Online ISSN 1740-8547

Working With English

Medieval and Modern Language, Literature, and Drama

And bathed every veyne in swidn TR,
wll We Gardena in geardacnn.,
Leodeyninga, brym geftanon,,

2 da eepelingas  ellen fremedon.

Volume 1: 2003

http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/english/working_with_english




The Post-Romantic Sublime: Generation X
And the Intransigence of the Surplus Jouissance

Wing-chi Ki
University of Edinburgh

| just don’t understand you young people. No workplace is ever okay enough. And you mope
and complain about how uncrestive your jobs are and how you' re getting nowhere, and so
when we findly give you a promation you leave and go pick grapesin Queendand or some
other such nonsense. (Coupland, Generation X 25)

This paper is dedicated to the study of the post-romantic X-subject in Douglas Coupland’s nove.
Inthe firg place, the term “Generation X" needs careful darification, for Coupland' s notion of
Generation X isto be differentiated from the following: it is different from the generd notion of
the term (which refersto all young peoplein their twenties or thirties); it isaso different from
the cinemétic representation of Generation X which foregrounds a specific cybernetic, mutant
subjectivity in the post-modern sci-fi culture; the mgor characteritic isthat it endorses the ethics
of bio-medicd metamorphaosis to turn the body into an infinitely, upgradable machine. The
consequence is (as we can see in the commericas these days) the emergence of a“liberating”
satyr-like subjectivity. Coupland’ s Generation X is not grotesque, but bizarre. By bizarre, | am
referring to the unconventiond behavior of some young people born after the mid-60s or 70s.
They deliberately choose to have a highly mobile, unpredictable lifestyle. Ingtead of vauing their
occupationa mohility, they do endless temp jobs after a university or college education in order
“to raise enough funds to partake in another more personaly meaningful activity such as
watercolor sketching in Crete or desgning computer knit sweatersin Hong Kong” (40). In this
light, the word “generation” exposes the paradox of semantic inclusvism—for, within the same
age-group, only a selected cluster can be classifed under the categorey of “Generation X” or shin
jinrui (aJapanese term that refers to the “new human beings in their twenties at the office” (63)).
Coupland’ s X-subjects—Andy, Dag, Claire—quit office jobs and cut themsalves adrift in the
Cdifornia desert. On the one hand, they are followers of the romantic tradition, for they favor an
honest, heart- oriented Rousseavistic community. Their rationae for rgecting the urban world is
not unlike Rousseaus' s hatred againgt the way people practice deception, consumption and luxury
inthe aity. If Dag calsthese people “Dickoids” (25), Coleridge would consider them to be
“prodtituted genius’ for they have“ever-shifting perspective” to offer to the “vanity of youth”.
They fit his description of

tdl-truthsin the service of falsehood we find every where...from the ederly young [peopl€]
that discuss the love-affairs of their friends and acquaintance at the village tea-tables, to the
anonymous caumniators of literary merit in reveiws, and the more daring malignants, who
dole out discontent, innovation and panic, in palitica journds. (The Friend, |, 49-50)

On the other hand, in contrast to their romantic ancestors like Coleridge or Thoreau, these X-
subjectsdo not visudize any imaginary, utopian (master) discourse of transcendence or love.
They opt for no spiritua enlightenment and remain lonely and disturbed in their barren desert. It
isinthislight that | argue that Generation X is, on the one hand, alegacy of the romantic

tradition, epecidly with its endorsement of an unorthodox, solitary Selfhood and the pursuit for
the romantic sublime. On the other hand, Generation X has departed from its ancestors romantic
gpontaneity with itsimmersion in the capitdigtic episteme, which forms the basis of the podt-
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romantic sublime. In fact, its existence can be defined as an angry reaction againgt the
mathemdtica “surpluslogic” in the middle- class paradigm. Skeptica of marketing strategies,
Coupland’ s young people prefer to have a hermitic life—only to find themselves eating popcorn
and hamburgers. Hence, my argument isthat their breakthrough lies not in areturn to any pre-
capitdidtic, sf-reliant, ascetic lifestyle, but in afundamenta abandonment of the surplus
jouissance to opt for the mystica jouissance. What | am going to do next isto set up some
binaries to trace the differences between the romantic and post-romantic sublime, and see how
Generation X reflects the continuities and discontinuities within thet tradition.

1. The Sublime-Thing and the Romantic Subime

While there are varying ways of conceiving of the sublime object, there exists agenera
agreement that it is about the subject’ s encounter with a “Thing” that is traumaticaly pleasurable,
and beyond its understanding. In the romantic context, the sublime-Thing is often congtructed to
bein “Nature’ or in “at”—in either way, an externa object. The poet seesthisobject and is
sengtized to a new world with fedings such as“awe”, “trauma”, “joy”, “sdf-engulfment”, or
“sdf-annihilation’”. Though the romantic Thing-in-itsaf remains a mysery to the mind, the
sublime experience can introduce loss and grief to the poet as well asthe rise of anew unifying
sfhood. Itisin this sense that | want to associate the romantic sublime with the Lacanain
“mirror-stage jouissance”. If the process does not go well, the subject suffers from an identity
crigs, or sHf-loss But if everything goes well, the experience is not unlike the specular process
in which the infant confronts a (traumetic) mirror, but the infant can overcome its awe to reflect
on the object. Asaresult, it generates anew Sdafhood. Given the romantic's love of childhood
and growth, one can make dl kinds of connections between the poet as a child and the mirror-
sage. Both indicate a period of formation through disorientation after the fear of the unknown.
John Keat’ s vison on the “truth” of the Grecian Urn, Wordsworth'sloss and “tranquil
recollection” dl reflect this process of threets, dienation, and new sdlf-formation.

2. The Post-Romantic Sublime and the Sur plus Jouissance

The mgor difference between the romantic and the post-romantic sublime can be summarized in
asgmple manner: the romantics discover the sublime after seeing achaotic Thing (in Kantian

terms, the “dynamic sublime” for it is an object thet livesin “the excess on the plane of the
sgnified” Weiskd 23). However, the post-romantic sublime turnsthe “ Subject” into asublime
“Object” tofill out the empty place of the Thing. The “wild, chaotic, untamed, raging nature’
(Zizek, Tarrying with the Negative 48) has made an anthropocentric turn in the post-romantic era:
if we think of the awe-ingpiring sadidtic subject in the late nineteenth century, the ruthless tycoon
(plus the cybernetic hero) in the twentieth century, or according to ZiZek, Hannibal Lector in
Thomas Harris snovel The Slence of the Lamibs this point would become clearer. Many literary
narratives show that humans can induce a sense of sublime horror (e.g. Heathcliff, Frankenstein).
However, if we perceive them to be completely lawless, raging, chaotic figures, the post-romantic
Supreme Subject is completdy “lawful”, disciplined, and methodicdl. It isin this sense that we

can understand why Lacan and ZiZek pay such attention to the problem of the sadistic subject and
the ideologized Capitalist. These creatures are “law-oriented” beings who operate according to
the symbolic law and the market law of exchange (i.e. they give up their prima Being in order to
acquire language, knowledge, money, honor and paternal approva). A problem arises when these
creatures undergo aradica identification: their “glory” and sublimity comes from their rlentless
fixation on one particular set of sgnifiers and takeit as, in Kantian terms, the Highest Good (e.g.
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“Eros’ or “Money’). Hence Lacan has no hesitation to associate Kant’ s categorica imperative
with the sadistic mentdity: their sublimity is dso the source of their radica Evil because these
subjects follow a commandment (regardiess of its content) and take the commandment to be
“logicaly receivable as universa, that it hold for dl cases, even if not everyone obeysit”

(Marini, Jacques Lacan 187). The subject must perform in raging nature to justifiably enact its
“lan”—for it redlizes “how the pressure of the mora law is stronger than even the mightiest of
natural forces’ (Zizek, TN 47).

Though they seem to be unique, the sadistic torturers or tycoons are not individuas With
their adherence to the “law” of an “absolute’ sgnifier, “[i]t is as an object that the. .. subject is
obliterated” (Lacan, Seminar I X 50). They certainly demonstrate what Kant callsthe
“mathematical sublime” for it isan “excess on the plane of the Sgnifier” (Weiskel 24). Ther
sublimity comes from the symbolic order and goes beyond the decrees of the symboalic. Instead of
favoring any naturd fedings (to ground an inddible, asymbalic individudity), the sublime
“Supreme Subject” does not dlow metonymic diding to take place so asto pursue the “absolute
symbolic jouissance”. Under such circumstances, the subject is strangely inhuman. Zizek
comments that “[i]ts generd result is clear: by being filtered through the Seve of the sgnifier, the
body is submitted to castration. . .the body survives as dismembered, mortified” (The Sublime
Object of Ideology 122). In short, the post-romantic sublime “ Subject” enjoys a pleasure thet lies
not in the indulgence of desre—for in fact these subjects “do not give way on their desire”.
Instead, they will themselvesto be “alit”, to be “pinned’ to a signifier which represent
themselves for the Other. This act makes them become“frighteningly ruthless, exempted from
the circle of everyday fedlings and considerations, passons and fears’ (Zizek, SO 117). The
tycoon’ s ruthless measures can only disrupt the homeostasis of the pleasure principle. Juliette's
promiscuity “is precisdy beyond the limit at which enjoyment il gives pleasure’ (ibid).

Coupled with the capitdigtic logic, the Supreme Subject’s psychica economy embraces a
“moral” categorical imperative, aregulative |deawithout restraints. the subject pursues not the
ordinary profit that one can have in everyday life, but the forbidden pleasure of the other. Marx
cdlsthisthe “surplus value”—for capitalists skim off the top for themsalves instead of paying
the profit to the employees. And Lacan subsequently invented the concept of “surplus jouissance”
to highlight how the dienated Supreme Subject happily negatesiits naturd feding, and turnsto a
symbolic pleasure that circulates “outsde” of the subject in the Other. Hence the subject can
maximize its capacity to earn more profit, have no remorse in possessng the fruits of the other’s
labor while it deniesits own right to enjoy wedth (sdf- negating miserliness). Isthis “superego”
the same as id? Boothby disagrees. The Id-oriented subject would not have endorsed this type of
derile “enjoyment”.

3. Traditionalist, Yuppie, and Generation X

Itisinthisway that we can understand the background of the rise of Generation X. Fascinated by
and disgusted with the idea of leading alife qua“symbalic enjoyment” (Money, designer |abels)

in the middle- class, Coupland’ s hero, Andy, identifies three types of subjects—the traditiondists,
yuppies, and Generation X—in the contemporary society. Their differences mirror how
capitalism moves from an industrid society to a“post-industria society”.? In turn, post-
indugtridism can lead some young people to look for aworld beyond materidism (Kenneth
Kenniton, Paul Goodman). And thisis Coupland’ s notion of Generation X.
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3.1 Traditionalists and the Beautiful Order

Traditiondigs are die-hard middle-class citizens represented by Andy’ s parents and his boss Mr
and Mrs MacArthur (Phil and Irene). They are the only unitary subjectsin the nove for they
seem to have retained the gpriori ability to find, in Kantian terms, a*transcendenta unity of
gpperception” in achaotic society. They remain “a home’ in the well-organized imaginary
order. For example, Phil and Irene “live in a permanent 19508’ (128). They adhere to aworld of
gable (class) preudices symbolized by an insgstence on big cars (“I could never own any car
smadler than my Cutlass Sypremé’ 129) and anti- Semitism (Jews will even try to “arange a
flood” to chesat the insurance company 131). To the X-subjects, this“intuitive’ understanding of
redity isafantasmd reading that arises from a*“ pre-ideologicd” worldview. In spite of its
innocent outlook, ZiZek actually considers this to be the “last support of the ideological effect”. It
dgnifies an unreflective, fixated, “nonsensica, pre-ideologica kernd of enjoyment” that refuses
to be penetrated by reason or changes (SO 124). Astraditionalists do not ask questions, they can
remain the faithful supporters of apreconceived order in capitalistic and middle-class cultures.
Andy’s parents never ask why they want to follow the consummerigtic practices; they smply
“take shopping a face vaue’ (76). They are not Chrigtians, but they think a*“ Christmas without
presents’ is“madness’ (166).

Speaking from a“normal” perspective, traditionalists demand people to subscribe to their
bdiefsimmediatdy for they incarnate the very esssence of normality, with a“universd voice’.
Hence, their speecheslack the 1 think”, “I believe” in ordinary peopl€e’ s remarks; and behind the
polite questions, they confidently take any differences from their point of view as “deviance’.
Andy’ s mom asks questions with loaded assumptions (“Is that the way you' re cutting your hair
now, dear?’ 129). In other words, traditiondists are happy conformists who take “being normal”
astheided gate of being, and subtly force people to deindividudize themsdlves to follow them
aswdl. Asaresult, Andy believes “aften ten minutes, any spiritua or psychic progress [he] may
have made in the absence of [his] family has vanished or been invdidated” (159). And Dag
knows his parents dways want to “rearrange [hig] life’ (98). With astrong herd indtinct,
traditionalists can be highly manipulative, but a the same time, easy to manipulate. Give them an
idea with a comfortable package and a decent outlook, they will buy it. Dag and Andy once have
agame Dag bets Andy he could have them “dl singing dong with himto ‘It saHeartache', a
gridy, srangdy out-of-date...love tung’ (21). Andy thinks this notion is “too slly even to
consder”, so he accepts the bet. A few minutes later, he listens to “the tuneless bleatings and
belowings of the crowd, accompanied by ther svaying...armsflailing arrhythmicdly to the
song' s beat” (21). Andy losesfifty dollars as aresult.

In terms of aesthetic judgement, traditiondists are not sublime people. In fact, they cannot
even gppreciate the concept of sublimity owing to their love of beautiful order, which, inthe
Lacanian context, belongs srictly to the redlm of the pleasure principle (whereas the sublime is
beyond the pleasure principle). The function of the pleasure principleisto “lead the subject from
sgnifier to Sgnifier, by generating as many singifiers as are required to maintain as low as
possible the tension that regulates the whole functioning of the psychic gpparatus’ (Seminar VII
119). Under these circumstances, it is no wonder that the tradtionaists love shopping,
commericds, tdevison shows for the influx of Sgnifiers can effectively hide the ontological lack
of being. And the very desire to avoid seeing a crack in life shows in their refusal to confront
changes, challenges and chaos. For example, Andy transforms the living room into a sea of
candles, but his parents cannot fed the enthusiasm he feds. They first fed dazed and then only
fed displaced. His mother goes to fetch apot of coffee, his father deactivates the smoke detectors
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for fear of triggering afdse darm. They cannot appreciate the concept of grand, sublime chaos.
For traditionaigts, pleasure isto remain asfar as possible from the Thing so that they can
maintain a sense of (fadse) unity.

3.2 Yuppies and the Surplus Jouissance

According to Lyotard, “There is something of the sublime in capitalist economy. It is not
academic, it is not physiocratic, it admits of no nature. It is, in asense, an economy regulated by
an Idea—infinite wedth or powe” (105). Thisinfinite idea—constructed on the plane of the
excess of the dgnifie—is exactly what Kant calls the mathematica sublime. In that regard, the
sadigtic subjects or the yuppies' tota identification with the symboalic Idea differs from their
ancesters adherence to the imaginary Order. Y uppies want to refashion ther “ Sdlf” to acquire
“thered in the symboalic jouissance’. Their “mord law” amsat repressing every naturd feding

to pursue the Highest Good (“Money”, “Success’), yuppies will become the inhuman “Thing”
who practice the “ sublime ethic of fulfilling duty for the sake of duty” (Zizek, TN 85).

Disciplined and rdentless, they will adhere to this “fantasmatic frame of the Ideas’ (90) to pursue
their idea of the “positive sublime’ (Sex, Money, Power). It isanironic turn for the enlightement
movement for Kantian seif-determining (mordl) “practical reason” has led to the possibility of
“Raedicd Evil”—in ZiZzek swords, “an Evil which, asto itsform, coincides with the Good (the
free will quawill which folows universal sdf-posited rules can choose to be “evil” out of
principle, not on account of “pathologica”, empirica impulses’ TN 45).

In this sense, Coupland’ s yuppies have fully captured the first characterigtic of the surplus
jouissance, i.e. their Idea of the Highest Good isinhuman, their enjoyment is sterile. As surplus
jouisance is a symbolic game that circulates outside the sdf in the big Other, the subject, by
surrendering al to the potency of one absolute symbaol (e.g. “Career”), can conveniently neglect
its humane fedings, sdf-interest. In turn, the subject can paradoxicaly enjoy the bliss of success,
“sdf-actudization” and (cold- blooded) self-annhiliation. Coupland's later novel, Microserfsfully
captures the sterile notion of enjoyment in the world of yuppies. Unlike the traditionaists who at
least lead an orderly, beautiful life, Coupland describes how the “Silicon Vdley is so career-o-
centric”, with “[s|o much career energy” (191) that “people end up living in group houses’ to
“fake having alife’: “work, deep, work, deep, work, deep” (4). To them, the “Highest Good” is
to train themsdvesto live in auniverse that conssts of “home, Microsoft, and Costco” (3). Abe,
amultimillionaire, cares nothing about interior décor and ticks “tinfail” to his bedroom window
to keep out the few rays of sun which penetrate through the trees. Danid, the hero in the nove,
andyses his yuppie colleagues and comes to the conclusion: “If you took dl of the living things
on the Microsoft Campus, seperated them into piles, and analyzed the biomass, it would come out
t0”: “38% Kentucky bluegrass’, “19% human beings’, “.003% Bill [Gates]”, “23% other: crows,
birch, insects, worms, microbes, nerd aguarium fish, decorator plantsin the lobbies’...(38).

Y uppies are professona technocracts who have the knowledge and technology to control
things. In turn, they are not interested in Smple economic growth or use value. What they want is
the surplus vaue, the “ X - efficiency” that careful planning can give them® Hence, Coupland has
identified the second characterigtic of yuppielogic in thisway: their engagement with the
“practica (intrumental) reason” hasironicaly turned them to practice extreme unreason. Martin,
Dag's ex-boss, maximizes the use of office space with a mogt efficient plan of cramped
workstations (what Dag cdlls a*Ved-fattening pen” 24). He earns big money, but cares not about
the hedth of his gaff (though they are dreedy suffering from the “Sick Building Syndrome’ 22).
Martinisthetypica yuppie “who aways [grabs] the best piece of cake first and then [puts] a
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barbed-wire fence around the rest” (26). He can buy a brand-new million-dollar home and chat
with his other yuppie buddies about gut liposuction, but he goes mad when an ingpector walksin
to check the qudlity of ar in his office. Martin stands for the yuppie' simperialistic,
entrepeneurid desire for “aforbidden jouissance’, i.e. to haveit dl, to have the best at the
expense of others, to demand othersto follow his Law; if nat, hewill rightfully retdiate (and that
iswherethe“sublimeterror” emerges). Whileit isnatura for humansto love clean air, yuppies
will “snap like wolverines on speed when they can’t have arestaurant’ s window seet in the non-
smoking section with cloth ngpkins’ (25). The subject, in its pursuit of (good) Law, definesthe
“Jouissance of the Other” and pogits for himself the “jouissance of a God”. Hence he becomes a
“Supreme Being in maiciousness’, whose “Law and jouissance’ become “one and the same’
(Marini 187).

Unlike the traditiondists, yuppies are ick, cynicd crestures who are “homeesdy at home”
with the system. Y uppies are victimized by the blind forces of capitalism (a“sublime”’,
purposeless urge to produce and consume); but at the same time, they are aso the system-
reinforcers as they use technology and marketing strategiesto sdll idols, lies and products. They
sometimes hate themsdlves for it, though they certainly love the money, if not the game in itsalf.
This bitternessis manifest in Martin's attitude to his career. He hates propagandistic advertisng,
but he needs it and usesit. In turn, he becomes an embittered yuppie who says he wants to get his
customers (he cdls them “little mongters’) so excited about “ eating a burger that they want to
vomit with excitement” (24). Tobias says, “1 like the mind games and the battling for money and
gatus tokens, even though...I’m sick for wanting any part of it” (185). In the office, yuppies can
be pathologica fellows who feed aficus tree with coffee, cocktails and cigarette butts (27). They
try to forget their dienating pain by taking about “horoscopes, planning their time-sharesin
Santo Domingo, and dagging the rich and famous’ (ibid). It isin this sense that they can go
beyond the pleasure principle to pursue the “negative sublime”. With their commitment to the
absolute Sgnifier, after the yuppies gain their success, they will discover the void of the symbal,
and end in a sdf-dedtructing routine of bulimia, parvenu parties, drugs, broken relationships, and
seasond divorce. In short, they have a prominent bent to act out their degth-drive. In Life After
God, Coupland reflects on the doomedness of this generation:

| felt sad because | redized that once people are broken in certain ways, they can't ever be
fixed, and this is something nobody ever tells you when you are young and it never fallsto
surprise you...as you see the people in your life break one by one. Y ou wonder when your
turnisgoing to be, or if it's dready happened. (167)

In fact, Lacan has long pointed out how the degth drive is condtitutive of the Symbolic order,
and the subject—murdered by the inhuman fixation to an absolute symbol—is basicaly a person
who has suffered its firgt death, even though the subject’ s second, physica desth may come years
later. (In Generation X, Coupland has a chapter with atitle called “Deed at 30 buried a 70”). The
negative sublime is“a place of sublime beauty as wel asterrifying mongers’ for it “isthe Ste of
das Ding, of the red traumétic kernd in the midst of symboalic order” (SO 135). In short, the
hard- earned “success’ or “enjoyment” only leads the subject to redize the Thing isindigestable
and empty. The subject’ s angry, self-destructing behavior is a vengeful act to get & the “surplus
logic” initsdf (“more sex, money, dcohol, drugs’!). The tragic facet of this“defiant”
complianceisthat it can only mirror the subject’ s entrgpment. However, in the meantime, most
yuppies are as keen as ever, to view al non-participants in the system as “losers’. Hence Tobias
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saysto Claire, “if more people like you choose not to play the game, it's easier for people like me
towin” (185).

3.4 Generation X and the mystical (feminine) jouissance

In the eyes of yuppies, Generation X is synonymous with losers. With a unviersity education,
they choose to quit the system and parody the romantic wanderers. However, they remain
homelessin their bungaows. The capitdigtic world outside sckens them to death; but nature
does not offer them any enlightening vison. In fact, they hate using language to retroactively
contain Nature or experience, hereby creating another master narrative. “ Andy”—the focal
narrator—isahermitic minimdig. His saf- effacing narration denctes amind thet is very

different from the romantic or yuppic ego (both endeavor to make the Self stand out). Hisidedl
world isa“barren” zone without signs (TV, money, music, good looks) but with dazzling sensud
images. The “ecdatic drops of pomegranate blood” will hang “like rubies’ from “their old brown
leether source, dluding to theintense. . .fertility ingde’ (10). In that regard, if modernismis
centered upon the crisis of representation (which ends in a slf-reflexive language), Generation X
bravesthe crisis of symbolization itsef and risksending in aradica slence. Itisamost akinto (a
quas-religious) anti-intellecutdism for the pleasurable (dumb) redlity they pursueis
fundamentdly extrdinguistic and sensud, henceit can only present avoid to the mind. In
Freudian terms, the X-subject favors “thing- presentations’ to “word- presentations’. Itisa
language that invokes the subject to go beyond signification, even though its presentation is il
linguistic phenomena (“as opposed to Das Ding, which is entirdly outsde language and the
unconscious™). With avehement hatred against the false representation of Thingsin
commericds, it is no wonder that they consider the city to be a prison or alabyrith for it is
surrounded by posters that re-present “food” in the form of a“marshmalow cream pie’, or
“love’ as“akiss from the lovely film star Sophia Loren” with “cartoon chickens’ (58). And they
aso cometo distrust the library for it drives people to lead a (false) life with words, and
misinterpret words to be the Thing. Generation X isaso ferocioudy againg yuppie conformism
with their desire to own things, and, in particular, own the same thing in name of “Individudity”.
Microserfs features this embarrassing incident: Danid yells “Gap check!”, and everybody in the
Microsoft office has to confess up to the number of Gap garment currently being worn. It turns
out that only one person in the entire office remains a“ Gap-free soul” (270). Coupland’s
Generation X wants to escape from “ bar-coded industrialism” and “ standardized consummable
units’ (ibid). Hence they make aradica move.

Andy, Claire and Dag want to “empty [their braing], read books and be with people who
[want] to do the samething” (41). In the nove, PAm Springsin Cdiforniaistheir chosen
romantic sanctuary: they live in bungaows in order to stay away from the city and people. Like
the romantics, they favor the “dynamic sublime’ for they prefere to see the sublime Thing in its
chaotic, excessve, undomesticated, non-touristic form. At fifteen, Andy spends al hislifesavings
to fly to Canada to see the tota eclipse of the sun. Secondly, like the romantics, they adore
flowers and plants. Andy has a habit of buying 52 daffodil bulbs (unlike instrumenta reason, X-
logic favors impulsve contingency: he plants them by hurling 52 cards across the lawn, abulb
will be planted where acard fdls). Claire’ sresstance to Tobias yuppie-manifesto isthet she
wants to have tulipsin her bungalow.

However, here ends the analogy between Generation X and the Romantics. Firgt of dl, PAm
Springsisnot Lakeland. A desart in Cdiforniameansthereis il little chance for them to
wander londly as acloud. Coupland ironically places a comestic surgery center at the back of his
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subjects bungdows, with Andy’s dog being particularly interested in the liposuction fat inside
the disposa bags. Added isthe fact that PAm Springsis a quasi- aristocratic spot inhabited by
retired people. This novel indirectly points out the fact that “ avoiding the (middle-class) crowd”
can be an expensive game nowadays. Unless they want to become genuine “desert rats’, only
wedl-off people can afford to live in a sparsdy populated area while maintaining acertain
gandard of living. PAm Springsis“asmal town where old people are trying to buy back their
youth and a few rungs on the socid ladder” (12). Its citizens are rich enough to ask the less
privileged to cut the thorns from their cactuses. Thirdly, in terms of the X-subjects profession,
Andy, Dag and Claire are not poets. In a post-indudtria society, manufacturing-based jobs are
hard to come by, and this means that Marxists can no longer theorize a revolution with the hope
of uniting laborers productive force with their artigtic creetivity. After quitting their office jobs

in the service industry, these X - subjects are demoted to become employees doing service-based
McJobs.®> Andy and Dag are bartenders, Claire worksin the perfumery department in a
megastore. In terms of their household items, they may be more unconvertiond, but they il
have alot of semi-disposable swedish furniture. They dl drink Evian water, gin and tonic, and eat
scientificaly enhanced popcorn. The only difference lies probably in the absence of middle-class
enthusasm and alot of sef-reflexive critique while they perform the same behavior. Claire feds
sheis“inserting fuel rodsinto a core’ when she puts the popcorn inside the microwave oven
(138).

In short, whether they like it or not, Generation X is brought up in a capitdigtic society, and
its perceptions are mediated through the consummerigtic culture. In the beginning of the nove,
ther firgt thought about the sun plainly tells us that their minds have suffered from media-
intoxication. Sunriseis like “aline of Vegas showgirls burging on stage” (4). Coupland's
characters may despise the way in which capitdigts profit themsdaves by mass-producing things,
but, in the midst of their skeptical distrugt, the capitdigtic “technologies of sdf” (to use
Foucault’ s words) have engineered an interesting impasse: under the “care’ of capitdism, the
subject feds suffocated for it reduces decision-making to afalse choice, afase freedom that
digguisesitsdf by diversty. The subject hasto shop dl the same, but it can have “its own choice’
among designated lines on the shelves, it can even enjoy abit of democractic salf- representation
with the arrival of a customer careline. On the other hand, even though the commodifying culture
may be absent, the X-subjects epistemeis so well-defined and delimited by their preconceptions
that they can only make a fal se departure from the system. Coupland's X -subjects rgject the
world at large but gill ask the question “Why am | poor?’ (120). This double- hearted
identification can only make them cynicd. Hence after making his cusomerssing “It'sa
heartache’ and winning fifty dollars on abet, Dag literdly egts up the dollar note and says, “Hey,
Andy, you are what you eat” (21). It is arebellious gesture to foreground how he mimics—and
spurns—theworld s bdief: “I love money”.

In that regard, Generation X is not staging arevolution to slamp out capitaism, but to stamp
out a particular mode of jouissance within the capitdistic mentdity, i.e. the dehumanizing surplus
jouissance. After declaring to themsdlves that “ shopping is not creeting” (45), they try to re-
cregte life by telling Sory after sory. They employ the “language of transcendence’ to relocate
an idenity away from and out of their immanent placing, thereby creating a context that enables a
short-lived ecgtatic illumination. This certainly manifests the influence of romanticiam, like the
way POets use poetry to regenerate the broken, aienated subjectivity. However, given the new
people sdistrust of the romantic discourse and their McJobs, their imagination failsto liberate
them to remake the sdf whole again. Their stories are usaless, non-thergpeutic, non life-changing.
They useit tofill up the void in their Being, only to reved the hole-ness, the compartmentalized
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dimengonintherr lives. These subjectstalk about “sublimelove’, but it failsthem—thisloveis
either impracticd, or downright suicidd for alate-twentieth (and twenty-first) century
materidigtic society. For example, Claire tdls the story of an astronaut who goesto a place cdled
Texlahorma—a place that Claire, Andy and Dag invent to ridicule middle-class decency
(Texiahorma citizens love shopping, shoplifting, and shooting each other a Thanksgiving parties.
All *adults keep large quantities of chegply sewn scarlet sex garmentsin their chest of drawers’
45). Owing to space poisoning, the astronaut Buck |ooks like the monster Frankenstein and can
only remain awake for haf an hour per day. To return to the beautiful Earth, he needs the love
waves of awoman to restart the spaceship. A problem occurs when there is only enough air for
one person in the ship. Helivesin the basement of afamily, and the three girls one by onefal in
love with him. He asks them to help him. Two of them—following the idea of rationd choice(in
which rationd actors srategicdly plan their behavior by baancing sdf-interested action and
common interests—not only refuse to help him, but refuse to see him anymore. Findly, Serena
ishistrue love, hetdls her the truth that she will dieif she wantsto save him. Serenasmply
says, “I understand” (52). Her reward is that she leaves that loveless, caculating but well- off
place cdled Texlahorma, she sees her lover’ s face changing into the face of a handsome young
man, and she has a vison of Earth being a*“glistening blue marble againgt the black heavens that
the gtars had stained like spilled milk” (52). This sory is obvioudy a sci-fi fairy tde after the
fashion of the Frog Prince and the Sleeping Beauty—its only difference lies in the unhappy
ending (which can only reved what Schilling says, the sublime is aways rdated to
“misfortune’). Trapped between the desire for a transcending, sublime love and duty to the life-
principle, the X-subjects cannot fed a sense of unity-within-disunity, or summon any
aesthetically synthetic judgement (thus, they stand in opposition to the Romantic writers
discussed by Abrams, whose writing of a“crisis autobiography” can help them “resolve a
spiritud crigs’, regenerate “ sdf-coherence’, enacts the process of “ conversion and redemption”
96). In the end, such imaginary narrdtives can only heighten the split between longing and
entrgpment. It aso foregrounds the failure of the Freudian ided of channelling desire through
sublimation. The sublime cannot be sublimated. If sublimation brings the subject to reconcile
with (sordid) redlity, the X-subject prefers to escape to the ecstatic temporality created by “little
cool moments’ (10).

Generation X shows how his X-subjects didike the broken world, and respond to it by
devoting themsalves to the pursuit of “flight narratives’. Through this act, they hope to
“reeffirm” the pogtivity of ther future. For example, Dag flees to the persona of “Otis’ to kill his
nuclear phobia. Eventually, Dag/Otis discovers that the “atomic bomb mushroom clouds redly
are much smaller than we make them out to be in our minds’, so there is “a sllencing of the smal
whispering nuclear voices’ (79). Claire creates the sory of Linda, awell-off girl who has
everything but follows the advice of a sect of monks and nuns who have attained “a sate of
santliness—ecstasy—release” (143). She shuts hersdf up for meditation for seven years. At the
end, she diesfor she has overdone it, but it turns out to be aflight to freedom. “Linda vacated her
old vessd, then flitted heavenward, where it went to St—Ilike asmdl ydlow bird that can sing dl
songs—on the right hand of her god” (148). Heidegger has long problematized this tendency to
repress the present life with asllencing of voices or the prospect of atimeless eternity. The
subject can ground itself in aworld of pseudo- mastery through technica/financid control or
metaphysica dreams, however, it falls to change the homeless state of its present existence. To
overcome the terrors of homeessness and ungroundedness, Heidegger proposes that humans
must return to a provisond ethics, away in which, to use Joanna Hudge s words, “to fed at
home is to recognize that being human is being in process, on the way to, but never completely
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acquiring, an understanding of being: of sdif, of context, and of the forces within which one finds
onesdf placed” (81). In other words, if one rejects earthy capitalism because it dogmatically
defines the self and its needs, one should aso rgject those dternate-world discourses (e.g. the
basement culture, or desert transcendence) that autocratically transport the subject to an exclusive
coterie that negates the existing world. For the cure of homelessnessliesin turning the world

from mereliving to afull dwelling, and it requires an affirmation of arelation to being, to others
and to things.

It isin this sense that we can see the X-subject’ s leaving the desert as a postive move. A
sense of the Big Othe—the Law—returns after Dag has committed a crime and the arriva of the
police symbolizes the subject’ sinability to escape from worldly interference and the paterna
gaze. Eventudly, these X-subjects make a compromise: they are to become entrepreneurs. They
will open ahotel, but it is going to incorporate the Redl hole in the symbolic order. It aims at
being a chaos which defies dl corporate logic or management strategies. Dag visudizes this hotel
as not for business, but for “friends and eccentrics’ (134). They will have abar where “everyone
daples busness cards and money to the wals and celling”, and their activity will be “drinking
rum drinks, and telling ories’. “ People who [tell] good Stories [can] stay for freg’. To usethe
bathroom, one must write ajoke on the wal (ibid). The defiance and parodying of the
enterprising spirit can only mean that they are determined to eliminate the surplus jouissance
while refusing to shut out the world. It isahotd, a dwelling- place that connects business and fun,
friends and strangers. It isin thislight that we can percelve the Heideggerian saying thet dl true
dwellings of human beings as the promxity of divinity: “The habitation of human beingsisthe
opening for the coming near of God (of the unknown)” (Heidegger, Wegmarken 353, J100).

On the way to joining his friends, Coupland does give his hero, Andy, a sense of coming
near to God, aforetaste of the divine experience. It opens up amystica but fulfiling holein the
core of the subject’ s existence. In Lacanian terms, the feminine joussanceis 1) a pure sensum
experience; 2) it ismystica and desubjectizing for it leaves the phdlic redm to creste an
unlocdizable and ineffable pleasure. As this enjoyment is unassmilable to the sgnifier, the
subject fedsits“singular”, “ineffable, stupid existence’ (Ecrits 194). Lacan uses Bernini’s
sculpturd portrayd of St Teresal's heart being mydticaly pierced by an angdl’ s sword to illugtrate
this concept. The processis mystica for it happens without the subject’ s taking any action. The
result isawound that manifests a new being-in-time, and a new being-with-others (flames of pain
and love for God and people), anew being towards the degth of the old sdif.

The end of the nove gives us an idea about this mystical- sensud enjoyment. Andy accepts
the proposd that he should go to Mexico. He is stopped by awonderful sight on the road—the
sublime presence of a big “thermonuclear cloud’—which can be Coupland’ s atheistic symbol of
an “angry” god (204). All cars sop and Andy is surrounded by a school busfull of retarded
children. What comes next is a big white bird that has determined to hover around them. It
chooses to scratch Andy, leaving him with abig, mystical wound. In a very subconscious way,
Coupland has actudly enacted the Teresian scene of having Andy wounded by a heavert sent
cregture. All voices stop, Andy fdls “to hisknees’. The “moment’ s beauty” makes him
“essentialy [forget that he] had been cut”, and then he notices blood due to this “talon cut” (207).
Andy iswounded by the bird—which opens up the pain of being, however, heis heded by the
“fath- heding gesture’ of the retarded children. With the children’ s “family-like’, “adoring”,
“uncritical embrace’, “optimistic and healing staccato caress’, Andy fedls “being winded—
crushed— pinched and trampled” (207). The wound opens up a new horizon of existence for
Andy, and he islifted from aworld of deadened sensations (in the middle of Mexican traffic) to a
world of love, pain, voices, slence, with blood, heding and crushedness. In Coupland’ s version,
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the flame of love comes not from any supernatura creature, but from the retarded children. They
have given Andy “pain” owing to this “crush of love’. In the realm of feminine jouissance,
language has no place. Andy is enlightened, strengthened, overthrown, excenterized and humbled
by agroup of young people who cannot even spesk properly. All they can say is“urrd”, “ooh”
and “aah” (207). However, this “warm assault of embraces’, performed by people who clearly
cannot attain (enlightenment) reason, throws the subject into an ecstatic paradox of fullness and
void.

In the eyes of the world, the X-subject has long become the incomprehensible, chaotic Thing
even though it may not have thiswound.® Coupland merely heightens this facet by ending his
gory with his hero carrying a Thing-like cut. It is going to be a hole that makes him whole, a
joyful “truth around afundamentd lack” (Marini 215). It isareturn to the romantic “ moment”
without any Blakean didecticd tenson, Wordsworthian synthesis, or Coleridge s terror-filled
notion of nogtalgic loss (asin hisvisonary poem on the Albatross). In an unawared moment, the
subject is caught in aworld of discontinuity, joy, fullness and sensudity. The intransgent
feminine jouissance leaves a degp mark on the body instead of the mind for its epistemological
void and positive subgtance: its mogt fulfilling moment, it foregrounds the “very nonfulfillment,
nonknowledge of desire’ (Marini 201), and in the most loving moment, it sends the subject to
the unknowing abyss of speechlessness and pain.

Endnotes

! Coupland does extend his notion of the X-generation to include three additional subgroups: the squires, the yuppie
wannabes, and the black holes. The squires are the uninteresting but productive, hardworking people that “exist
amost exclusively in couples and are recognizable by their frantic attempts to recreate a semblance of Eisenhower-
era plenitude in their daily lives in the face of exorbitant housing prices and two-job lifestyles’ (156). The yuppie
wannabes are the “ unenlightened” subgroup that believesin “the myth of ayuppie lifestyle being both satisfying and
viable. Tend to be highly in debt, involved in some form of substance abuse” (104). Black Holes refer to a sect of X-
people with a distinctive fashion sense: their wardrobes consist of almost entirely black clothing. Given the fact that
these are subgroups and are not at all featured in the novel, this paper will focus mainly on the dominant hip behavior
inthe X-generation.

2 A term coined by Daniel Bell as he believes the “axial principle’ of post-industrial society is the “centrality of
theoretical knowledge in economic innovation and policy” (14).

3 X-efficiency refers to an optimal economy that can be efficient in the production of some goods without ever
reducing the production of other goods—it necessarily requires efficiency in investment in technical progress and
careful planning.

4 Dylan Evans, An Introductory Dictionary of Lacanian Psychoanalysis (NY: Routledge, 1995) 205.

® According to Coupland, the McJob is “alow-pay, low-prestige, low-dignity, low-benefit, no-future job in the

service sector” (6).

® Coupland’s X-subjects are to be differentiated from adolescent rebelliousness—whose oedipal anxiety drivesthem
to kill the father, but eventually they want to establish their own Law in conformity with the paternal logic. They are
aso to be differentiated from yuffies (young urban failures) who, out of anger for their ill-success, reject the social
system. Yuffies may complain bitterly about the masters, but eventually, their ultimate desire is to become the
masters, to reinforce the logic of surplus profit. The X-subjects are not romantics who subscribe to the transcendental
unifying discourse of unity and universal love. They are aso different from the Beat generation which loves new
gurus or new mastersin the spiritual realm.
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