CHAPTER FOUR

The Myth of Superman

The hero equipped with powers superior to those of the common man has
been a constant of the popular imagination—from Hercules to Siegfried,
from Roland to Pantagruel, all the way to Peter Pan. Often the hero’s
virtue is humanized, and his powers, rather than being supernatural, are
the extreme realization of natural endowments such as astuteness. swift-
ness, fighting ability, or even the logical faculties and the puie spirit of
observation found in Sherlock Holmes. In an industrial society, however,
where man becomes a number in the realin of the organization which has
usurped his decision-making role, he has no means of production and is
thus deprived of his power to decide. Individual strength, if not exerted in
sports activities, is left abased when confronted with the strength of ma-
chines which determine man’s very movements. In such a society the posi-
tive hero must embody to an unthinkable degree the power demands that
the average citizen nurtures but cannot satisfy.

Superman is not from Earth; he arrived here as a youth from the planet
Krypton. Growing up on Earth, Superman finds he is gifted with super-
human powers. His strengih is practically unlimited. He can fly through
space at the speed of light, and, when he surpasses that speed, he breaks
through the time barrier and can transfer himself to other epochs. With
no more than the pressure of his hands, he can subject coal to the tem-
perature required to change it into diamond; in a matter of seconds, at
supersonic speed, he can fell an entire forest, make lumber from ftrees,
and construct a ship or a town; he can bore through mountains, lift

“Il mito di Superman e la dissolozione del tempo,” in Demitizzazione e immagine,
ed. E, Castelli (Padua: Cedam, 1962). Natalie Chilton, (rans., “The Myth of
Superman,” Diacritics (spring 1972), This chapter, with minor alteralions, repro-
duces the iranslation.
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character, the story of his development, and it became the substance of

the definitive record and judgments about him. Even the account greatly

favored by antiquity was almost always the story of something which had
already happened and of which the public was aware.

One could recount for the nth time the story of Roland the Paladin,
but the public already knew what happened to the hero. New additions
and romantic embellishments were not lacking, but neither would they
have impaired the substance of the myth being narrated. A similar situa-
tion existed in the plastic arts and the paintings of Gothic cathedrals or
of Counter-Reformation and Renaissance churches. What had already
happened was often narrated in moving and dramatic ways.

The ‘civilization’ of the modern novel offers a story in which the
reader’s main interest is transferred to the unpredictable nature of what
will happen and, therefore, to the plot invention which now holds our at-
tention. The event has not happened before the story; it happens while
itis being told, and usually even the author does not know what will take
place.

At the time of its origin, the coup de thédtre where Oedipus finds him-
self guilty as a result of Tiresias’ revelation ‘worked’ for the public, not
because it canght them unaware of the myth, but because the mechanism
of the ‘plot’, in accordance with Aristotelian rules, succeeded in making
them once more co-participants through pity and terror. The reader is
brought to identify both with the situation and with the character. In con-
trast, there is Julien Sorel shooting Madame de Rénal, or Poe’s detective
discovering the party guilty of the double crime in Rue de ]a Morgue, or
Javert paying his debt of gratitude to Jean Valjean, where we are spec-
tators to a coup de thédtre whose unpredictable nature is part of the in-
vention and, as such, takes on aesthetic value. This phenomenon becomes
important in direct proportion to the popularity of the novel, and the
feuilleton, for the masses—the adventures of Rocambole and of Arsene
Lupin—have, as craft, no other value than the ingenious invention of
unexpected events.

This new dimension of the story sacrifices for the most part the mythic
potential of the character. The mythic character embodies a law, or a
universal demand, and therefore must be in part predictable and cannot
hold surprises for us; the character of a novel wants, rather, to be a man
like anyone else, and what could befall him is as unforeseeable as what
may happen to us. Such a character will take on what we will call an
‘aesthetic universality’, a capacity to serve as a reference point for be-
havior and feelings which belong to us all. He does not contain the uni-
versality of myth, nor does he become an archetype, the emblem of a
Supernatural reality. He is the result of a universal rendering of a particu-
lar and eternal event. The character of a novel is a ‘historic type’. There-
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re, to accommodate this character, the aesthetics of the novel must
vive an old category particalarly neccssary when art abandons the
rritory of myth; this we may term the ‘typical’.

The mythotogical character of comic strips finds hirseli in this singular
{uation: he must be an acchetype, the totality of certain collective
spirations, and therefore he musi necessarily become immobilized in an
mblematic and fixed nature which renders him easily recognizable {this
; what happens to Superman); but, since he is marketed in the sphere of
‘romantic’ production for a public that consumes ‘yomances’, he must
e subjected To a development which is typical, as we have seen, of
iovelistic characters.

4.2, The plot and the sconsumption’ of the character

eduo

A tragic plot, according to Aristotle, involves the character in a series of
avents, reversals, recognitions, pitiful and terrifying cases that culmi-
nate in a catastrophe; a novelistic plot, let us add, develops these dramatic
units in a continuous and narrated series which, in the popular novel,
becomes an end in itself. They must proliferate as muach as possible ad
infinitum. The Three Musketeers, whose adventures continue in Twenty
Years Later and conclude finally in The Vicomte de Bragelonne (but here
intervene parasitic narrators who continue to tell us about the adven-
tures of the Musketeers' sons, ot the clash between d’Artagnan and Cyrano
de Bergerac, and so on), is an example of narrative plot which multiplies
like a tapeworm; the greater its capacity to sustain itself through an in-
definite series of contrasts, oppositions, crises, and solutions, the more
vital it seems.

Superman, by definition the character whom nothing can impede. finds
himself in the worrisome narrative situation of being a hero without an
adversary and therefore without the possibility of any development. A
further difficulty arises because his public, for precise psychological rea-
sons, cannot keep together the various moments of a narrative process
over the space of several days. Each story concludes within the limits of @
few pages; or, rather, every weekly edition is composed of two or three
complete stories in which a particular narrative episode is presented,
developed, and resolved. Acsthetically and commercially deprived of the
possibility of narrative development, Superman gives serious problems to
his seript writers. Little by little, varying formulae are offered to provoke
and justify a contrast; Superman, for example, does have a weakness.
He is rendered almost helpless by the radiation of Kryptonite, a metal of
meteoric origin, which his adversaries naturally procure ai any cost in
order to neutralize their avenger. But a creature gifted with superhuman
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intellectual and physical powers easily finds a means to get out of such
scrapes, and that is what Superman does. Furthermore, on; must consider
that as a narrative theme the attempt to weaken him through theLem—
Ployment of kryptonite does not offer a broad range of solitions and
it must be used sparingly. o

There is nothing left to do except to put Superman to the test of several
obstacles which are intriguing because they are unforeseen but which are
hgwever, surmountable by the hero. In that case two effects are obtained’
First, Fhe 1‘§11del' is struck by the strangeness of the o‘ostucles#diabolicalb;
conce.lved inventions, curjously equipped apparitions from outer space
machl.nes that can transmit one through time, teratological results of ne\\:
experlm.ents. the cunning of evil scientists to overwh(;lm Superman with
kryptonite, the hero’s struggles with creatures endowed with powers
equal tg his, such as Mxyzptlk, the gnome, who comes from tll:e ﬁftlkl
d}mensmn and who can be countered only if Superman manages to make
him pronounce his own name backwards (Kltpzyxm), and S0 on éec—
ond, thanks to the hero’s unquestionable superiority th,e crisis is 11 pid!
l'iasolved and the account is maintained within the iwounds obf tAhe( Lhoz
story.

.B%lt this resolves nothing. In fact, the obstacle once conquered (and
W}thlll the space allotted by commercial requirements), Superman has
still accomplished something., Consequently, the chamc‘ler has n(mde‘:l
gesture which is inscribed in his past and which weighs on his Ifutur(e H:e
las taken a step toward death, he has gotten older, if only by ;111 hour.‘ his
storehouse of personal experiences has irreversibly enlarged. To act tilenL
for Supermz}n, as for any other character (or for each of us) me;mq tc;
consume’ himself. 7 ‘

Now, Superman cannot ‘conswme’ himself, since a myth is ‘inconsum-
able’. The hero of the classical myth became ‘inconsumable’ pre(.:iﬂelv
because he was already ‘consumed’ in some exemplary action. Or ;315;3
he }121(1 the possibility of a continuing rebirth or of symbolizing so'me vege-
tative cycle—or at least a certain circularity of events or evenbof life itsglf
But Superman is myth on condition of i)eing a creature immersed ’in‘
e.veryday life, in the present, apparently tied gto our own conditiéns of
1slf16;)eand death,] 1even if endowed with superior faculties. An immortal

rman woulld no longer be a man, but a goc ic’s i i
fication with his double identity would leltll lb%/()l(lll’ea\?;zlvtlige})llbllL ent
comme e e s of everydy . Ho posscses (e char
ponsamed accordine 1o th sofes ay life. He possesses the.char—
foke place ic; 011111‘1;3 ss m’}lh, bul‘l‘) accepted on.ly because his activities
dox el )e.n / ;m’rTml? _.flfld eymyday world of time. The narrative para-
b “;. I 'ndrn"s spnptwnters myst resolve somehow, even without

g aware of it, demands a paradoxical solution with regard to time



112] Tt RoiLE OF THE READER

4.3, Temporality and ‘consumption’

The Aristotelian definition of time is “the amount of movement from
before to after,” and since antiquity time has implied the idea of suc-
cession: the Kantian analysis has established unequivocally that this idea
must be associated with an idea of causaliiy: “It is a necessary law ol our
sensibility and therefore a condition of all perception that preceding Time
necessarily determines what follows.™ This idea has been maintained
even by relativistic physics, not in the study of the transcendental condi-
tions of the perceptions, but in the definition of the nature of time in
terms of cosmological objectivity, in such a way that time would appear
as the order of causal chains. Reverting to these Einsteinian concepts,
Reichenbuch recently redefined the order of time as the order of causes,
the order of open causal chains which we see verified in our universe,
and the direction of time in terms of growing entropy (taking up in terms
even of information theory the thermodynamic concept which had ve-
currently interested philosophers and which they adopted as their own
in speaking of the irreversibility of time.”

Before causally determines afier, and the series of these determinations
cannot be traced back, at least in our universe (according to the episteno-
logical inodel that explains the world in which we live), but is irreversible.
That other cosmological models can foresee other solutions to this prob-
lem is well known; but, in the sphere of our daily understanding of events
(and, consequently, in the structural sphere of a narrative character), this

concept of time is what permits us to move around and to recognize events
and their directions.

Expressing themselves in other words, but always on the basis of the
ordec of before and after and of the causality of the before on the after
(emphasizing variously the determination of the before on the after),
existentialism and phenomenology have shifted the problem of time into
the sphere of the structures of subjectivity, and discussions about action,
possibility, plan, and liberty have been based on time. Time as a structure
of possibility is, in fact, the problem of our moving toward a future, having
behind us a past, whether this past is seen as a block with respect to our
freedom to plan (planning which forces us to choose necessarily what we
have already been) or is understood as a basis of future possibilities and
thercfore possibilities of conserving or changing what has been, within
certain limits of freedom, vet always within the terms of positive
processes.

Sartre says that “the past is the ever-growing totality ol the in-itself
which we are.” When [ want to tend toward a possible future, I must be
and cannot not be this past. My possibilities of choosing ot not choosing a
future depend upon acts already accomplished, and they constitute the
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point of departure for my possible decisions. And as soon as I make an-
other decision, it, in turn, belongs to the past and modifies what 1 am
and offers another platform for successive projects. If it is meaningful to
put the problem of freedom and of the responsibilily of our decisions in
philosophical terms, the basis of the discussion and the point of departure
for a phenomenology of these acts is always the structure of temporality.”

For .Husserl, the ‘I is free inasmuch as it is in the past. In effect, the pa”;[
determines me and therefore also determines my future, but the 1gutm'e m
turn, ‘frees’ the past. My temporality is my freedom, and on my freed:)m
d.epends my ‘Being-having-been’ which determines me. But, in its con-
tinuous synthesis with the future, the content of my ‘Being-having-been’
de.pends on the future. Now, if the ‘T" is free because it isvalready deter-
mined together with the ‘I-that-should-be’, there exists within this free-
dom (so encumbered by conditions, so burdened with what was and is
hence irreversible) a ‘sorrowfulness’ (Schmerzhaftigkeit) which is none
Qtller' than ‘facticity’. (Compare with Sartre: “I am my future in the con-
.tmuou§ prospective of the possibility of not being it. In this is the suffer-
ing \‘vhlch we described before and which gives sense to my present; I am
a being .whose sense is always problematic.”)* Each time I plan [ ;otice
the tragic r.mture of the condition in which I find myself, without being
able.to avoid it. Nevertheless, I plan to oppose the tragic elements with thz
possibility of something positive, which is a changeb from that which is
and which [ put into effect as I direct myself lov?ard the future. Plan
freedom, a.nd condition are articulated while I observe this connection 0t"
gruclures in my actions, according to a dimension of responsibility. This
is what Husserl observes when he says that, in this ‘directed’ beiné of the
‘I’ toward possible scopes, an ideal ‘teleclogy’ is established and that the
future as possible ‘having’ with respect to the original futurity in which I
already always arn is the universal prefiguration of the aim of life.

In other words, the subject situated in a temporal dimension is aware
of the gravity and difficulty of his decisions, but at the same time he is
aware that he must decide, that it is he who must decide, and that this

process is linked to an indefinite series of necessary decision making that
involves all other men.

4.4. A plot which does not ‘consume’ itself

If cqntemporary discussions which involve man in meditation upon his
destiny and his condition are based on this concept of time, the narrative
StI‘l‘lCtlll‘e of Superman certainly evades it in order to save the situation
which we have already discussed. In Superman it is the concept of time
that breaks down. The very structure of time falls apart, not in the time
about which, but, rather, in the time in which the storv is told.
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In Superman stories the time that breaks down is the 7ime of the siory,
that is. the notion of time which ties one episode to another. In the sphere
of a story, Superman accomplishes a given job (he routs a band of gang-
sters): at this point the story ends. In the same comic boolk, or in the
cdition of the following week, a new story begins. If it took Superman up
again at the point where he left off, he would have taken a step toward
death. On the other hand, to begin a story without showing that another
had preceded it would manage, momentarily. to remove Superman from
the law that leads from life to death through time. In the end (Superman
has been around since 1938). the public would realize the comicality of
the situation—as happened in the case of Little Orphan Annie, who pro-
longed her disaster-ridden childhood for decades.

Superman’s scriptwriters have devised a solution which is much
shrewder and undoubtedly more original. The stories develop in a kind
of oneiric climate—of which the reader is not aware at all—where what
has happened before and what has happened after appear extremely
hazy. The narrator picks up the strand of the event again and again, as
it he had forgotten to say something and wanted to add details to what
had already been said.

It occurs, then, that along with Superman stories, Superboy stories are
told, that is, stories of Superman when he was a boy, or a tiny child under
the name of Superbaby. At a certain point, Supergirl appears on ihe
scene. She is Superman’s cousin, and she, too, escaped from the destruc-
tion of Krypton. All of the events concerning Superman are retold in
one way or another in order to account for the presence of this new
character (who has hitherto not been mentioned, because, it is explained,
she has lived in disguise in a girls” school, awaiting puberty, at which
time she could come out into the world; the narrator goes back in time
to tell in how many and in which cases she, of whom nothing was said,
participated during those many adventures where we saw Superman alone
involved). One imagines, using the solution of travel through time, that
Supergir], Superman’s contemporary, can encounter Superboy in the
past and be his playmate; and even Superboy. having broken the time
barrier by sheer accident, can encounter Superman, his own self of many
years later.

But. since such a fact could comprise the characler in a series of
developments capable of influencing his future actions, the story ends
here and insinuates that Superboy has dreamed, and one’s approval of
what has been said is deferred. Along these lines the most original solu-
tion is undoubtedly that of the Jmaginary Tales. It happens, in fact, r'hat
the public will often request delightful new developments of the SC’l'lP['
writers; for example, why doesn’t Superman marry Lois Lane. the jour-
nalist, who has loved him for so Tong? 1f Superman married Lois Lane. it
would of course be another step toward his death, as it would lay down
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another irreversible premise; nevertheless, it is necessary to find con-
tinually new narrative stimuli and to satisfy the ‘romantic’ demands of
the public. And so it is told “what would have happened if Superman had
married Lois.” The premise is developed in all of its dramatic implica-
tions, and at the end is the warning: Remember, this is an ‘imaginary’
story which in truth has not taken place. (In this respect, note Roberto
Giammanco's remarks about the consistently homosexual nature of
characters like Superman or Batman—another variation of the theme of
‘superpowers’. This aspect undoubtedly exists, particularly in Batman,
and Giammanco offers reasons for it which we refer to later; but, in the
specific case of Superman, it seems that we must speak not so much of
homosexuality as of ‘parsifalism’. In Superman the element of masculine
societies is nearly absent, though it is quite evident in characters like
Batman and Robin, Green Arrow and his partner, and so on. Even if he
often collaborates with the Legion of Super Heroes of the Future—
youngsters gifted with extraordinary powers, usually ephebic but of both
sexes—5Superman does not neglect working with his cousin, Supergirl,
as well, nor can one say that Lois Lane’s advances, or those of Lana
Lang, an old schoolmate and rival of Lois, are received by Superman
with the disgust of a misogynist. He shows, insteuad, the bashful embar-
rassment of an average young man in a matriarchal society. On the other
hand, the most perceptive philologists have not overlooked his unhappy
love for Lois Lemaris, who, being a mermaid, could offer him only an
underwater ménage corresponding to a paradisiacal exile which Snperman
must refuse because of his sense of duty and the indispensable nature of
his mission. What characterizes Superman is, instead, the platonic dimen-
sion of his affections. the implicit vow of chastity which depends less on
his will than on the state of things, and the singularity of his situation. If
we have to look for a structural reason for this narrative fact, we cannot
but go back to our preceding observations: the ‘parsifalism’ of Superman
is one of the conditions that prevents his slowly ‘consuming’ himself, and
it protects him from the events, and therefore from the passing of time,
connected with erotic ventures.)

The Imaginary Tales are numerous, and so are the Untold Tales or
those stories that concern events already told but in which ‘something was
left out’, so they are told again from another point of view, and in the
process lateral aspects come (o the fore. In this massive bombardment of
events which are no longer tied together by any strand of logie, whose
interaction is ruled no longer by any necessity, the reader, without realiz-
ing it, of course, loses the notion of temporal progression. Superman
happens (o live in an imaginary universe in which, as opposed to ours,
causal chains are not open ( A provokes B, B provokes C, C provokes D,
and so on, ad infinitum) , but closed (A provokes B, B provokes C, C pro-
vokes D, and D provokes A), and it no longer makes sense to talk about
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{emporal progression o the basis of which we usually describe the hap-
penings of the macrocosm.”

One could observe that, apart from the mythopoeic and cornmercial
necessities which together force such a situation, a similar structural as-
sessment of Superman stories reflects, even though at a low level, a scries
of diffuse persuasions in our culture about the problem of concepts of
causality, temporality, and the irreversibility of events; and, in fact, a
great deal of contemporary art, from Joyce to Robbe-Grillet, or a film
such as Last Year at Marienbad, reflects paradoxical temporal situations.
whose models, nevertheless, exist in the episternological discussions of
our times. But it is a fact that, in works such as Finnegans Wake or
Robbe-Grillet’s In ihe Labyrinih, the breakdown of farniliar temporal
relations happens in a conscious manner, on the part both of the writer
and of the one who derives aesthetic satisfaction from the operation. The
disintegration of temporality has the function both of quest and of denun-
ciation and tends to furnish the reader with imaginative models capable
of making him accept situations of the new science and of reconciling the
activity of an imagination accustomed to old schemes with the activity of
an intelligence which ventures to hypothesize or to describe universes
that are not reducible to an image or a scheme. In consequence, these
works (but here another problem opens up} carry out a mythopoeic func-
tion, offering the inhabitant of the contemporary world a kind of symbolic
suggestion or allegorical diagram of that absolute which science has re-
solved, not so much in a metaphysical modality of the world, but in a
possible way of establishing our relation with the world and, therefore,
in a possible way of describing the world."

The adventures of Superman, however, do not have this critical inten-
tion, and the temporal paradox on which they are sustained should not be
obvious to the reader (just as the authors themselves are probably un-
aware of it), since a confused notion of time is the only condition which
makes the story credible. Superman comes off as a myth only if the reader
loses control of the temporal relationships and renounces the need to
reason on their basis, thereby giving himself up to the uncontrollable flux
of the stories which are accessible to him and, at the same time, holding
on to the illusion of a continuous present. Since the myth is not isolated
exemplarily in a dimension of eternity, but, in order to be assimilated,
must enter into the flux of the stovy in question, this same story is refuted
as flux and seen instead as an immobile present.

In growing accustomed io the idea of evenls happening in an ever-
continuing present, the rcader loses track of the fact that they should
develop according to the dictates of time. Losing consciousness of it, he
forgets the problems which are at its base, that is, the existence of free-
dom, the possibility of planning, the necessity of carrying plans out, the
sorrow that such planning entails, the responsibility that it implies, and,
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finally, the existence of an entire human community whose progressive-
ness is based on making plans.

4.5, Superman as a model of ‘heterodirection’

The proposed analysis would be greatly abstracted and counld appear
apocalyptic if the man who reads Superman, and for whom Superman is
produced, were not that selfsame man with whom several sociological
reports have dealt and who has been defined as *other directed man’.

In advertising, as in propaganda, and in the area of human relations,
the absence of the dimension of ‘planning’ is essential to establishing a
paternalistic pedagogy, which requires the hidden persuasion that the
subject is not responsible for his past, nor master of his future, nor even
subject to the laws of planning according to the threce ‘ecstasies’ of tem-
porality (Heidegger). All of this would imply pain and labor, while so-
ciety is capable of offering to the heterodivected man the resualts of
projects already accomplished. Such are they as to respond to man’s
desires, which themselves have been introduced in man in order to make
him recognize that what he is offered is precisely what he would have
planned.

The analysis of temporal structures in Superman has offered us the
image of a way of telling stories which would secem to be fundamentally
tied to pedagogic principles that govern that type of society. Is it possible
to establish connections between the two phenomena affirming that Super-
man is no other than one of the pedagogic instruments of this society and
that the destruction of time that it pursues is part of a plan to make obso-
lete the idea of planning and of personal responsibility?

4.6. Defense of the iterative scheme

A series of events repeated according to a set scheme (iteratively, in such
a way that each event takes up again from a sort of virtual beginning,
ignoring where the preceding event left off) is nothing new in popular
narrative. In fact, this scheme constitutes one of its more characteristic
forms.

The device of iteration is one on which certain escape mechanisms are
founded, particularly the types realized in television commercials: one
distractedly watches the playing out of a sketch, then focuses one’s at-
tention on the punch line that reappears at the end of the episode. It is
precisely on this foreseen and awaited reappearance that our modest but
irrefutable pleasure is based.

This attitude does not belong only to the television spectator. The
reader of detective stories can easily make an honest self-analysis to
establish the modalities that explain his ‘consuming’ them. First, from the
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beginning the reading of a traditional detective story presumes the enjoy-
ment of following a scheme: from the crime to the discovery and the
resolution through a chain of deductions. The scheme is sO important
that the tnost famous authors have founded their fortune on its very
immutability. Nor are we dealing only with a schematism in the order of &
‘plot’, but with a fixed schematism involving the same sentiments and the
same psychological attitudes: in Simenon’s Maigret or in Agatha
Christie’s Poirot, there is a recurrent movement of compassion 10 which
the detective is led by his discovery of the facts and which merges into
an empathy with the motives of the guilty party, an act of cariras which is
combined with, if not opposed to. the act of justice that unveils and
condemns.

Furthermore, the writer of stories ihen introduces a continuous series
of connotations (for example, {he characteristics of the policeman and
of his immediate ‘entourage’) to such an extent that their reappearance i
each story is an essential condition of its reading pleasure. And so we
have the by now historical ‘tics’ of Sherlock Holmes, the punctilious
vanity of Hercule Poirot, the pipe and the familiar fixes of Maigret, on
up to the daily idiosyncrasies of the most unabashed heroes of postwar
detective stories, such as the cologne water and Player’s #6 ol Peter
Cheyney’s Slim Callaghan or the cognac with a glass of cold water of
Brett Halliday’s Michael Shayne. Vices, gestures, nervous tics permit us
to find an old friend in the character portrayed, and they arc the
principal conditions which allow us to ‘enter into’ the event. Proof of this
is when our favorite author writes a story in which the usual character
does not appear and we are not even aware that the fundamental scheme
of the book is still like the others: we read the book with a certain de-
tachment and are immediately prone to judge it a ‘minor’ work, a mo-
mentary phenontienon, ot an interlocutory remark.

All this becomes very clear if we {ake a famous character such as Nero
Wolfe, immortalized by Rex Stout. For sheer preterition and by way of
caution, in the likelihood of one of our readers’ being so ‘highbrow’ as to
have never encountered our character, let us briefly recall the elements
which combine to form Nero Wolfe’s “type”” and his environment. Nero
Wolfe, from Montenegro, a naturalized American from ime immemorial,
is outtandishly fat, so much so that his leather casy chair must be ex-
pressly designed for him. He is fearfully lazy. In fact, he never leaves the
house and depends, for his invesligations, on the open-minded Archie
Goodwin, with whom he indulges in a continuous relationship of a sharp
and tensely polemic nature, tempered somewhat by their mutual sense of
Lhumor. Nero Wolfe is an absolute glutton. and his cook, Fritz, is the

vestal virgin in the pantry, devoted to the unending care of this highly
cultivated palate and equally greedy stomach; but along with the plea-
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which should bring us from the point of departure to a point of arrival
where we would never have dreamed of arriving) ; the distraction CcONsists
in the refutation of a development of events, it & withdrawal from ihe
tension of past-present-future to the focus on an insiant, which is loved
because it is recurrent.

4.7. The iterative scheme ag o redundani message

Tt is certain that mechanisms ol this kind proliferate more widely in the
popular narrative of today than in the eighteenth-century romantic
feuilleton, where, as we have seen, the event was founded upon a devel-
opment and where the character was required to ‘consume’ himselt
through to death. Perhaps one of the first inexhaustible characters during
the decline of the jeuilleton and bridging the two centuries at the close of
la belle époque is Fantomas. (Each episode of Fantomas closes with a
Kkind of ‘unsuccessful catharsis’; Juve and Fandor finally come to get their
hands on the elusive one when he, with an unforeseeable move, foils the
arrest. Another singular fact: Fantomas—responsible for blackmail and
sensational kidnappings—at the beginning of each episode finds himself
inexplicably poor and in need of money and, therefore, also of new
‘action’. In this way the cycle can keep going.) With him the epoch ends.
It remains to be asked if modern iterative mechanisms do not answer
some profound need in contemporary man and, therefore, do not seem
more jusiifiable and better motivated than we are inclined to admit at
first glance.

Tf we examine the iterative scheme from a structural point of view, we
realize that we are in the presence of a typical high-redundance message.
A novel by Souvestre and Allain or by Rex Stout is a message which in-
forms us very little and which, on the contrary, thanks to the use of
redundant elements, keeps hammering away at the same meaning which
we have peacefully acquired upon reading the first work of the series
(in the case in point, the meaning is a certain mechanism of the action,
due to the intervention of ‘topical’ characters ). The taste for-the iterative
scheme is presented then as a taste for redundance. The hunger for enter-
taining narrative based on thesc mechanisms is a hunger jor redundance.
From this viewpoint, the greater part of popular narrative is a narrative of
redundance.

Paradoxically, the same detective story that one is tempted to ascribe
to the products that satisfy the taste for the unforeseen or the sensational
is, in fact, read for exactly the opposiie reason, as an invitation to that
which is taken for granted, [amiliar, expected. Not knowing who the
guilty party is becomes an accessory element, almost a pretext; certainly,
iLis true that in the action detective story (where the iteration of the
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scheme triumphs as much as in the investigation detective story), the
suspense surrounding the guilty one often does not even exist; it is not a
matter of discovering who commiitted the crime, but, rather, 0% following
ceriain ‘topical” gestures of ‘topical’ characters whose stock behavior WE
already love. To explain this ‘hunger for redundance’, extremely subtle
hypotheses are not needed. The feuilleton, founded on the triumph of
information, represented the preferred fare of a society that lived in the
midst of messages loaded with redundance; the sense of tradition, the
nosms of associative living, moral principles, the valid rules of pr,oper
comportment in the environment of eighteenth-century bourgeois society,
of the typical public which represented the consumers of the feuilleton—
all this constituted a system of foreseeable communication that the social
system provided for its members and which allowed life to flow smoothly
without unexpected jolts and without upsets in its value system. In this
sphere the ‘informative’ shock of a short story by Poe or the coup de
thédtre of Ponson du Terrail acquired a precise meaning. in a contem-
porary industrial society, instead, the alternation of standards, the dis-
solution of tradition, social mobility, the fact that models and principles
are ‘consumable’—everything can be summed up under the sign of a con-
tinwous load of information which proceeds by way of massive jolts,
implying a continual reassessment of sensibilities, adaptation of psycho-
logical assumptions, and requalification of intelligence. Narrative of a
rednndant nature would appear in this panorama as an indulgent invita-
tion to repose, the only occasion of true relaxation offered to the con-
sumer. Conversely, ‘superior’ art only proposes schemes in evolution,
grammars which mutually eliminate each other, and codes of continuous
alternations.

Isit not also natural that the cultured person who in moments of intel-
lectual tension seeks a stimulus in an action painting or in a piece of serial
music should in moments of relaxation and escape (healthy and indis-
pensable) tend toward triumphant infantile laziness and turn to the con-
sumer product for pacification in an orgy of redundance?

As soon as we consider the problem from this angle, we are tempted
.to show morve indulgence toward escape entertainments (among which is
11.1cluded our myth of Superman), reproving ourselves for having exer-
cised an acid moralism on what is innocuous and perhaps even lwer;eﬁcial.

The problem changes according to the degree to which pleasure in
redundance breaks the convulsed rhythm of an intellectual existence
basec.l upon the reception of information and becomes the norm of every
Imaginative activity.

The problem is not to ask ourselves if different ideological contents
Con.veyr:d by the same narrative scheme can elicit different effects. Rather
an 1iterative scheme becomes and remains that only to the extent tha;
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the scheme sustains and expresses a world; we realize this even more,
once we understand how the world has the same configuration as the
structure which expressed it. The case of Superman reconfirms  this
hypothesis. If we examine the ideological contents of Superman stories,
we realize that, on the one hand, that content sustains itself and functions
communicatively thanks to the narrative structure; on the other hand,
the stories help define their expressive structure as the circular, static
conveyance of a pedagogic message which is substantially immobilistic.

4.8. Civic consciousness and political conscicusness

Superman stories have a characteristic in common with a series of other
adventures that hinge on heroes gifted with superpowers. In Superman
the real elements blend into a more homogeneous totality, which justifies
the fact that we have devoted special attention to him; and it is no acci-
dent that Superman is the most popular of the heroes we talk about: he
not only represents the forerunner of the group (in 1938). but of all the
characters he is still the one who is most carefully sketched, endowed with
a recognizable personality, dug out of longstanding anecdote, and so he
can be seen as thie representative of all his similars. (In any case, the ob-
servation (hat follows can be applied to a whole series of superheroes,
from Batrman and Robin to Green Arrow. Flash, thie Manhunter from
Mars, Green Lantern, and Aquaman up to the more recent Fantastic
Four, Devil, and Spider Man, where the hterary ‘genre’, however, lias
acquired a more sophisticated form of self-irony.)

Each of these heroes is gifted with such powers that he could actually
take over the government, defeat the army, or alter the equilibrium of
planetary politics. On the other hand. it is clear that each of these charac-
ters is profoundly kind, moral, faithful to human and natural laws, and
thierefore it is right (and it is nice) that he use his powers only to the end
of good. In this sense the pedagogic message of these stories would be, at
least on the plane of children’s literature, highly acceptable, and the same
episodes of violence with which the various stories are interspersed would
appear directed toward this final indictment of evil and the triumpl of
honest people.

The ambiguity of the teaching appears when we ask ourselves, What is
Good? 1t is enough o reexamine in depth the situation of Superman, who
encompasses the others, at least i their fundamental stricture.

Superman is practically omnipotent, as we have said, in his physical,
menial, and technological capacities. His operalive capacity extends to a
cosmic scale. A being gifled with such capacities offered to the good of
Tiumanity (let us pose the problem with 2 maximum of candor and of
responsibility, taking everything as probable) would have an enormous
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field of action in front of him. From a man who could produce work and
wealth in astronomic dimensions in a few seconds, one could expect the
most bewildering political, economic, and technological upheavals in the
world. From the solution of hunger problems to the tilling of uninhabit-
able regions, from the destruction of inhuman systems (if we read Super-
man into the “spirit of Dallas’, why does he not go to liberate six hundred
million Chinese from the yoke of Mao?), Superman could exercise good
on a cosmic level, or on a galactic level, and furnish us in the meantime
with a definition that through fantastic amplification could clarify precise
ethical lines everywhere. '

Instead, Superman carries on his activity on the level of the small com-
munity where he lives (Smallville as a youth, Metropolis as an adult),
and—as in the case of the medieval countryman who could have hap-
pened to visit the Sacred Land, but not the closed and separate com-
munity which flourished fifty kilometers from the center of his life—if he
takes trips to other galaxies with ease, he practically ignores, not exactly
the dimension of the ‘world’, but that of the “United States” (only once,
but in one of the Imaginary Tales, he becomes president of the United
States).

In the sphere of his own little town. evil, the only evil to combal, is
in.cal‘nate in a species which adheres to the underworld, that of 01'ganiied
crime. He is busy by preference, not against blackmarket drugs, nor,
obviously, against corrupt administrators or politicians, but against
bank and mail-truck robbers. In other words, the only visible form that
evil assumes is an attempt on private property. Outerspace evil is added
spice; it is casual, and it always assumes unforeseeable and transitory
forms; the underworld is an endemic evil, like some kind of impure stream
that pervades the course of human history, clearly divided into zones of
Manichaean incontrovertibility—where each authority is fundamentally
pure and good and where each wicked man is rotten fo the core without
hope of redemption.

As others have said, in Superman we have a perfect example of civic
cqﬁciousness, completely split from political consciousness. Superman’s
civic attitude is perfect, but it is exercised and structured in the sphere
of a small, closed community (a ‘brother’ of Superman—as a model of
abso.lute fidelity to establish values—might appear in someone such as the
movie and television hero Dr. Kildare).

It is strange that Superman, devoting himself to good deeds, spends
enormous amounts of energy organizing benefit performances in order
to collect money for orphans and indigents. The paradoxical waste of
means (the same energy could be employed to produce directly riches or
to modify radically larger situations) never ceases to astound the reader
who sees Superman forever employed in parochial performances. As evil



1241 THE RoLt OF THE READER

assumes only the form of an offense o private property, good is repre-
sented only as charitv. This simple equivalent is suflicient to chavacterize
Supermai’s moral world. In fact, we realize that Superman is obliged to
continue his activities in the sphere of small and infinitesimal modifica-
tions of the immediately visible for the same motives noted in regard to
the static nature of his plots: each general modification would draw the
world, and Superman with it, toward final consumption.

On the other hand, it would be inexact to say that Superman’s judicious
and measured viriue depends only on the structure of the plot, that is, on
the need to forbid the refcase of excessive and irretrievable develop-
ments. The contrary is also true: the immobilizing metaphysics underlying
this kind of conceptual plot is the direct, ihough not the desired, conse-
quence of a total structural mechanism which seems to be the only one
suited to communicate, through the themes discussed, a particular kind
of teaching. The plot must be static and must evade any development,
because Superman must make virtue consist of many little activities on a
stall scale. never achieving a total awarcness. Conversely, virtue must be
characterized in the accomplishment of only partial acts, so that the plot
can remain static. Again, the discussion does not take on the feaiures of
the authors’ preferences as much as their adaptation to a concept of
‘order’ which pervades the cultural model in which the authors live and
where they construct on a small scale “analogous” models which mirror
the larger one.

NOTES

1. Critique of Pure Reason, “Analytic of Principles,” chapter 2, section 3.

2. See in particular Hans Reichenbach, The Direction of Time (Berkeley
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1956).

3. For the Sartrian discussion, see Being and Nothingness, chapter 2.

4. 1bid.

5. Reichenbach, pp. 36-40.
See Chapter 1 of this book.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Rhetoric and Ideology in Sue’s
Les Mysteres de Paris

Terms such as ‘the sociological study of literature’ or ‘the sociology of liter-
ature’ often serve, and have served in the past, to indicate sometimes quite
opposite lines of research. One can take a literary work simply as docu-
mentary evidence of a historical period; one can consider the social ele-
ment as the explanatory cause of the aesthetic solution adopted for a
literary work; finally, one can invent a dialectic between two points of
view (the work as an aesthetic phenomenon and society as its ex-
planatory context) in which, on the one hand, the social element explains
each aesthetic clioice that has been made and, on the other, a study of the
work and of its structural features leads to a clearer understanding of the
state of a society.!

Of what use, in this third method we envisage, is the kind of semiotic
research which examines narrative structures? If the description of the
work as a system of signs helped us to shed an absolutely ‘neutral’ and
‘objective’ light on its structures (leaving aside the complex of meanings
that history continually attributes to the work as message), then even the
social context would be excluded—if only temporarily—from this semio-
logical study. And with it would go that ideological nucleus which the
whole work implies. But this singleness of approach to the research only
appears feasible. In point of fact, we cannot select and isolate (or, in
other words, empliasize or make prominent) any formal element without
attributing to it—at least implicitly—further significance. Insofar as the

“Eugene Sue, il socialismo e la consolazione,” introduction to E. Sue, I misteri di
Parigi (Milan: Sugar, 1965). English translation as “Rhetoric and Ideology in Sue’s
Les Mysteres de Paris,” International Social Sciences Journal 14, no. 4 (1967). This
chapter is a revised version of the translation.
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