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epistemological indeterminacy demonstrates that ostmodernism as a movement is not a
watertight compartment and that traces of this latter movement are evider in a

chronologically demarcated Modernist text.

In conclusion it is possible to state that The Good Soldier acknowled. ; the * rld

incomprehensible and knowledge as transient : d elusive. Through the course of this section
it was ascertained that various strands within Postmodernism also dem  rate 1 an
acceptance of epistemological indeterminacy. This recognition challenges the notion of
Postmodernism as a literary movement chronologically confined to the latter alf of the

twentieth century.

The following section aims to discuss how Dowell accepts this epistemological i etermi y
and does not pine for ungraspable knowledge. = roughout the course of this discussion,
reference will be made to Postmodern commentators in order to identify any similarities

between the epistemology within The Good Soldier and of that within Postmodernism.

3.2.2. ACCEPTANCE OF EPISTEMOLOGICA INDETERMINACY

We won’t know until we move into the unknown future, accepting its unknowability
(Appleby, et al., 1996:19).

The Good Soldier reveals not only an acknowledgement of epistemological uncertainty

through the narrator, but also an acceptance of this state and this section aims to d uss
whether this epistemological acceptance is evident within Postmodern t| ught. The
identification of such a congruency between Postmodemnism and The Good S¢ lier would
challenge the notion of Postmodernism as a clearly demarcated literary moveme

commencing in the late 1950’s, by demonstrating the existence of a Postmodern acceptan  of

epistemological indeterminacy in a text published in 1915.

Near the end of the novel Dowell states: “I don’t attach any importance to these
generalizations of mine. They may be right, they may be wrong; I am only an ageing
American with very little knowledge of life. You may take my generalizations or leave them.”
(Ford, 1988:219.) This comment is indicative of a resignation and acceptance of the limits of
human knowledge. Dowell realizes that his thoughts are only generaliz >ns and that his

narrative is not a claim to absolute knowledge. He accedes to the fact that his generaliz ons
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Ibsch states that in Postmodernism there is a “mutation of the explicit reflection on the limits
of possible knowledge into an apparent disregard of the issue” (Ibsch, 1986:131) and that in
Modemism there is a “continuous reflection on the limits of consciousness” while in
Postmodernism “such reflection is not only la ing...but is also explicitly rejected” (It
1986:131). Dowell comes to the point of no longer :flecting on the limits of his knowledge.
He comes to the place of saying to his silent listener “I leave it to you” (Ford, 1988:191,

In this Dowell reveals a Postmodemist acceptance of his epistemological state and an
apparent lack of interest in this issue. He permeates the narrative wi . his episte >logical
problems, but then abandons them without an effort to understand or resolve them. His
repeated claim of ‘I leave it to you’ reveals at he is no longer interested in thinking about his

lack of knowledge and that he rather accepts his limitations.

Dowell accepts that one must live with epistemological darkness and never be able to offer
more than: “It is a queer and fantastic world. Why can’t people have what they want?” (Ford,
1988:213.) He knows he cannot answer this question, so he concludes: “Perha yu can
make head or tail of it; it is beyond me.” (Ford, 1988:213.) He accepts his epistemological
~ uncertainty and rejects further pondering on this issue, knowing that answers «  insights will

. be forthcoming.

As a result, when faced with the task of judging between Leonora and Edward, Dowell
decides to leave this decision to the reader. Leonora thinks that Edward is selfish “in desiring
that the girl should go five thousand miles away and yet continue to lo him” ( td,
1988:220), while Edward says that “supposing that the girl’s love was a necessity to his
existence, and, if he did nothing by word or by action to keep Nancy’s love alive, he couldn’t
be called selfish” (Ford, 1988:220). Dowell knows that the answer is not available to him so
he states: “I can’t make out which of them was right. I leave it to you.” (Ford, 1988:220.)
Dowell has reached the point of accepting his lack of knowledge and re: z the futili of

1 ‘eat riddles in his narrative.

As a character in Coover’s Pricksongs and Descants states: “Finally, he simply gave in to it,

dumped it in with the rest of life’s inscrutable absurdities, and from that time on began to
improve almost daily.” (Coover, 1970:117.) This comment applies to Dowell, who found all

his epis mological issues “a little inscrutable” (Ford, 1988:169). He « ; to leave all his
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thinking and quests for knowledge to the reader and with his “I leave it to you” (Ford,
3:200), he moves on and goes to collect his American mail (Ford, 1988:227).

Acceptance implies the lack of a desire to change or oppose a situation and the ability )
accede to that condition. Dowell’s acceptance of his epistemological limitation

foregrounded in The Good Soldier by the absence of a desire on his part to change his

situation or lament his lack of knowledge.

. the following example Dowell demonstrates a tolerance towards his epistemological
indeterminacy and an acceptance of his situation through his response to the news that he has
been cuckolded. He states: “You ask how it feels to be a deceived husband. Just Heavens, I )
not know. It feels just nothing at all. It is not Hell and it is certainly not necessarily Heaven.
So I suppose it is the intermediate stage. What do they ¢ it? Limbo. No, I feel nothing at :
about that.” (Ford, 1988:68.) This statement is strikingly similar to Barth’s postmc m
character who states: “Need I tell you that I felt no sense of e
disappointment?...I merely took note of the fact that despite my intentions six hundred and
ninety-nine of my townspeople and myself were still alive.” (Kirk, 1993: 73.) In these
examples the characters are struck with unexpected information. In response, they neither ask

w or why, nor do they lament their ignorance. They simply accept their situation, as
revealed by their submission and tolerance towards the epist tological indetermi « of the

world.

In Postmodernism the “pathos of the modernist hunger for order has been attenuated, ‘turned
down’ to a less anxious acceptance of the world as ‘manageably chaotic’ and where the new
literary emotions are low-key understated ones” (McHale, 1992:22, emphasis added).
Acceptance implies an acquiescence of epistemological indeterminacy and darkness. This was
an unthinkable position in Modernist thought which still sought to order and understand the

dark recesses of the world.

is significant at this point to state that the congruency between Post odern thought and

Dowell’s acceptance of epistemological indeterminacy in The Good S¢ lier is evidence of

Postmodernism in a chronologically Modemist text. Demonstrating that The Good Soldier

shares Postmodemism’s acceptance of epistemological uncertainty indicates that The Good

Soldier contains Postmodern elements of epistemology and that Postmodernism is not a
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an attempt to bring order out of chaos or to suggest improvements in creation, but simply a
>f waking up to the very life we’re living, which isso  celle once one gets one’s mind
and one’s desires out of the way and lets it act of its own accord.” (Zurbrugg, 1993:47.)

Dowell seems to share Cage’s attitude as the following example reveals.

At thist )to the town of M- Dowell states: “I must say that, until the astonishment came,
I got nothing but pleasure out of the ttle expedition.” (Ford, 1988:44.) He goes on to

comment;

I was out for enjoyment. And I just enjoyed myself. It is so pleasant to be drawn along
in front of the spectacular towns with the peaked cas s and the many double spires. In
the sunlight gleams come from the city - gleams from the glass of windows; from the
gilt signs of apothecaries; from the ensigns from the student corpse high up in the
mountains; from the helmets of the funny little soldiers moving their stiff little legs in
white linen trousers. And it was pleasant to get out in the great big spectacular Prussian
station with the hammered bronze ornaments and the paintings of peasants and flowers
and cows” (Ford, 1988:45).

This is a description of the pleasure that can be extracted from such a common thing  a
train-ride through the country. In a world that is indeterminate and incomprehensible, Dow:

embraces the pleasures that are available from the simple and uncomplicated things in life.

Baudrillard states: “I have the impression with post-me¢ rnism that there is an attempt to
rediscover a certain pleasure in the irony of things, in the gan ' ? 1€T,
1988:248.) This implies an acceptance of ‘life as it is’ an acceptance of the idiosyncrasies and
unfathomable things life has to offer. Dowell accepts the irony in fe and for him “the great
desideratum of life” (Ford, 1988:228) is not to scale the heights of epistemological
knowledge, but quite simply, to acquire clothes that fit first time. He envies Leonora’s second
husband who “is quite an economical person of so norm: a figure that he can get quite a large
proportion 6f his clothes ready-made. That is the great desideratum of life, and that is the end
of my story” (Ford, 1988:228). This comment reveals that Dow« has turned his atter m

away from epistemology to concentrate on the ironies and games in everyday life, such

Kvale’s comment on the Postmodemn world is appropriate in describing Dowell’s stance of
acceptance. He states that: “What is left is a liberating nihilism, a living with the here and

now, a weariness and a playful irony.” (Kvale, 1996:25.) Dowell shares that weariness as his,
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‘] am tired’ (Ford, 1988:220) illustrates; yet he exhibits a playful irony in his comments about
society and the ending of his story. He statc ironically that it is a “happy ending with
wedding bells and all” (Ford, 1988:225) because Edward and Nancy, as the “villains”  ord,
1988:225) have been punished while Leonora, the “slightly deceitful heroine”  >rd,
1988:225) is allowed to prosper and even have a baby. At this point Dowell is able to live
with the present and engages with the worl and his past ironically ra :r than

epistemologically.

The discussion thus far has focused on Dowell’s disregard of epistemological issues 1d his
enjoyment of the smaller pleasures life has to offer, but for the sake of a faithful rendering of
the text, it is necessary to acknowledge that Dowell does have moments in which the world is
not appealing and in which he abandons his playful irony in order to lament his conc on in
the world. Consider the following example: “I am that absurd figure, an American millionaire,
I sit here, in Edward’s gun-room, all day and all day in a house that is absolutely quiet. No
one visits me, for I visit no one. No one is interested in me for I have no interests...So life
peters out.” {Ford, 1988:227.) Here Dowell seems weary, but without the playful irony or
content acceptance of the world and his lot in life, which it is evident in the above exam s.
This example acknowledges that living with the remnants of failed epistemolc es is not

always easily accepted and simple to shrug off.

This section has aimed to discuss Dowell’s response to his limited epistemolog al po: on. It
was ascertained that Dowell accepts his epistemological darkness and no lo1 :r desires
epistemological enlightenment. He has learnt to find pleasures in life despite s lack of
knowledge and he learns to look at the world ironically®, knowing that things are not always

as they appear, nor are they always understandable or fathomable.

* Wilde comments on John Dowell and states that Dowell’s irony is ‘absolute’ (Wilde, 1981:> = Accor g to
Wilde absolute irony is based on the Modernist desire for control and closure (Wilde, 1981:10) and by
implication Dowell desires to control his past through irony and cannot “concede the passing of the ‘true
sunshine; the true music’”(Wilde, 1988:44). This section contradicts Wilde’s statement by demonstrating that
Dowell exhibits Postmodernism’s ‘suspensive irony’ (see Section 2.2.2.2 for definition), which i1 lves a
willingness to live with uncertainty, an acceptance of the impossibility of making sense of the world and the

abilityto oy  smaller pleasures (W le, 1981:44).
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heart patient and learned Poughkeepsie graduate (Ford, 1988:19); she : match-maker and
ulterous (Ford, 1988:69); friend and deceiver.

Florence is like the character Lotaria — Corina — Gertrude — Ingrid — Alfonsina - Sheila in
Calvino’s If on a Winter’s Night a Traveller (Calvino, 1998:21 -218), who is a string of

signifiers to which a string of roles are attached, such as Hurist, police woman, programmer
and comrade. Florence partakes in all her roles and basks in the surface play of the signifier,
while Dowell no longer seeks any depth behind his wife’s constant role revisions. He rea

that he does not know Florence and that there is nothing to be known behind the surface at

is presented to him’.

The Good Soldier incorporates a Postmodernist attention to surfaces and abandonment of

depths as part of their realization and acceptance of epistemological indeterminacy. The novel
emphasizes that neither surfaces nor depths result in absolute knowledge, and that the
contingent knowledge the surface does offer must be accepted as lequate. But it

acknowledged that the surface still contains pleasures that are to be enjoyed in the absence of

epistemological certainty.

Even though Dowell lives on the surface and accepts the contingency of knowledge, it must
be acknowledged that there are points at which he searches and yearns for depth and answers.
At moments of intense confusion, Dowell admits to desiring absol e knowledge and
guidance. At one point he states: “I don’t know. And there is nothing to guide us. And if
everything is so nebulous about a matter so elementary as the morals of sex, what is there to
guide us in the more subtle morality of all other personal contacts, associations, and
activities? Or are we meant to act on impulse alone? It is all a dérkne_ss.” (Ford, 1988:18.)
Dowell’s comment acknowledges the limits of man’s knowledge, while : o demonstrating a
desire for answers and insight. These answers require depths and origi - of meanings and
demonstrate that Dowell is not always able to revel in his existence on the surface where

ans' s an insights are not forthcoming. Significantly, in the lig of the epistemological

* It must be acknowledged that even though Dowell lives on the surface and is faced with depthless characters
like Florence, he does sometimes have access to  pths below the surface. One example of this is when Edward
unburdens his soul to Dowell and tells him the trutt  out his feelings for Nancy (Ford, 1988:104). He  Dowell

has access to truth that is not superficial or fake.
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indeterminacy that pervades the text, Dowell’s que: on and plea can only remain w  1swered

and all remains a darkness.

The congruency identified between the Postmodern notion of surface and the issue of surfaces

in The Good Soldier yet again challenges the notion of literary periodization. Jer nstrating

that Dowell’s attention to surfaces is paralleled by Postmodernism’s engagement with the
surface, foregrounds the traces of Postmodernism in a Modernist text and consequently
emphasizes the drawback in confining a consideration of literary texts to the area of

chronology.

Related to the matter of surfaces is the issue of simulation where something is imitated or
reproduced to look like the original. In such a case knowledge will not be permanent or stal :
since what is taken as original or true is simply an imitation. The issue of simulati  further
foregrounds the contingency of knowledge through demonstrating that what is seen or

presented on the surface is not necessarily true, but a simulation of something else.

3.3.2 SIMULATION

He painted the desk, and the chair in front of the desk, in the corner of the room directly
opposite the real desk and chair... if someone had entered the room and decided to sit
at one of the desks, that person could not possibly have distinguished the real desk fr

its reproduction- Raymond Federman (1989:246).

This section aims to discuss the issue of simulation in The Good Soldier. This issue is  ated

to the above discussion on surfaces, as simulations occur on the surface and further undermine
the truth and stability of knowledge gained from the surface. Various comments made within
Postmodernism on the issue of simulations will also be considered in order to scrutinize the

possible congruency between The Good Soldier an Postmodern views on epistemology.

Simu tions populate the world of ™z 7~~7 So vs e isto “imite or roduce
the appearance, character or conditions of” (Pe¢ -sall, 1999:1338) and e world of the
Dowells and Ashburnham’s is filled with imitations and reproductions. Dowell and Florence
listen to “a mocking bird imitate an old tomcat” (Ford, 1988:82, emphasis added) on their
wedding night and Dowell states that he “cannot tell an etching from a photographic

reproduction” (Ford, 1988:69, emphasis added). Florence “represented a real human being


















catalepsy, Dowell is not able to see, hear or feel anything. This is the opposite of a tactile
awareness and openness, a responsiveness to sensations and perceptions that Dowell
demonstrates through the rest of e novel. It is significant that a cataleptic episode should
befall a character so stimulated by his senses. The novel emphasizes the issue of sensory

perception, both through its presence and its marked absence in this scene.

Fokkema state that “sensory perception, combined with an emphasis on concreteness and
surface ap  rance” is a prominent theme in Postmodern texts (Fokkema, 1997:37; Fokken
1986:88) and Dowell seems to share this theme due to the emphasis he places on his
perceptions and his ability to accept the sensory detail of the surface without having to reflect
and conclude on it. He simply enjoys the experience of receiving stimuli through his senses.
One can picture his enjoyment at seeing the green fields and feeling the warr . of the sun
through the train windows in the following example: “I like catching the two-forty; 1 ke the
yw, smooth roll of the great big trains - and they are the best trains in the world! I like ing
drawn through the green country and looking at it through the clear = iss of the great
windows.” (Ford, 1988:44.) Here he evokes hearing, touch and sight through his description
of the train’s rhythmic movement and sound and his view of the green countryside through
the clear window. Dowell enjoys sensory experience and shares this with )stm =
e 3 ters, who “recognize that their worlds contain pleasures as well as pains,
and therefore choose not to distance themselves, in € manner of their predecessors, from the
phenomenal world” (Chabot, 1988:6, emphasis added). Dowell embraces immediate

experience and gains pleasure from the stimulation of his senses by the surface.

From a Postmodernist perspective Sontag (1993:55) states “What is important now is to
recover our senses, we must learn to see more, to hear more, to fee/ more” and in The Good
Soldier Dowell engages in exactly this activity. He describes the evening when he first met
the Ashburnhams:

1 have forgotten the aspect of many things, but I shall never forget the "the

dinning-room of the Hotel Excelsior on that evening...that white room, : with

papier-mache fruits and flowers; the tall windows; the many tables; the black screen

round the door with the three golden cranes flying upward on each panel; the palm-tree

in the centre of the room; the swish of the waiter’s feet; the cold expensive elegance; the

mien of the diners as they came in every evening...those things I shall not easily forget.
‘ord, 1988:29.)
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The sensory nature of this scene is evident through Dowell’s use of words like white, black,
len, vi. cold (Ford above). He pays attention to the surface detail of this scene and his

perceptions are composed of these aspects.

Dowell’s enjoyment of, and immersion in, his senses, emphas the tangibili 1
immediacy of perception, rather than the intellectual and rational processing of sensc v

stimuli. The Good Soldier emphasizes the act of perceiving rather than the rest ing

contemplation and storing of these perceptions. As such, elements of The Good Soldier differ

from certain purposes within Modermnism which combined perceiving “with intellectual

reflection and in-depth analysis” (Fokkema, 1997: 38). The novel corresponds rather to the

Postmodernist feature which offers “sensory perception and movement” as “the polemical

answers to the intellectualistic processing of impressions and the detachment of the
odernists” (Fokkema, 1986:89).

In his cart-ride with Edward (Ford, 1988:25), Dowell enjoys the sense of speed a I
movement as the cart travels along, and the sight, sound and feel of the horses, which ¢ |
them. Dowell’s involvement in these sensory perceptions and movements foregrounds his
lack of detachment and emphasizes the immediate physical stimulation he derives in this

scene in the absence of contemplation, rationalization and reflection.

It is evident that The Good S¢ lier shares elements of Postmodernism’s attention to and
enjoyment of sensory perceptions. The novel foregrounds the appeal and immediacy of
s. Ory perception, which is p moted in Postmodernism. Dowell’s engagement with :  sory
perception and Postmodernism’s celebration of the senses demonstrates a congruency
between text and movement that would not be recognized from a purely chronological point

of departure. Viewing Postmodernism as a watertight movement and The Good Soldier as a

chronologically Modermnist text does not allow for the recognition of similarities between text

and movement or the satisfying elucidation of the text that rest s.

is no aj opriate to consider the quality of knowledge that is gained through these

perceptions in The Good Soldier and any correlation this view demonstrates with Postmodern

thoughts on perception as a knowledge source.
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traces of Postmodemism in The Good Sold -~ leads to a satisfying discussion while at the

ne challer the regimental nature . terary periodization.

The novel further demonstrates the contingency and elusiveness of knowledge through
Dowell’s marked lack of any epiphanic experiences. The following ction aims to discuss
this issue and identify any similarities such a view might demonstrate with views within

Postmodernism.

3.3.4 EPIPHANY

This section aims to discuss the role of the epiphany in The Good Soldier, as the epiphany is a

prominent device in Modemist fiction, while not as pervasive in Postmodernist fiction. his
discovery is significant in a study that aims to consider Postmodern elements in a Modernist
work such as The Good Soldier.

The occurrence of any moments of vision and understanding in The Good Soldier and the

implicatio  this has on the novel’s epistemology wi be investigated in the following section
(Section 3.3.4.1). Section 3.3.4.2 will discuss e imj cations of a work of art as conducive to
creatii. moments of vision for the artist. This involves a discussion on the implications of

Dowell’s writing as a work of art and the effect this has on his knowledge.

3.3.4.1 EPIPHANY IN THE GOOD SOLIDER
.. matches struck unexpectantly in the dark- (Woolf, 1977:175)

This section aims to address the issue of the epiphany in connection with a discussion on the

epistemology of The Good Soldier. Section 2.2.2.1 and Section 2.2.2.2 introduced the role of

the epiphany in Modemn and Postmodern fiction respectively. It now remains to be

investigated whether The Good Soldier demonstrates a Modernist or Postmodernist view of

1y infict , whichwill b
of the text.

From Section 2.2.2.1 it is possible to recall that “the epiphanic illumination” is “the most

convention: zed, imitated, standardized feature of modemnist fiction” (Stevick, 1977:199).
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I was aware of something treacherous, something frij tful, something evil in the day. I
can’t define it...It was as if we were going to and cry out; all four of us in
directions, averting our heads. In Ashburnham’s face I know that there was absolute
panic. I was horribly frightened and then I discovered that the pain in my left wrist was
caused by Leonora clutching it...It came to me for a moment, though I hadn’t time to
think it, that she must be a madly jealous woman - jealous of Flor¢ e and Captain
Ashburnham, of all the people in the world!” (Ford, 1988:46-47

This scene builds in climax starting with the image of Florence’s finger on Edward’s wrist.
Dowell then has an intuition that something terrible is going to happen after which he feels

frightened and realizes that the pain in his wrist is from Leonora’s grip.

There is suspense and intensity in this scene that provides an atmosphere appropriate for a
sudden and intense moment of vision in which Dowt« might come to understand that his wife
is in love with Edward. Dowell commences the final sentence with “It came to me for a
moment, though I adn’t time to think it...” (Ford, 1988:47), here the climax is at its point
and it is expected that Dowell has had a vision of truth, an epiphany in which he sees Edward
and Florence as lovers. ut, instead, the whole intensity of the scene deflates with Dowell’s
statement that he suddenly realizes that Leonora “must be a madly jealous woman- jealous of
Florence and Captain Ashburnham, of all the people in the world!” (Ford, 1988:47). This is an
almost absurd anti-climax with Dowell totally misunderstanding his own intuitions and
perceptions. Dowt  does not have an epiphany, but makes a very faulty and seemingly
ludicrous judgement that makes this scene seem almost like a parody of an epiphany of the

kind in Joyce and Woolf.

Dowell does not pay much attention to his intuitions and this places him in stark contrast to

ephen Dedalus in Portrait of An Artist as a Yow Man, whose “thinking was a dusk

doubt and mistrust, lit up at moments by ¢ lightnings of intuition, but lightnings of so clear a
splendour that in those moments the world perished about his feet as if it had been fire-
consumed” oyce, 1996:200). For Stephen such intuitions change his life and leave him
enlightened, but for Dowell intuitions are just another source of information that can be

wrongly interpreted.

McCarthy recognizes that in the ending of The Good Soldier “nothing is resolved, clarified or

placed in perspective” (McCarthy, 1997:133) and that this “gives us a situation direct

opposed to the one at the end of Proust’s Remembrance of Things Pa. “where a chance
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narrative as a record of the past, his scattered questions (“Did the girl love E vard, or didn’t
7’- Ford, 1988:218) and reminders of his epistemological 1 1itation (“I don’t know”-
Ford, 1988:11) foreground the epistemological impenetrability of the past.

Bernard’s comment on Waterland and London Fields is applicable in a discu t the
limitation of Dowell’s historical knowledge. She states: “Although ‘why’ is the central
question of Wate nd... that question is condemned to remain open since history is that
impossible thing: the attempt to give an account, with incomplete knowledge, of a

themselves undertaken with incomplete knowledge.” (Bernard, 1993:132.) Bernard’s

comment is applicable to The Good Soldier due to Dowell’s repeated questions and

acknowledgement of his epistemological limitations. Dowe lived through the past he is
trying to narrate with a faulty knowledge of what was taking place. Now from his position in
the present he is trying to give an account of his past with a vague and uncertain knowledge.
The impossibility that this exercise could result in epistemological enlightenment is evident in

the novel, as it is in Bernard’s comment.

In the end Dowell is like Tom and Sam (in Swift’s Wate ind and London Fields) who

“eventually acknowledge their inability to go back to origins or to master the course of events
leading to death” (Bernard, 1993:132). Dowell is not able to conclude his account of the ast
with sure and certain knowledge. He remains unsure about e motivations of some of the
characters’ actions and can only comment of Edward’s suicide by stating: “She threatened to
take his banking account away from him again. I guess that made him cut his throat.” (Ford,
1988:177, emphasis added.) Dowell can come to no comprehensive and definite conclusion
about the motivations and forces that drove Edward through his life and to his self-

annihilation.

he Good Soldier foregrounds the issue of e contingency of the present generation’s

knowledge on the past in the following example. Dowell states that he is not a historian (Ford,
1988: 44) and his shifty knowledge of the past is revealed in his confession that he is not sure

hosigne ¢ rotest. He quotes Florence who stated, “You can see the signatures of Martin
Luther, and Martin Bucer, and Zwingli, and Ludwig the Courageous...” (Ford, 1988:46).
Dowell then states: “I may have got some of the names wrong, but I know that Luther and
Bucer were there. “ord, 1988:46.) Dowell does not purport to know istorical facts and

seems to € hasize his ignorance when he comments on how Florence “was talking about
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quoted above), as it was for Tom and Sam (above). As a result, knowledge on the past is

ive and inconclusi

In Dowell’s problematic understanding of the past, The = 1Sol*~~fi her foregrounds =
contingency and indeterminacy of this character’s knowledge. Dowell’s comments on his lack
of knowledge about past events and actions serves to demonstrate the mysteriousness of the
past and the inability to gain certain and absolute historical knowledge. In this regard the
novel is similar to views wi in Postmodernism which, as Bertens (1986:21) states,

“committed to truthfulness, to disclosing the historic s of man and the contingency of

history™.

In conclusion, this section has discussed Dowell’s knowledge on the past as uncertain and
limited and history as another source of contingent and indeterminate nowledge. The
foregrounding of this issue in The Good S¢ lier is congruent with views within

Postmodernism which highlight the contingency of history and the fault with

historical record as factual and true.

An acknowledgement of the congruencies between e view of history and historical

knowledge in The Good Soldier and within Postmodern thought would not be possible if a

rely chronological point of departure were maint: ed. A satisfactory elucidation is
possible when the confines of literary periodization are overlooked 1d the Postmodern
elements of the text’s view of historical knowledge are considered. This challenges the
accepted notion of literary periodization while at the same time providing an additional

interpretation of an accepted Modernist novel.

1¢ following section aims to continue an investigation into e elements of a Postmodernist

epistemology that are evident in he Good Soldier by discussing the issue of language and its

relation to knowledge in The Good Soldier.
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Leonora interprets Dowell’s comment that she accept the situation as a request for her to

sept the adulterous affair between their spouses. Leonora misinterprets Dowell’s words and
she is under the impression that Dowell knows about the affair and accepts it. For this reason
when she iter frankly and directly states, “And isn’t it odd to think th: if your wife hadn’t
been my husband’s mistress, you would probably never have been ere at all?” (Ford,
1988:100) it is under the presumption that Dow« knows about the affair. In this case
language has distorted both Leonora and Dowell’s meanings and provi :d an array of false

impressions.

The Good Soldier illustrates that language does not clarify and demystify the murky depths of

epistemological indeterminacy, but rather confounds or | >blematizes the knowledge that can
be derived through communication. This notion is present in poststructuralist 1

states that “knowledge is always distorted by language”(Bertens, 1995:6).

Commenting on poststructuralism, Currie states that “la juage is a shared system we use to
make sense of the world, but which we assume to be a relii le and transparent index, or
reflection, of a pre-existing world. This is one of the most influential propositions of the
century: that our knowledge of the world is given its shape and structure by language, which
we then assume, is the objective shape and structure of the world. Its influence on
poststructuralist thought is profound. It places us in what Fredric Jameson called a kind of

prison-house of language™ (Currie, 1996:545).

Currie’s comment reveals that poststructuralism realizes that language is not objective or a
simple reflector and that as a result, the knowledge to be derived through language wi be
inaccurate and faulty. If language is ambiguous, opaque and unreliable, so will be the
knov :dge derived through these words. As Bertens states “postmodernism gives up on
language’s representational function and follows poststructuralism in the idea that language
constitutes, rather than reflects, the world, and that knowledge is therefore always distorte oy
iguage, that is, by the historical circumstances and the specific environment in whis

arises” (.rtens, 1995:6).

Another example where langua; is not a clear reflector of meaning is when F =i
overhears Edward speaking to Nancy in the park. Florence interprets the words as those of a

man to b lover, while Nancy is ignorant as to the meaning of Edward’s words and Edward
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himself is only beginning to become aware of what his words mean. Through Edward’s
words, Florence comes to the conclusion that Nancy and Edward are involved in a romantic
affair that will displace her from her position as Edward’s lover and mistress. She is not aware

that nothing had happened and that nothing would happen between Nancy and Edward.

Nancy interprets Edward’s words as the praise of a father to a daughter, as Dowell explains:
“Because, of course, if you come to figure it out, a sudden pouring forth of passion from a
man whom you regard as a cross between a pastor and a father, might, to a woman, have the
aspect of mere praise for good conduct. It wouldn’t, I mean, appear at all in the light of an
attempt to gain possession.” (Ford, 1988: 107.) At this point Nancy does not und st d the

motives and meanings that lie behind her uncle’s words.

Eagleton states that: “The work of Derrida and others had cast grave doubt on classical
notions of truth, reality, meaning and knowledge, all of which could be exposed as resting on

a naively representational theory of language.” (Eagleton, 1988:143.) In The Good Soldier

language distorts meanings and interpretations and the novel casts doubt on the knowl 3e

>

that is derived from such language.

It is not only within the novel that the relationship between language and knowledge is
questioned, but also on the level of the narrative. The question arises as to what knowlec | if

y. ‘'owell gains from writing his narrative of the past. Perhaps a slight indication as to the
answer to this question lies in the following comment. Dowell’s states: “I don’t attach any
particular importance to these generalizations of mine. They may be ri t, they may be
wrong; I am only an ageing American with very little knowledge of life. You may take my

-alizations or leave them.” (Ford, 1988:219.)

Dowell makes this comment ten pages from the end of the novel and it clear at b

is 1 ited as it was at the start of his narrative. He 5 as
generalization rather than fact and he states that he has very little knowledge of life. He is
weary at this point and this weariness comes perhaps from the realization that his engagement
with language in the form of writing has not resulted in clear and bright knowledge. The novel
acknowledges what De Man calls “the failure of language to attain that wished-for condition
of immediate, transcendent, self-authorized truth” (Norris, 1993:272).
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comment on language which “ is always breaking down, crumbling into nothingness,
revealing traces, holes, contradictions, conventionality, infinite regress, tautology, nothing
outside the text, indeterminacy, logocentrism, difference, the need for supplementation, and

numerous other logical weaknesses” (Kernan, 1990:187). The Good Soldier reveals that

language is ambiguous, contradictory and empty and that it cannot result in knowledge for

those who engage in it for epistemological enlightenment.

Norris (1993:184) states that “the most naive of illusory (undeconstructed) beliefs” is “the
idea that language can indeed give us knowledge of the world, as opposed to a knowledge of
its own problematical workings as revealed through the close-reading of particular texts”
(Norris, 1993:184). Instead of advocating epistemological clarity, Dowell’s scribblings reveal

t difficult workings of language.

This section has aimed to discuss the relationship between knowledge and language as

demonstrated in The Good Soldier and has come to the conclusion that language is not a

source of knowledge or a medium to be used to gain knowledge. This view shares similarities
with poststructuralist thought, which states that language distorts knowledge and is not

conducive to epistemological endeavours.

It is significant that poststructuralism provides the terms and notions that satisfactorily

elucidate the relationship between epistemology and language in The Good Soldier. ; such a

partnership combines a Modernist novel with a Postmodern viewpoint. Demonstrating that

The Good Soldier reveals congruencies with poststructuralist thought regarding language

again foregrounds the traces of Postmodemism in a chronologically Modernist text and

highlights the problem with regarding Postmodernism as a watertight literary period.

In the light of the entire discussion thus far, it is now appropriate to discover whether The
Solc 1 1phasizes the tragedy and grief surrounding the ind « k w lge,
or whether there is an emphasis on the pleasure and joy to be derived from such

indeterminacy. The answer to this question lies in the concept of re-enchantment.
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3.3.7 RE-ENCHANTMENT

It was exactly as if I had come out a museum into a riotous fancy-dress ball. ~Dow:
(Ford, 1988:142)

This section aims to consider The Good Soldier’s response to the random, unpredictable and

uncertain world, which has been foregrounded in the above sections. The novel does not
lament the limits of its characters’ knowledge, but instead acknowledges and accepts that the

world is a mysterious place, filled with things beyond man’s comprehension. The

correspondence between The Good Soldier’s view of the world and that of views wit n

Postmodemism will also be considered.

Bauman, Weber and Calinescu’s comments on the di :rence between views within
Modernism and Postmodernism concur on the point that Modernism is characterized by a
disenchantment of the world, while Postmodernism exhibits a re-enchantment of the universe.
Bauman states that: “All in all, postmodernity can be seen as restoring ld hat
modernity, presumptuously, had taken away; as a re-enchantment of the world that r 1

tried hard to dis-enchant.” (Bauman, 1994:x.) The distinction between Modernist dis-
enchantment and Postmodern re-enchantment is supported by Tester who says that the
modern situation is “synonymous with the disenchantment of the world (an argument that has

been a commonplace of sociology since Weber at least)” (Tester, 1993:128).

About Modemn science, Max Weber states: “The fate of our time is characterized vy
rationalization and intellectualization, and, above all, by the ‘disenchantment of the world.’
Precisely the ultimate and most sublime values have retracted from public life.” (quoted vy
Cascardi, 1994:16.) According to Weber, Modern science thought the world could be known
by rationalizing it and subjecting its processes to man’s intellectual thinl 1g. The result of this
for Weber was a disenchantment of the world where all the mysteries of the universe were

subjugated to man’s epistemological endeavours.

Gniffin echoes Weber’s sentiment when he states that science has disenchanted nature and that

chantment go hand in hand” (Griffin, 1996:67 t
me iing “the denial to nature of all subjectivity, all experience, all feeling” (Griffin,
1996:665). Griffin acknowledges Weber’s view and documents that: “Weber’s term for
disenchantment was Entzauberung, which literally means ‘taking the magic out.””(Griffin,
1996:666.) From Weber and Griffin’s view, it can be deduced that Modemism 1is
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Dowell acknowledges the use of his imaginatio in the following example where he a nits
tl things are not really as colourful as he perceives them to be. About his train ride M-

Dowell says:

I like being drawn through the green country and loo g at it through the clear glass of
the great windows. Though, of course, the country isn’t really that green. The sun
shines, the earth is blood red and purple and red and green and red. And the oxen in the
ploughlands are bright vamished brown and 1 ck and blackish purple; and the peasants
are dressed in the black and white of magpies; and there are great flocks of magpies too.
Or the peasants’ dresses in another field where there are little mounds of hay that will
be grey-green on the sunny side and purple in the shadows - the peasants dresses are
vermilion with  ierald green ribbons and purple skirts and white shirts and black
velvet stomachers. (Ford, 1988:44, emphasis added.)

The role of Dowell’s imagination in this scene is revealed in his description of the colours1 t
seem too vivid and unnatural to be true. Emerald, purple, vermillion, black and white are not
common colours to be spotted from a train ride through the fiel . Neither is a cow that is

‘bright varnished brown’. The scene may be influenced by Dowell’s imagination, but it

remains enchanting with its colours and sunshine, animals and magpies.

Dowell’s acknowledgement that ‘the country isn’t really that green’ foregrounds that he is
using his imagination and that the imagination is sul ctive ra er than objective and does not
conform to rationalist and realist principles. In this example Dowell simply enjoys the train-
ride and the play of s imagination without trying to intellectualize his emotional d

perceptual experiences.

This section has aimed to discuss The Good Soldier’s response to a world that 1is

epistemologically indeterminate and uncertain. It has been demonstrated that the novel
accepts epistemological limitation and experiences the world as enchanting and mysterious.
This is similar to views within Postmodernism that acknowledge and appreciate that
irrational, imaginative and unexplainable occurrences in the world instead of trying to control

and understand the irreducible.

Griabe comments on Brink’s postmodern reading of Diderot’s Jacques le Fataliste ¢* ~on

maitre and states that “through his exploration of an 18™ century novel... Brink seeks to
explain how poststructuralist strategies of reading (in this instance what could be

characterized as a deconstructive technique) may re-open a familiar text i an exciting reading
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Section 3.3 established that the various issues that arose in the novel were all linked to the

temology of the novel. It was recognized that the issue of the surface (Section 3.3.1),
simulation (Secti  3.3.2), perception (Section 3.3.3), epiphany (Section 3.3.4), hi ry
(Section 3.3.5), language (Section 3.3.6) and re-enchantment (Section 3.7) all foreground
the contingency and uncertainty of man’s knowledge in the world. It was demonstrated that
such a view was compatible with certain notions within Postmodern thought and for ear  of
the issues in Section 3.3 Postmodern authors and commentators were identified whose
thoughts and views on epistemology were in agreement with those expressed within The
Good Soldier.

In conclusion, it is ¢ sible to state that The Good Soldier incorporates a Postmoc 1

epistemology. It is evident that by using Postmodernist terminology and concepts it is feasible
to address and elucidate various issues regarding knowledge in the text in a comprehensive

and fruitful manner.

iterary texts are divided into movements on the basis of periodization. These periods come
to be accepted as neat and accurate demarcations that establish boundaries between the texts
of one movement and those of another. A study that demonstrates elements of Postmodernism
in a Modernist text ct lenges this notion of periodization and indicates that these literary
periods and clear-cut demarcations are not necessarily the only way of y  «ts
and that these boundaries prevent other readings and interpretations of texts. This study
engages in an alternative reading by overlooking the confines of literary periodization a |
pursuing the notion that the text under discussion monstrates elements and traits are

satisfactorily elucidated using Postmodern terms and ideas.

Demonstrating that The Good Soldier can be discussed as containing Postmodern elements

highlights the fact that Postmodernism as a movement is anti-chronological, as traces of it are
evident in a Modermnist text. As with Clayton’s identification of Postmodernism in the fiction
of Charles Dickens, this study reveals that Postmodernism does not reside in the movement of

the 1950°s to 1980°s, but is evident long :fore in a variety of texts from numerous :riods.



