  are 

anyth ing  bu t sen timental figures and,  many American social  "ideals" such 

as justice  are called into question by  the ir  inapplicability to  (black)  Ameri- 

cans  like  Coalho use  W alker.  There  is  no  generalizing  and  sentimentalizing 

away of racism, ethnocentric bias, or  class hatred in  this  novel. 

Postmodern works like  this  one  contest art's right to  claim  to  inscribe time. 

less universal values, and  they do so by thematizing and even formally enacting 

the  context-dependent  nature  of  all  values.  They  also  challenge  narrative 

singularity and  unity  in  the name of  multiplicity and disparity. Through  nar

rative, they offer fictive corporal ity instead of abstractions, but at the same 

time, they tend to fragment, to render unstable, the traditional unified identity 

or subjectivity of character. It is not by accident that I have been using here 

the language of Michel Foucault ("Nietzsche"), for his description of the 

challenges offered by a Nietzschean "genealogy" to standard notions of history 

cor responds to what postmodern fiction also suggests in its contesting of the 

conventions of both historiography and the novel form. The postmodern enter

prise is one that traverses the boundaries of theory an d practice, often impli

cating one in and by the other, and history is often the site of this problemati

zation. 

Of course, this has also been true of other periods, for the novel and history 

have frequently revealed their na tural affinities through their narrative com

mon denominators : teleology, causality, continuity. Leo Braudy has shown 

how the problematizing of that con tinuity and coherence in eighteenth

century history writing found its parallel in the fiction of those years. Today,

though, it is less the problem of how to narrate time than the issue of the nature and 

status of our information about the past that makes postmodern history, theory, and 

art share certain concerns. In the work of Hayden White, Michel de Certeau, Paul 

Veyne, Louis O. Mink, Lionel Gossman, and others, we see today a kind of radical

suspicion of the act of historiography.  What we do not see, however, pace the

opponents of postmodernism, is a lack of concern for history or a radical relativism

 or subjectivism (cf. Lentricchia).   What we do see, instead, is a view of the past,

is a view of the past, both recent and remote, that takes the present powers and 

and limitations of the writing of that past into account and the result is often avowed

provisionality and irony. 
In Umberto Eco's terms : "The postmodern reply to the modern consists of 

recognizing that the past, since it cannot really be destroyed, because its decon

struction leads to silence [the discovery of modernism], must be revisited: but 

with irony, not innocently" (67). The semiotic awareness that all signs change 

meaning with time is what prevents nost algia and antiquarianism. The loss 
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of  innocence  is  less  to  be  lamented  than  rejoiced  in.  This  is  what  permits 

Frank  Kermode  to  call  "a  serious  historiographical  exercise"  the  descript ion 

in Thomas  Pynchon's  The Crying of Lot 49  of  a  paradoxically  unrecorded 

but historical  (which  translates directly into :  fictive)  confrontation of Ameri

can and Russian warships off the coast of California in 1864. Kermode's rea

sonsfor this claim, which he means seriou sly, are postmodern : the description 

"illustrates the point that we are capable of a skepticism very remote . . . from 

the sober historicism of only yesterday. We can, indeed, no longer assume that 

we have the capacity to make value-free statements about history, or suppose 

that there is some special dispensation whereby the signs that const itu te an 

historical text have reference to events in the world" (108). This is the 

skepticism that has brought us, not just changes in the discipline of history, 

but the "New Historicism," as it is now labelled, in literary studies. 

II 

The new history we are beginning to see these days has little in common with 

the old and for an interesting historical rea son : its practitioners were n urtu red 

in the theoretical climate of the 1970s, a time during which the individual 

literary work came to lose its organic un ity ; when lit er ature as an organized body 

of knowledge abandoned the boundaries that h ad hitherto enclosed it, to an 

extent even abandoned its claims to knowledge; and whe n h istory began to seem 

discontinuous, some times in fact no more than just a nothe r fiction . It is no 

wonder that the scholarsh ip we now pursue cannot take the form or speak the 

language of the older literary history. (H erber t Lindenberger ) 

This new literary history is no longer an attempt to preserve and transmit a 

canon or a tradition of thought; it bears a problematic and questioning rela

tion to both history and literary criticism. A recent ad vertisement for the 

University of California Press series on "The New Historicism: Stud ies in 

Cultural Poeti cs" talks of a critical "return to the historical ernbcddedness of 

literary production" that is coeval with "innovative explorations of the sym

bolic explorations of the symbolic construction of reality" in the stud y of 

history. Thanks to the pioneering work of Marxists, feminists, black and ethnic 

theorists, among others, there is a new awareness in both fields that history 

cannot be written without ideological and institutional an alysis. including 

analysis of the act of writing itself. I t is no longer enough to be suspicious and 

playful as a writer about literature (or history, though th ere it neve r really 

was) ; the theorist and the critic are inevitably implicated in both ideologies 

and institutions. Historians such as Le Roy Ladurie have shocked their "es tab

lishment" colleagues by refu sing to hide their interpretive and narrating acts 

behind the third-person voice of objectivity that is so common to bo th histori

cal and literary critical writing. In Carnival in Romans, Ladurie presents 

369 



himself, not as metaphorical witness or  participant of  th e events of  1580, but 

as  a  scholar,  reportin g  outside  the  story  he  tells,  but  from  an  expli citly  and 

intensely partisan  perspective  that lays out its value  system  for  th e  readers  to 

ju dge for  themselves  (see Carra rd ) . This flaunting of the  transgression  of the 

conventi ons of historiography is a very postmodern  confiating of two enuncia- 

tive  systems,  those  defined  by  Emile  Benveniste  (20608)  as  historic al  and 

discursive.  His torical  statements,  be  th ey  in  historiograph y  or  realist  fiction, 

suppress  gram matical  refere nce  to  the  discursive  situation  of  the  utterance 

(produ cer,  receiver,  context ,  intent )  in  their  a ttempt  to  narrate  past  events 

in  such  a way  tha t  the events seem  to  narrate  themselves. In  the  postmodem 

wr iting  of  history  and  fiction (Midnight's Children, The White Hotel, 

Slaughterhouse-Five )  the re  is a  deliberat e  contaminat ion  of  the  historical 

with  d idac tic an d situationa l discur sive elements,  thereby challenging the  im-

plied assumptions of historical statemen ts:  objectivity, neutrali ty, impersonal-

ity, and transparency of rep resentation. 

Wh at fad es away with  this kind of contest ing  is any  sure ground  upon which 

to  base  representat ion  and  narration,  in  either  historiography  or  fiction.  In 

most postmodern work, however, that ground is both inscrib ed and subverted: 

Le  Roy  Ladurie's work has  its impact becau se of  an  implied  intertextual  dia-

logue  with  trad itional  thi rdperson  narrative  history ;  R agtim e derives  its 

power as much  from  how  it  recalls as  fro m  how  it  inverts Dos Passos's work. 

As  David  Carroll  has  noted,  the  new  and  critical  " retu rn  to  history"  is one 

which  confronts  " the  conflictual  interpenetration  of  various  series,  contexts, 

and grounds const itu ting an y ground or process of grounding"  ("The Alterity" 

66 ) , but  I  would add  that, in  the  postmodernist writing of history  and  litera-

ture,  it  does  so  by  first  installing  and  th en  critically  confront ing  both  that 

grounding  process and  those grounds themselves. This  is  the paradox  of  the 

postmodern. 

It  is a  paradox which  underlines  the  separation  between  " history" as what 

Murray Krieger once called  " the unimpeded sequence of raw empirical reali-

ties"  (339)  and  "history"  as either method or  writing :  "The process of  criti-

cally  examining  and  analyzing  the  records  and  survivals  of  the  past  is ... 

historical method . The  imaginative  reconstruction  of ... the  past  from  the 

da ta  derived  by ... that .process  is  called  historiograp hy" (G ottschalk  48). 

" Imaginative  reconstruction"  or  intellectual  systemat izing  whichever 

mode l suits  you best  is the  focus of  the  postmodern  rethinking of  the prob-

lems  of  how  we  can  and  do  come  to  have  kno wledge  of  the  past.  It  is  the 

wr iting of history  that, as Paul  Ricoeur has  shown us,  is actually " constitutive 

of the histor ical mode of understanding"  (162) . I t is historiography's explana-

tory and narrative emplotment s of past events that construct what we consider 

historical  facts. This  is  the  con text  in  wh ich  the  postmodern  historical  sense 

situates itself:  outside associations of Enlightenment progress or development, 
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idealist/Hegelian worldhistorica l pro cess, or M arxi st notions of  history.  Post

modernism returns to confront the problematic nature of the past as an object 

of knowledge for us in the present. There is no abyssal infin ite reg ress to 

absence or utter groundlessness in the fiction of Salm an Rus hdie or Ian Wat-

son,or in the films of Peter Greenaway. T he past really did exist. The question 

is: how can we know that today - and what can we know of it? The overt 

metafictionality   of novels like S hame, W aterland, or Flaubert's Parrot ac

knowledges its own construc ting, ordering and selecting processes - but al

ways as historically determined  ac ts. It puts into qu est ion, a t the same time 

as it exp loits, the grounding of historical knowledge in the past real. This is 

why I have called this kind of postmodern fiction "historiographic metafic

tion." It can often enac t the problematic nature of the relation of wri ting 

history to narrativization and, thus, to fictionalization, thereby rai sing the sam e 

questions about the cognitive status of historical knowledge with wh ich cur

rent philosophers of history are also grappling. What is the ontological nature 

of histor ical documents? Are th ey the stand-in for the past? th e t race? What 

is meant - in ideolo gical terms - by our "natural" understanding of histori

cal explana tion? 

Historiographic metafiction refutes the common-sense methods of distin

guishing between histo rical fact and fiction . It refuses the view th at onl y his

tory has a truth-claim , both by questioning the ground of that claim in 

historiography and by asser ting that both are discourses (human constru cts or 

signifying systems) and both derive their "truth" from that identity. This kind 

of postmodern fiction also refuses the rele gation of the extra -textual past to 

the realm of history in the name of the au tonomy of art. Novels like The Public 

Burn ing and L egs assert that the past did indeed exist prior to its "entext uaIi

zation" into either fiction or history. They also show that both genr es unavoid 

ably construc t as th ey textualize th at past. The "real" referent of their lan 

guages once existed, but it is only accessible to us tod ay in textual ized form: 

documents, eye-witness accounts, archives . The past is "archeologized" (Le

maire xiv ) , but its reservoir of available materials is acknowledged as tex

tualized. 

This postmodern " return to history," then, is not recuperation or nostalgia 

or revivalism (see Kramer 352) . From a non-Marxist perspectiv e, at least 

Ihab H assan is right to castigate Jameson for missing the point about history 

and postmodernism in the light of architecture like that of Paolo Portoghesi 

(507; 517-18n).  And, I would add, in the light of mus ic like that of Stock

hau sen, Berio , and Rochberg, or novels like those of Fowles, Fuentes, Grass, 

and Ban ville. Cultural commenta tors like to say that Americans turned to 

history in the 1970s because of their bicentennial. But what would expl ain 

the contemporan eous histori cal investigations  in Canada, Latin America, Brit 

ain, and the continen t? Ironically, it is Jameson who, I think, has put his 
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finger  on  one  of  th e  most  importan t explanations:  those  of  the  sixties'  gen. 

erati on  (who have, indeed been  th e  crea tors  of  postmodern ism)  might, for 

obvious historical  reasons, tend to " think more historically than th eir pred eces- 

sors"  ("Periodizing" 178). The  sixt ies  saw  a  move  "out of  the  frame"  (Su. 

keni ck 43 ) int o the world of contemp orary history  (from peace mar ches to the 

New Journalism )  and materiality  (in  art,  we  had George Segal's plaster casts 

of " reality" ) . Our recent and even  remote past is som ething we share, and the 

abundance  of historica l fiction  and nonficti on  being written  and read today is 

perhaps  a  sign  of  a  desire  for  what  Do ctorow  once  ca lled  reading  as  "an act 

of community"  (in Trenner 59) . To say, as one critic of th e postmodern does, 

that  "history, whethe r as public  collec tive  awa reness of  the past, or as private 

revisions of  public  experience ,  or even  as  the  eleva tion  of  private  experience 

to public  consciousness, forms the  epicen tel' of  th e eruptions of  contemporary

fictional  activity"  (Martin 24) is no t, however ,  to say  that postm odern fiction 

"decreates"  h istory. It may problemati ze th at is, use and abuse- the Con

ventions of teleological closu re, for instance, but tha t is not to "banish" them 

from the scene. Indeed , it logically could not, for it depends up on th em. 

To elevate "private expe rience to pu blic consc iousness" in postmodern his

toriographic metafiction is not to expand the subjective ; it is to render inex

tricable th e p ublic and histor ical and the pri vate and biographical. What are 

we to und erstand when Saleem Sinai, in M idnight' s Children, tells us that he 

personally caused th ings like the death of Nehru or the language riots in India, 

or when little O skar tells us that, on his tin drum, he "beat ou t the rapid, 

erratic rh ythm which commanded everybody's movements for quit e some time 

after Aug ust , 1914"? Is th ere a lesson to be learned from the postmodern 

parad ox here: from both the ironi cally undercut megalomania and the refusal 

to abnegate personal responsibility for public history? Works like these specu

late openly about h istor ical displacemen t a nd its ideological consequences, 

about the way one writes abou t the past "real," about what constitute "th e 

known facts" of any given event. These are am ong th e p roblematizations of 

history by postmodern art today. Of course , theoretical discourse has  not been 

reticent in addressing these issues either. 

III 

With an ever inc reasing urgency we hear th e cry today from va rious quarte rs 

that we mu st get back to history , an d indeed we mu st. The problem is of course 

how to get back a nd wha t form of h istory one is p rop osing to get back to. T oo 

ofte n th e cry is mad e simply out of frustr atio n and in reaction to the vari ous types 

of formalism that still seem to dominate th e in te llectua l ma rke tplace, to the fact 

tha t formal ism j ust won't go away no mat ter how often and how forcefully 

history is evoked to chase it away or a t least to put it in its p lace (in th e place 

history assigns to it ) . (David C arroll ) 
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Historiographic metafiction explicitly  contests the  power  of  history  to  abolish 

formalism.  Its metafictional impulse prevents any  occluding of  its formal  and

fictive   iden tity. But it  also reinstates the historical, in  direct opposition  to most 

(late modernist )  argument,  for  the  autonomy  of art:  for  in stance,  in  R onald 

Sukenick' s  memorable  term s,  "unles s  a  line  is  drawn  [betw een  art  and  'real 

life'], the horde of Factists blunder  in wav ing  their banner on whi ch  it  is wri t-

ten:  'It  reall y happened'"  (44)  . But  it  is not  as if  " it  rea lly happened"  is an 

unproblemati c sta tement in itself. Just as defin itions of what constitutes li tera-

ture have changed over  the years, so defini tions of what makes historywriting 

historical  have  changed  from  Livy  to  R anke  to  H ayden  Wh ite  (see  Fitz sim-

mons et al. ). T here ar e con tinuing  debates over the definition of  the  historical 

field  and  about  th e  strategies  deployed  to  collect,  record,  and  narra te  evi-

dence.  As  many  have  noted,  these  debates  generally  assum e  th at history  can 

be accurately cap tur ed ; it is just a question of how  best  to do so. As the record 

of empirical reality,  history, according  to  this view,  is usually seen  as radically 

alien  from  literature,  who se way  to  "truth"  (be  that seen  as provis ional  and 

limited  or  as privileged  and  superior)  is based  on  its autonom ous sta tus. This 

is  the  view  tha t  has  institu tionalized  th e  separa tion  of  history  and  litera ture 

in the academy. 

The twentiethcentury discipline of history has tra ditionally been struc tured

by positivist an d  empiricist assum ptions  that have worked  to  separate  it  from 

anythin g  that sma cks of  the  "merely  literary."  I n  its usual  s etting  up  of  the 

"real"  as  unpro blemati c  presence  to  be  reproduced  or  reconstructed,  history 

is begging for  deconstruct ion  to question  the  fu nct ion of  th e wr iting  of history 

itself  (see  Parker 58) .  In  H ayden  White's delib erately provocative  terms: 

[hi stor ians]  mu st  be  prepared  to  en ter tain  th e  notion  that  history,  as  currently 

conceived,  is  a  kind  of  h istorical  acciden t,  a  product  of  a  specific  his torical 

situation,  and  th at ,  with  the  passing  of  the  m isunderstandi ngs  that produced 

th at situation,  h istory  itself  ma y  lose  its  status  as  an  au tonomo us  and  self-

authenticating mode of  thought. It may well be  th at th e  most difficu lt  task  which 

the current genera tion of historians wi ll  be ca lled  upon  to perform  is to expose 

the hi sto rica lly conditi oned  character  of  th e  historical  disciplin e,  to preside  ove r 

th e  disso lution of hi story's  claim to  autonomy among the disciplines .  (Tropics 

29 ) 

At a less global level, the way in which history is wr itten has, of course, come 

under considerable scrunity  in  recent years.  H istory  as the politics of  the  past 

(the  stories of kings, wars,  an d  ministerial  in tr igues)  has been  challenged  by 

the French  Annales School's  rethinking of  the  fra mes of  refe ren ce and meth-

Odological  tools  of  the  discipline  (see  Le  Goff  an d  Nora) . T he  resu lting  re-

fOcusing  of  historiography on  pr eviously neglected  obje cts  of  study  social, 

cultural, economic  in  the work of J acques Le Goff, M arcel Detienne, J ean 
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Paul Aron , an d othe rs has coinc ided with femini sm' s reorien tation of hi stori cal 

method  to  highligh t  the past of  th e  fo rmerly excluded excen tr ic  (women c., 

but also gays,  the working  class,  ethnic a nd  rac ial minorities, etc.). Of course, 

the  same  impulse  can  be  seen  in  historiographic  metafiction.  Chri sta  Wolf's 

Cassandra retells H om er's historical  epic of men  an d  the ir  politics and wars in 

terms of th e untold story of women and everyday  life. In  historiography, Carlo 

Ginzburg's The Cheese and the Worm uses a  narrative  and  anecdotal style to 

invoke,  rather  th an  analyse,  the  po p ular  cu ltural  world  view  of  a  sixteenth. 

century  peasan t  as  represen ta tive of  a  basic  cultu re  of  the  period  (so  basic it 

is usually ignored by historians [see LaCapra 4569]). The very concept of time 

in  his toriography has bee n  made problematic. The work  of  Fernand  Braudel 

has  ca lled  into  qu estion  the  "history  of  events,"  the  short  time  span  of  tra

dition al narrative historiography of individuals and isolated events in th e name 

of a history of "longue duree" and the " me ntalite collec tive." And th e three 

volumes of Paul Ricoeur's Temps et recit study in painstaking detail the 

configu rations and refigu rations of tim e by narr ati ve, both historical and 

fictive. 

The analytic philosophy of history as p rac tised by Ar thur Danto and Mor

ton White has rai sed d ifferent, mostly epist emol ogical , questions for modem 

histo riography. But most histori ans of history feel th at the discipline is still 

largely empirical and practical (Adler 243) , with a radi cal distru st of the 

abs trac t and the theoretical. However, like the postst ru cturalist and feminist 

challenges to th e similar assumptions sti ll underpinnin g m uch literary study 

today, the provocations of theoris ts of history ar e starting to work to counteract 

the marginal izati on of history ca used by some historia ns' unwillingness to 

justify their methods even to themselves. There have been three major foci 

of recent theorizations  of histori ography : nar rative, rhetor ic, and argument 

(Struever 261-64) , and of the se, it is narrative that most clearly overlaps with 

th e concerns of postmodern fiction and the ory. 

IV 

T he one duty we owe to history is to rewrite it. (Oscar Wilde ) 

Hayden Whi te feels th at the domi nant view of histo rians tod ay has gradually 

come to be that the wr iting of history in the form of narrati ve representations 

of the past is a h ighly conventional an d indeed literary endeavour — which 

is no t to say that th ey believe that even ts never occurred in the pa st: "a spe

cifically historical inquiry is born less of the necessity to establish that certain 

events occurred th an of the desire to determine what cer tain events might 

m ean for a given group, society, or culture's concep tion of its presen t tasks and 

future prospects" (" H istorica l Pluralism " 487 ). The shift to signification, to 

the way systems of discourse make sense of the pas t, is one that implies a 
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pluralist   and  perhaps  troubling  view  of  historiography  as  consisting  of 

different but equally meaningful constructions  of past  reality, or  rather, of  the 

textualized  remains  (documents,  archival  evidence,  witnesses'  testimony)  of 

that past.  Often  this  shift  is voiced  in  terms that recall  the  language of literary 

poststructuralism:  "H ow did  [a given historical] phenomenon enter the  system 

entitled  history and how  has  the  system of historical  writing acquired effective 

discursive power?"  (Cohen  206 ) . The linking of power and knowledge here 

suggests the importance of  the  impact of  the  work  of Michel Foucault and,  to 

some extent, of  that of  Jacques Derrida in  our postmodern  rethinking  of  the 

relation between the past and our writing of it, be it in fiction  or histo riography. 

In both,  there are overt attempts to point to  the  past as already "semioticized" 

or encoded,  that  is,  already  inscribed  in  discourse  and  therefore  "always  al

ready" interpreted (if only by the selection of what was recorded and its 

insertion into a narrative). Historiographic metafiction self-consciously re

minds us that, while events did occur in the real empirical past, we name and 

constitute those events as historical facts by selection and narrative position

ing. And , even more ba sically, we only know of those events through their 

discursive inscription, through their traces. 

Merely to invoke the word "trace" is to recall the Derridian contesting of 

what he calls the metaphysical foundations of historiography. De rrida's chal

lenge to the notion of linear historical tem porality is perhaps more radical 

than the Foucaldian model of discontinuity : he offers a complex notion of 

repetiti on and change, iteration and alteration, operating together (LaCapra 

105). This is a conc eptual "chain" of history : "a 'monumental, stratified, 

contradictory' history ; a history that also implies a new logic of repetition and 

the trace, for it it difficult to see how there could be history without it" (D er

rida, Positions 57) . This is set in opposition to any attempt to reflect or recon

struct or re-present the "present-in-the-past" (Carroll, "History" 446) as 

unproblematic presence. Historiography, according to Derrida, is always teleo

logical: it imposes a meaning on the past and does so by postulating an end 

(and / or origin ). So too does mo st fiction , including postmodern fiction. The 

difference is in the challenging self-consciousness of that imposition that ren

ders it provisional. As Michel  de Certeau has argued, history writing is a 

displacing operati on upon the real past, a limited and limiting attempt to 

understand the relations between a place, a discipline, and the construction 

of a text(55, 64 ). 

Like Derrida, Michel Foucault has forced us to look at things differently, 

to shift the level of our an alysis out of our traditional disciplinary modes and 

into that of discours e. We no longer deal, the refore: with  either "tradition" 

or " the individual talent," as Eliot would have us do. The study of anonymous 

forces of dissipation replaces that of indi vidual "signed" events and accom

plishments made coherent by retrospective narrative ; contradictions displace 
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totalities;  discontinuties,  gaps ,  and  ruptures  are  valorized  in  opposition  to 

continu ity,  development,  evolut ion ;  the  particular  and  the  different  take on 

th e va lu e  once held by  the  universal and  the  transcend ent.  For Foucault it  is 

irregularities that define  discour se  and  its  many  possible  int erdi scursive  net

works in culture. For postmode rn history, theory, and ar t, th is has mea nt a 

new consideration of context , of textuality, of th e power of tot alization and 

models of continuous history. 

Fou cault's work has joined that of M arxists and feminists in insisting on the 

pressure of historical contexts that have usu ally been ignored in form alistic 

literary st udies, as they have in hist orical interpretation as well. Histor ians 

are now being urged to take the contexts of their inevitabl y interpretive acts 

into account: the wri ting, reception, and "critical readin g" of the narratives 

of the past are not unrelated to issues of power, bo th in tellectual and institu

tional (LaCapra 127 ) . Foucault has arg ued that " the social" is a field of forces, 

of practices - discourses and their anchoring institu tion s - in which we 

adopt various (constan tly shifting ) positions of power and resistance. T he 

social is  inscribed within the signi fying practices of a culture . In Teresa de 

Lauretis 's terms : "soc ial form ati ons and represen tations appeal to and position 

th e individual as subj ect in the p rocess to which we give the name of ideol ogy" 

( 121). 

The focus on discourse in Foucaul t's work was enabled by more than just 

the textualized Derridian mode of thought(cf. Lentricchia 191) ; there are 

Nietzsche and M arx before Derrid a. Foucaul t is no t a simplistic "pan-textual

ist" (W hite, "H istorica l" 485 ) who sees th e real as only the textu al. In his own 

words, discou rse is "not an id eal , tim eless form that also possesses a history" 

but is " fro m beginning to end, historical - a fragment of history, a unity and 

discontinui ty in history itself, po sing th e problem of its own limits, its divisions, 

its transformati ons, the specific modes of its temporality ra ther than its sudden 

irrupti on in the mid st of the complicities of time" (Archaeology 117). T o 

speak of discursive practices is not to red uce all to a global textuality, but to 

reasser t the specific and the plural , the particular an d th e dispersed . Foulcault 's 

assault on all the cen tralizing forces of unity and con tinuity in theory and 

practi ce (influence, tr adition, evolution, development, spir it, oeuvre. book, 

voice, origin, lan gue, disciplines [Archaeology 21-30] ) challenges all forms of 

tot alizing thought th at do not ack nowledge their role in the very constitutio n 

of their objects of study and in the reduction of th e heterogeneous an d prob

lem atic to th e homogeneous and transcendental. Critics have no t been slow 

to note in Flaubert's Bouvard and Pecuchet the parodic forerunners of a t

tem pts to total ize the particular an d th e dispersed an d to give meaning by the 

act of centring and universalizing (see Gailla rd ). And Salman Rushdie's 

narrator s ar e th eir postmodern heirs. 

In the fou rth are a of challenge - th at is, to notions of continui ty and tra
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dition  theory  and  practice  again  in tersect.  Historiographic  me tafiction 

shares  the  Foucaldian  unmasking of  the  continuities that are taken for granted 

in  the Western narrati ve  tradi tion, and  it  does so by first using  and  then  abus-

ing those very continuities. Edward Said has argued that underlying Fou cault's 

notion of  the  discontinuous  is a  "supposition  that  ration al  knowl edge  is pos-

sible,  regardless  of  how  very  complex  and  even  unattractive  the  condi-

tions of its production and acquisition"  (283) . The result is a very postmodern 

paradox,  for,  in  Foucault's  theo ry of  discontinuous systematization,  " the  dis-

course  of  modern knowledge  always hungers  for what is cannot  fully grasp  or 

totally  represent"  (285) '  Be  it  historical,  theoretical,  or  literary,  discourse  is 

discontinuous,  yet  bound  together  by  rules ,  albeit  not  transcendent  rules 

(Archaeology 229). All  continui ty  is  recognized  as  "p re tended."  The  par-

ticular,  the  local ,  and  the specific  replace  the  general,  the  universal,  and  the 

eternal. As Hayden White has  remarked: 

Such a concept ion of histor iography has profound implicat ions for  th e assessmen t 

of  the  humanist ic  belief in  a  'human  nature'  that  is everywhe re  and  a lways  the 

same,  how ever  different  its  manifestations  a t  differ ent  times  and  pl ace s. It brings 

under question  the  very not ion  of  a  universal  humanitas on  which  th e  historian's 

wager  on  his  ability  ultimat ely  to  'under stand'  anything  human  is  based . 

(T ropics 257 ) 

Foucault was  by  no  means  the  first  to  make  us  aware  of  any  of  this.  H e 

himself  has  always  pointed  to  Nietzsche  as  his  predecessor.  Rejecting  both 

antiquari an  nostalgia  and  monumentalizing  universalization  that  denies  the 

individuality and parti culari ty of  the  past,  in  Th e Use and Abuse of History, 

Nietzsche  argued  for  a  critical  history,  one  that would  "bring th e past to  the 

bar of  judgment,  interrogate  it  remorselessly"  (2021 ).  He  also  made  clear 

where  he felt th e only available standards of judgement were to  come from: 

"You can explain the past only by what is most powerful in th e present " (40).

It is thi s kind of  belief  that Foucault brings to what he  calls  the  New  History 

(Archaeology 1011 ) . And his own  version  of  this  history  is never a history of 

things,  but  of  discourse,  of  the  "terms,  categories,  and  techniques  through 

which  cert a in  things become at certain  time s  the  focus of  a  whole  configu ra-

tion  of  discus sion  and procedure"  (R ajchman  51) . 

Clearly,  then, there have been major attacks on  historians' customary fetish-

izing of  facts  and hostility  to  theory.  Hayden  White has been  th e other major 

voice in lifting the  repression of the "con ceptual apparatus" whi ch is the ord er-

ing and sensegivin g principle  of historiography  (" T he Fictions"  30) . He has 

joined poststructuralists like  Catherine Belsey (2-4) n arguing that there is no 

practice  without  theory,  however much  that  theory be  unformulated  or  seen 

as "natural"  or  even  deni ed .  For White  the  question  facing historians  today 

is not  "What are  the  fact s?"  but "H ow are  the  facts  to  be  desc ribed  in  order 
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to  sanction  on e  mode  of  explaining  them  rather  than  an other ?"  (" T he  Fie. 

tions" 44 ) . This is not  unlike the  questions  that literary critics face in  the new 

theoretically  selfconscious  climate  of  the  eighties.  I n  both  disciplines  it  is 

gett ing  incre asingly  difficult  to  separat e history or  criticism  "proper"  from 

philosophy of history or  literary  theory.  Historical accounts and  literary inter. 

preta tions are equ ally determined by underlying  theoretical  assumptions. And 

in  postmodern  fiction  too, diach rony  is  reinserted  into  synchrony,  but not  in 

any simplistic way :  the  problematic  concept  of  historical  knowl edge  and  the 

semiotic  notion  of  langu age  as  a  social contrac t  a re  reinscribed  in  th e  meta

fictionally self-con sciou s and self-regulating signifying system of literature. 

This is th e pa rado x of postmodernism, be it in theory, history, or artistic 

prac tice. 

v 

Asked what changes in Twentie th Cen tury stru ck her as being most remarkabl e 

Margare t Mead men tioned TV (possibi lity of seeing what's happening before 

h istor ians tou ch it up ) . (J ohn Cage's Di ary ) 

In the th ree ar eas of history, art, and theory, there have been dir ect cross

fertilizations as well as these parallel or overlapping concerns. Lik e Hayd en 

White before him, Dominick LaC ap ra has bee n arguing for the commonality 

of interest in historiography and critica l theory, and his in tended aim is a 

"cognitively respo nsible historiography." This would involve a problematized 

rethinking of the nature of, for instance, historical documents. From this 

perspective, th ey would become " tex ts th at supplement or rework 'reality' and 

not mere sources that divulge facts abou t ' reality'" (11). His account of the 

situation of cri sis in contemporary historic al studies will sound fam iliar to 

litera ry sor ts: th e challenge to dom inant humanist assumptions ("the postu

lates of unity, con tinu ity, and mastery of a doc umentary rep ertoire" [32]),

 c             the contesting of th e past as a transcendental signified, paradoxically consid

ered objectively accessible to the historian ( 137) , and the reconcep tualization 

of historic al pro cesses to include the relations between texts and the contexts 

of reading and writ ing ( 106) . 

Hi storiography has had its impact on literary studies too, not ju st in the New 

H istoricism, but even in fields - such as semiotics - where history had been 

formally banished. J ust as history, to a semiotician, is not a ph enomenal event, 

but "an entity producing meaning" (H aidu 188) , so th e semiotic production 

and reception of meaning have now been seen as only possible in a historical 

con tex t. And historiographic metafi ction like Eco' s The Nam e of the R ose did 

as much to teach us this as an y theoretical argument - though this is not to 

deny the im pact of the work of people like Frank Lentricch ia, Fredric Jame

son, Eagleton, Hans Robert J auss, Teresa de Lauretis, Catherine Belsey. 
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and  many  othe r  feminist  critics.  Both  theory  and  artistic  practice  work  to 

situat e  their  own  discourses economically, socially,  culturally,  politically,  and 

historically. 

The general desire  to get beneath or behind  the "natural,"  the  "given ,"  the 

assumptions which  susta in  historiography,  th eory, and  art  today  is shared  by 

Barthesian  dem ythologizing, M arxi st an d  feminist  contextualizing, and even, 

despite  appear ances  at  time s,  Der ridi an  deconstructing.  Derrida defin ed  de

construc tion early on as a "question of . . . being alert to the implications, to 

the histori cal sedimentation of th e lan guage whi ch we use" ("Structure" 271 ). 

Even Paul Ricoeur's argument, in the th ree volumes of Temps et recit , that 

time becomes human time by being na rra ted turns out to belon g to this gen eral 

postmodern process of cross-ferti lizing that leads to problematizing . Hi storiog

raphy and fiction are seen as sha ring the same act of refigura tion, of reshaping 

our experience of time through plot configura tions ; they are complementa ry 

activities. 

But nowhere is it clearer than in historio grap hic metafiction th at there is a 

contradictio n at the heart of postmodernism: the formalist and the historical 

live side by side, but there is no dialectic. Ju st as we find those now familiar 

critical paradoxes - the masterful denials of mastery of a Derrida or the 

totalizing negations of totalization of a Foucault - so we find that the un

resolved tensions of postmodern aesthetic practice remain paradoxes or con

trad ictions. Barthes' utopian dream of a theory of the text that would be both 

formalist an d historical (45) is possible, but only if we accept problematic an d 

doubled texts. Bakhtirr/ Medvedev argued that form and history were in ter

conne cted an d mutually determining, but in postmoderni sm this is only true 

if no attempt is made to unify or conflate the two. The Bakhtinian mod el of 

the dialogic is useful to keep in mind. The monol ogic discou rses of pow er and 

aut hori ty are not the only respon ses possible to what has been called our age 

of recognition of th e loss of cer tainties as the stat e of the human condition 

(Reiss 194) . T o install and then subvert may be less sa tisfying than resolved 

dialectic, but it may be the onl y non-totalizing response possible. 

Architectural theori st Manfredo T afuri has argued that it is important 

today to engage in a "historical assessment of the present contradictions" (2) 

— not necessarily a resolution of them. Postmodern architecture and visual 

arts, like literat ure , must contend with moderni sm' s attempts to be outside 

history - through pure form, abstractionism, or myth - or to control it, 

through theoretical models of closur e. It is only recently that art history, for 

instance, has been able to see itself as "a u topia as comp ellingly well-ordered 

and int ernally self-consistent as it is fictional" (Preziosi 22). In literature, it 

is the intense self-consciousness of historio graphi c metafiction that has had 

both theoretical a nd practical implications for the writing and theorizing of 

history. Art and historiography are always being brought together in post
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modern fiction   and usuall y with  destabilizing, not to say unnerving, results. 

A final  example :  the  hero  of Angela Carter's Th e Infernal D esire Machines 

of D octor Hoffman finds himself puzzled by a series of paintings in  the doctor's 

home: 

These  pictures were  heavily varn ished  oils executed  in  the  size  and  style  of  the 

nin eteenthcentury  academ ician  and  th ey  all  depicted  faces  and  scenes  I 

recognized  from  old  photographs  and  from  the  sep ia  and  olive  reproductions 

of  forgotten  masterpieces  in  the  old fash ioned  books  the  nuns  gave  us  to  look  a t 

when I  was  a child, in  the  even ings  aft er  supper, wh en  we had been good. Wh en 

I  read  the  titl es engraved on  metal plaques at  the  bottom  of each  frame,  I  saw 

th ey  depicted  such  scenes  as  'Leon  Trotsky  Composing  the  Eroica  Symphony' ; 

th e  wirerimmed  spectacles,  the  Hebraic  bush  of  hair,  the  burning eyes  were  all 

fam iliar.  The  light of  inspi ration  was  in  his  eyes  and  the  crotchets  and  quavers 

rippled  from  h is  nib  on  to  the  sheets  of  manuscr ip t  paper wh ich  flew  about 

the  red  plush cover of  the  mahogany  table on  wh ich  he  worked  if blown  by 

the  fine  frenzy  of  genius. Van  Gogh was  shown  wr it ing  'W uthe ri ng  Heights'  in 

the  parlour of  Haworth  Parsonage,  with  bandaged  car ,  all  complete.  I  was 

especially struck by  a  gigantic canvas of  M ilton  blindly executing  divine  frescoes 

up on  the  walls of  the  Sistine Chapel.  ( 19798 ) 

Seeing his bewilderment,  the  doctor's  daughter  explains:  "When  my  father 

rewrites  the  history  books,  these  are  some  of  the  things  that  everyone  will 

suddenly perceive to have  always been  true." 
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