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Part I - Identification: 13 Questions
Part II - Short Answer: 5 Questions

          1.) Derrida might explain that language does not bring us closer to "the Real" by asserting that structuralism's approach to language is biased in favor of a center that is artificial and even sometimes ideologically contrived.  This center, overly and overtly concerned with being and a facile description of unities that do not actually exist, denies the margins where meanings reside (although only for a short time before they move on to points away from the falsely objective center of structuralism).  Even here, meaning (that heart of an ultimate reality Derrida seems not to believe in) is in constant erasure as it is perennially deferred while new meanings are discovered, invented, and created by humans.  Derrida's principle of "differAnce" purports that "the Real" cannot be represented because language is concerned with the expanding and differed peripheries of a center/beginning/source/unity that can never be recovered.  In other words, Derrida might say there is no "the Real."  Instead, he might declare that there are indeterminately different realities.  Then he might very well say, "But not really!"
          2.) The advertisement (below on page 3) for TracFone by Wal-Mart represents the Marxist dynamic of commodity fetishism.  (As well, it touches upon another topic dear to Marx: the well-being of the family, because it trivializes marriage by comparing it to the commitment one might consider in choosing cell phone plans!)  In the ad, we see a man (Keith) who appears to be (reluctantly) helping his wife wash dishes.  The ad portrays Keith as "the average man," one who is loath to enter into long-term commitments with cell phone companies and, apparently, his own wife!  Prepaid mobile phone packages, such as the one in this ad, offer phone services with no commitment and a cell phone at a nominal price, one divorced from its actual value.  The laborers who made the phone are absent from the ad, from Keith's consciousness, and from his wife's awareness.  (Moreover, these laborers disappear from the minds of virtually all that have not taken Dr. Morgan's course in critical theory!)  In place of the laborer is the mysterious and artificial value of something associated with the product (a commitment-free life) that separates the laborer from the product she or he produces.  This inexplicable value over and against the cell phone's actual "use" value is at the heart of commodity fetishism.  As such, it contributes to alienation within laborers whose work is controlled by those who thrive within our government's sanctioned and subsidized capitalist system.

          3.) The distinction between latent content and manifest content can be described in the following way:  Freud maintained that dreams were of two layers.  The manifest content of the dream consists of what is remembered upon first awakening—the literal part of the dream that would be described to another.  As such, the manifest dream content is largely what happens in the dream and, as such, is devoid of any critical analysis.  The latent content of the dream, however, is the true meaning of the dream—that which is merely represented by the manifest content.  Obviously, Freud was interested in arriving at a given dream’s latent content (its true meaning) in order to ascertain what was going on in the patient’s unconscious.

(Continued)

Part II / Question #2:

An Example of Commodity Fetishism

(See page 1.)

Advertisement for

TracFone

by Wal-Mart in This Space
(Continued)

          4.) Defamiliarization, a term from Russian Formalism, can be defined as a tendency of art that replaces the ordinary, habitual, and deadening repetitiveness of everyday life and naïve reality with that which is strange and arresting in order to nourish and expand imagination and intellect.  In the last act of Macbeth, Macduff calls for the sounding of trumpets to signal Macbeth's demise.  However, Shakespeare has Macduff say this by commanding "all...trumpets speak."  Investing the trumpets that proclaim Macbeth's doom with human attributes makes his downfall even more terrible than it already is because it personalizes his tragic fate.  By using such an unexpected defamiliarizing technique that is outside our ordinary and everyday experience, Shakespeare awakens our imagination and intellect.

          5.) Gayle Rubin suggests we change society by eliminating the many social structures that create and promulgate gender as "part of the natural order" (sic).  She maintains that gender is a manufactured phenomenon, not a natural feature of life.  She makes the distinction between gender and sex, making it clear she is against the former and in favor of the later.  She sees gender as restrictive to both males and females, as well as something that makes it difficult for individuals of both sexes (and those in between!) to fulfill their natural abilities and purposes.  Rubin proposes a genderless society because such an occurrence would allow greater fulfillment and happiness for all its members.

(Continued)

Part III - Essay: 3 Double-Spaced Pages
Living in Pynchon’s World:

Producing, Deferring, and Discovering Meaning in Language


According to deconstructionist theorists such as Jacques Derrida, language is an unstable medium of meanings, one that continually grasps at straws of realities as they continuously move away from interiors that never existed in the first place.  Sheer diversity of perceptions, impressions, impressions of impressions, and an inexhaustible hodgepodge of images, thoughts, feelings, expressions, sounds, sights, riddles, words, and much more make meaning and reality itself hopelessly opaque.  Even inside the small, crowed rooms of our lives, mental permutations bounce off one another like ping-pong balls as our epistemological and metaphysical possibilities bound toward Freud’s conscious and unconscious ends, terminals opening onto the inceptions of still newer meanings and realities.  As we persist through our fragmented histories, cultures, and subcultures, we are fated to acquire more and more language baggage, luggage in which we stuff linguistic clothing, apparel that no longer fits our meanings when we arrive at where we thought we wanted to be.  Moreover, when we get there, we are faced with the obsolete symbols and signs of the meanings we cannot help but desire.  We yearn like Deleuze and Guattari’s desiring machines gassed with the high-octane fuel of unstable language, incomplete meanings, and faulty reality.  Complex and technological societies such as ours are not satisfied with the precisely functioning signs, symbols, and codes of Saussure.  These seem ridiculously inadequate in our plastic world.  However, since we seem to be language-fed beings, we compulsively attempt to break the codes of signs that cannot possibly keep up with the fluidly evolving realities of our words, phrases, conversations, dialogues, and other forms of communication we are damned to repeat in variations of exponentially reproduced voices of an eternal dialogue with those who are no longer listening.  We must live in this world, and we have no real choice but to travel to the next destination where meaning may or may not be found.  Usually, it is not found.  Instead, we happen upon still another sign pointing to yet another Bethlehem toward which, as Eliot said, we must slouch.  

This constant yearning for meaning deferred is suggested by Thomas Pynchon's persistently bewildering novel, The Crying of Lot 49.  How does its author convey the wild goose chase for meanings that are constantly enlarged or diminished, abstracted or concretized, and transformed or trivialized as they spiral away from us in increasing circles of lines described by our absurdly unstable language?  Apparently, Pynchon did so by writing a parody of the gap between Saussure’s inadequately rigid signs of meaning and the indeterminately evolving language described by Derrida and others of the deconstructionist ilk.  In so doing, Pynchon employed a dazzling number of literary techniques supported by various critical theories and the theorists who created and championed them.  Alienation and defamiliarization are two such theories.

Oedipa, Pynchon’s main character in Lot 49, explores the circuits of a network she hopes will lead to solving her mystery through the deciphering of enigmatic clues (signs, symbols, and codes), such as the significance of the post horn and Tristero.  However, by the end of the novel, she is completely estranged from all she knew at the narrative’s beginning.  The dissolution of her marriage as her husband, Mucho Mass, sinks into the morass of hallucinogenic madness is perhaps the most dramatic example of Marxian alienation.  Mucho identifies himself too closely with a product that is controlled by an economic system that controls, uses, and discards him as his being species is subsumed in the dehumanized world of surface reality so typical of commodity fetishism.  Indeed, Oedipa observes that he had invested too much of himself in his job as a used car salesman.  In so doing, Mucho lost himself; and she lost him.

Obviously, psychoanalytic theory provides abundant opportunities for a clearer understanding of Pynchon’s aesthetic.  First, the entire narrative of Lot 49 reads like Freud’s manifest dream content, one condensed with thick, psychic knots of raw meaning awaiting methodical teasing out by psychoanalytic applications.  Names of the characters (Oedipa and Mucho Maas, Fallopian, Inverarity, Manny di Presso, Dr. Hilarius) resemble the figures of a dreamscape peopled with exotic beings that make perfect sense within a dream, but appear strangely allegorical upon awakening.  In fact, places, events, motives, and especially the peculiar randomness of the world Oedipa attempts to solve (like a dream), strike the reader as so much raw and undigested sludge of the unconscious.  In fact, one could very well put forth a plausible hypothesis that Lot 49 is a literary snapshot of the unconscious psyche of Los Angeles in the Sixties, perhaps even of the United States at that time.  As well, a case could be made that Oedipa fails to solve the mystery of her alienation, identity, and propose because she is afraid to honestly face the truth she so arduously attempts to comprehend while simultaneously displacing it upon other people, places, things, and events.  Certainly, Lot 49, like a dream, is overdetermined.  Symbols, psychic props, and bizarre groups such as the post horn, KCUF, The Paranoids, San Narcisco, The Scope, and Maxwell’s Demon (Silver Hammer?!) appear, disappear, and reappear throughout the novel like typical elements of a dream.

How do we make sense of The Crying of Lot 49?  If Thomas Pynchon is leading us on a wild goose chase, perhaps the meanings are not in the narrative, but rather in how his parody stimulates us to reexamine our world with new eyes, ears, and especially with transformed intellects.  Indeed, after doing so, conceivably we will discover that the true object of our understanding is the wild chase itself instead of the goose that runs and flies nowhere and everywhere in a kind of post-structuralist quest for a mosaic of meanings, truths, and an ever-evolving string of constantly deferred realities.
