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The literatures of Central Europe’s small countries were seriously engaged in the
national project during the nineteenth century, standardizing and exemplifying both the
national language and national heroes. However, the breakup of the Austro-Hungarian
Empire in 1918 produced a new ironic consciousness in the literatures of the newly-
independent Central European nations. Surprisingly, at a time when the peoples of
Central Europe achieved national self-determination, their literatures began using irony to
call nation and nationalism into question. Novels such as Jaroslav Hasek’s The Good
Soldier S’vejk, Robert Musil’s The Man without Qualities, Witold Gombrowicz’s Trans-
Atlantyk, and Milan Kundera’s The Book of Laughter and Forgetting criticize the
national project, its cultural manifestations, and its effect on modern subjectivity.

The similarities between these novels are obscured by the multiple historical
changes that swept through Central Europe throughout the twentieth century. The
breakup of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the independence of Czechoslovakia and
Poland in 1918 was followed a generation later first by the Nazi invasion of these

countries, and then the rise of Communism less than a decade later. Cold War
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geopolitics redrew the map of Europe, grouping Communist countries in “Eastern”
Europe while Austria, now a small nation itself, remained in the West. The critical result
of this temporally limited topography is a conspicuous absence of comparative
scholarship engaging these authors. Despite this critical lacuna, the influence of the
cultural development shared by German-speaking Austria and its Slavic neighbors on
Central European poetics is undeniable. These novels are products not only of the
modernist impulse as a whole but also of the twentieth-century Central European
Zeitgeist. This dissertation develops a theory of irony in order to examine the structure of
subversion common to all four of the novels in this study and then shows how irony
structures the text’s interaction with the reader as a political subject and implicates the
reader in a network of multivalent textual desire that subverts political hegemony,

nationalism, and literary genre convention.
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Introduction

While modernist writing has no shortage of anti-heroes, the constellation of the
Czech good soldier Svejk, the Austrian “man without qualities” Ulrich, the Pole Witold
Gombrowicz’s fictional alter-ego, and Milan Kundera’s panoply of marginal figures is
particularly striking. Not only do these misfits lack the quality of heroism, but they
actively subvert its ideals, having caused each of the novels in which they appear to be
banned at times. Difficult if not impossible to pin down ideologically, these protagonists
vacillate, betray, and undermine themselves and others even when acting with the best of
intentions. They appear not to represent any particular worldview, let alone a political
one, and yet they are read as all the more political for this very reason. Indeed, to speak
of these works as novels may even force us to reconsider what exactly constitutes a
novel. Almost every page is shot through with irony that subverts not only idealistic
content but also generic narrative structures as well. This raises the question: are these
similarities merely superficial, or is there a deeper explanation for this—are they products
not only of the modernist impulse as a whole but also of what Milan Kundera calls the
same “genius loci” (“From Nation to World” 12-13), of Central Europe?

The conspicuous absence of comparative scholarship engaging these authors is
perhaps attributable largely to the national, linguistic and critical traditions into which
these authors are often placed. In keeping with the dominant mode of criticism in Eastern
and Central Europe throughout much of the twentieth century, much of the scholarship on
The Good Soldier Svejk is explicitly structuralist, and while much has been written on

irony in Robert Musil’s The Man Without Qualities, the novel is often situated within the



German tradition rather than considering it against Czech or Polish works. The
topographies of marginality in Witold Gombrowicz’s Trans-Atlantyk have invited
approaches from the perspective of gender and queer theory, while Milan Kundera’s
exilic status has arguably helped him to win a place among the canonical writers of
Western Europe despite his thematizing of Central European concerns within his novels.
There is thus fertile ground for a comparative reading of these authors, based on shared
transnational and translinguistic regional context, benefiting from a critical approach
pliable enough to engage their novels in all their variety.
The Problem of Location

If these writers indeed partake of the same genius loci, we must specify the
location before the genius. However, a cursory glance at the names given to the region
that sits in the geographical heart of Europe is enough to suggest that the very definition
of the region—to say nothing of its history—is far from a settled matter. The region
sandwiched between the traditional powers of Western Europe on one side and Russia on
the other is variously known as Mitteleuropa, Central Europe, Eastern Europe, or—more
recently—East-Central Europe. Three of these four designations define the region at
least partly in terms of its actual geographical centrality to the European continent, and
the fourth also defines the region (somewhat less accurately) in geographical terms.
These geographical markers, however, mask the geopolitical interests that have struggled
for hegemony over the region for centuries. The term Mitteleuropa, for example,
connotes “the encounter of German culture with the other cultures of the same region, but
its predominant implication was that of a German or at best German-Hungarian

supremacy in Central Europe” (“Budapest Roundtable” 29). Offering a more



comprehensive definition, Robert Pynsent, the editor of the Reader’s Encyclopedia of
Eastern European Literatures, defines the region in terms of political oppression:

The term Eastern Europe is not simply geographical. This Companion covers

East European literature and that is a political designation. Eastern Europe

indicates those linguistic areas or nation-states which were or considered

themselves oppressed by [...] one of the four great European continental empires

(Austrian, Prussian, Ottoman, and Russian) for anything from fifty to a thousand

years. (Vvii)

In giving Eastern European literature a “political” designation, Pynsent categorizes the
region’s myriad literatures neither through any immanent quality of the literature itself
nor through shared cultural influences, but solely according to whether or not a particular
nation has suffered the indignity of being a subject nation of a larger multinational
empire.

Moreover, an Eastern Europe that includes obviously Central European countries
such as the Czech Republic or Hungary is a strictly post-1945 designation, based on the
former Soviet Union’s political domination of the region. Nor has the Cold War’s end
brought definitional accuracy. Attempting to redraw the region without a German- or
Soviet-centered perspective, Marcel Cornis-Pope and John Neubauer define “East-
Central Europe” as a “liminal” region between Western Europe and Russia, a region
whose countries have typically fallen under foreign domination, but their East-Central
Europe includes Asian nations such as Georgia and Armenia, undermining their attempt
at greater geographical nuance in favor of again defining the region’s literary cultures in

terms of geopolitical boundaries. These editors simply adjust the power dynamic implied



by “Mitteleuropa” or “Eastern Europe,” resulting in an emphasis on the perspective of the
subject nations and adding countries whose culture bears little resemblance to those of
Central Europe’s. Moreover, like Pynsent’s Eastern Europe, Cornis-Pope and Neubauer’s
East-Central Europe still excludes the “imperial literatures” of countries like Austria and
Russia. In defining this protean region in terms of its political domination by
multinational empires, the cultural definition of Mitteleuropa/Eastern Europe/East-
Central Europe is always imposed from the outside, precluding the possibility of the
region’s self-definition. The geographical fact of these countries’ respective locations in
Central and Eastern Europe alone might justify the inclusion of their literatures in a
survey of Central or Eastern European literature; a study of Austrian literature that fails to
take into account the Central European context (or vice versa) would seem to be at best
misguided. Thus, while some recent scholarship on Czech and Polish literature aims to
correct the weakness of the category of Eastern Europe, the term East-Central Europe is
simultaneously too inclusive—because it includes subaltern states from outside the
region—and too exclusive—because it excludes nations like Austria—to be useful for a
project that incorporates The Man Without Qualities.

The region’s practitioners of literature—the writers themselves—are equally
frustrated in their attempts to define the region. Rhetorically asking what the idea of
Europe means for the inhabitants of Central Europe, Kundera answers, “For them, the
word ‘Europe’ does not represent a phenomenon of geography but a spiritual notion
synonymous with the word ‘West’” (33). “After 1945,” Kundera continues, “the border
between the two Europes shifted several hundred kilometers to the west, and several

nations that had always considered themselves to be Western woke up to discover that



they were now in the East” (33). Not entirely unproblematically, Kundera divides
Europe into West and East based on the respective influences of the Roman Catholic and
Eastern Orthodox Churches. Under the influence of the former, countries like Poland,
Hungary, or the former Czechoslovakia would then be Western. What is at stake in these
ostensibly geographical designations, then, is not only the question of imperial influence
but also how the Central Europeans themselves come to define their own history and
culture. This project adds to the debate on whether these small nations have independent
cultures or merely local variations of the centralized imperial culture, and addresses how
such geographical designations complicate cultural markings.

In terms of their literary development, countries like the Czech Republic and
Poland are, regardless of political destiny, as “Western” as Austria or even Germany and
France, and so while it may be a bit old-fashioned, I use Central Europe as a name for a
region that includes Austria as well as its Slavic neighbors. For comparatists such as
Kundera, “Central Europe cannot be defined and determined by political frontiers”
(“Tragedy” 35) but the history of “Central Europe” can be defined by its culture,
especially its literary culture. While the shifting nature of the region’s political frontiers
indeed renders them invalid as the primary means of regional definition, nevertheless,
political boundaries can never be entirely absent from a consideration of Central
European culture. Insofar as its cultural production reflects, responds to, and even shapes
reactions to historical events, the litearary production of these geographically central but
politically marginal nations necessarily views the seminal moments of European history
from a decidedly different perspective. That is, for the majority of the countries situated

in the middle of Europe, the ways the dominant culture narrates their “history”—even



after (debatably) achieving geopolitical autonomy—have often been not of their own
choosing. Although all of these countries had their own separate linguistic and cultural
traditions and in some cases had been regional powers prior to subjugation by one or
another of the continental empires, their history is narrated by these very empires. Thus,
while Kundera argues that Central Europe must be understood culturally as part of the
West, he claims elsewhere that even within the West there are “two different ways of
regarding history (in which big nations play, or believe they play, the role of subject
whereas the small nations feel like history’s object)” (“From Nation to World” 7).
Kundera’s use of grammatical terms “subject” and “object” to distinguish between the
roles of powerful and weak nations in relation to history highlights not only their
difference in perspective but the discursive, narrative, and even desiring nature of history
itself.

Defining Central Europe, then, requires a model that can take borders and
frontiers into account while de-emphasizing their importance. In “Variations on Central
European Themes,” the Serbian novelist Danilo Ki$ adds to this discussion with a
terminological shift that, like Kundera‘s, effaces the border’s importance while
suggesting instead that the border crossing may be deserving of our attention. According
to Ki§, the two primary models for understanding Central European culture and literature
are a centripetal model, in which “we see Vienna as the fountainhead and epicenter of
culture for the entire region” (97), and a centrifugal model, which regards Central
European literature and culture “as an autonomous and self-sufficient phenomenon in
spite of and in opposition to Vienna, a counterreaction to all trends originating in Vienna”

(Ibid.). While Kis’s centripetal model is analogous to Mitteleuropa and his centrifugal



model analogous to both Pynsent’s “Eastern European” and Cornis-Pope and Neubauer’s
“East-Central European” categories, his terminology introduces the useful notion of
vectors or movement. That is, both the centripetal and centrifugal models imply
movement and direction, and I argue that it is precisely the notion of movement rather
than direction that is crucial here. In a region dominated at various times by different
multinational empires, Central European literature must be influenced by the culture of
the regional powers. However, if Central European literature is to have any value at all,
it cannot simply be a localized deformation of that power’s culture. That is, while it is
undoubtedly influenced by its position within the orbit of a hegemonic power, it is also
influenced by and responds to local concerns, some (but not all) of which are directly
opposed to that of the hegemony. To assign primacy to one sphere of influence over
another—the either/or of the centripetal vs. centrifugal dichotomy—is an arbitrary move.
Attempting to define the region in terms of a multiplicity of vectors, then, may provide a
corrective to preexisting models.

The work of the French poststructuralist Michel de Certeau is especially useful for
considering vectors and space in relation to power dynamics. In The Practice of
Everyday Life, de Certeau makes a categorical distinction between place and space.
According to de Certeau, “A place (lieu) is the order (of whatever kind) in accord with
which elements are distributed in relationships of coexistence. It thus excludes the
possibility of two things being in the same location (place). The law of the ‘proper’ rules
in the place: the elements taken into consideration are beside one another, each situated in
its own ‘proper’ and distinct location” (117, author’s italics). The most common example

of de Certeau’s conception of place is a map, where clear demarcations exist between



countries. Shared cultural influences, trade routes, and border crossings (in the sense of
the act of crossing a border) do not appear on the map. The map effaces the existence of
vectors that establish relationships between separate places. The map of Austria-
Hungary, for example, does not show how the empire’s satellite populations speak a
language different from German, nor does it show the contentious relationship they have
with Vienna.

Space, on the other hand, makes this multiplicity of vectors present. “Space,” de
Certeau writes, “occurs as the effect produced by the operations that orient it, situate it,
temporalize it, and make it function in a polyvalent unity of conflictual programs or
contractural proximities” (117). That is, space revels in the ambiguity and instability that
are anathema to place. “In relation to place,” de Certeau continues, “space is like the
word when it is spoken, formed into a term dependent upon many different conventions,
situated as the act of a present (or of a time) and modified by the transformations caused
by successive contexts [...] In short, space is a practiced place” (117, author’s italics).
De Certeau’s analogy comparing space to the word is something to which I will return in
my discussion of Jacques Lacan’s four discourses, but my point here is that de Certeau’s
conception of space allows us to consider geography not in terms of borders but border
crossings, not in terms of unidirectional influence and action but in terms of a multiplicity
of vectors that simultaneously work within and against hegemonic definitions of a
geographical locus (place).

In fact, every place is already a space, but particular motivated interests can turn
space into place, and vice versa. De Certeau uses the example of a map to make this

point: “[I]f one takes the ‘map’ in its current geographical form, we can see that in the



course of the period marked by the birth of modern scientific discourse (i.e. from the
fifteenth to the seventeenth century) the map has slowly disengaged itself from the
itineraries that were the condition of its possibility” (120). In order to map a state or a
region, one must be able to travel to its borders, and it is this voyage that makes mapping
possible. At the same time, the map must efface the traces of these voyages in order to
create the illusion of “proper” and “distinct” locations. Place, therefore, is fundamentally
illusory, the result of a retroactive delineation. To consider a place from a spatial
perspective, then, is simply to call attention to the itineraries and operations that are
immanent, if repressed, in location. Based on my understanding of de Certeau,
Mitteleuropa is a place, but so is Eastern/East-Central Europe because the latter does not
address shared influence, instead presuming a qualitative separation between the literary
cultures of the Czechs and the Austrians, to take one example. Central Europe is for me a
protean, amorphous space where both the hegemonic and subaltern cultures contribute in
different ways to our understanding of the region’s literature.

Taking into consideration all the issues to which I have briefly alluded here, I will
argue that this perspective grounded in a subaltern relationship to history informs the
novels I consider in this project. For although some modernist authors of East-Central
Europe have proclaimed their distance from politics, these novels demonstrate an
engagement in conversations about nation, nationalism and history that subvert both the
monolithic histories grounded in the perspective of the “big nations” and hegemonic
discursive structures. They do so by utilizing comic—especially ironic—narrative
strategies and modes of discourse to carve a space for a more cosmopolitan vision of

history. After considering the “location” of the genius loci, we may now attempt to
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define its particular “genius.” The first question is one of historical context: who or what
is determining the meaning of artistic “genius”?

Theorizing/Thematizing History
“History is a nightmare from which I am trying to awake.” —James Joyce

The ideological predisposition to consider history as merely a chronicling of
factual events makes it easy to omit the realization that historical narratives are biased
according to who is relating the meaning of these events. Historical narratives “most
manifestly are,” as Hayden White claims, “verbal fictions, the contents of which are as
much invented as found and the forms of which have more in common with their
counterparts in literature than they have with those in the sciences” (82, author’s italics).
The word fiction here, derived from the Latin fictio (to shape or form; to counterfeit; to
assume), implies the necessarily subjective nature of any historical narrative. However,
if histories take as their subject matter facts and real events, what disqualifies them from
the status of a purely objective narrative? “Histories,” White answers, “gain part of their
explanatory effect by their success in making stories out of mere chronicles; and stories
in turn are made out of chronicles by an operation which I have elsewhere called
‘emplotment.” And by emplotment I mean simply the encodation of the facts contained in
the chronicle as components of specific kinds of plot structures” (83). I understand the
word “chronicle” here as designating a sequence of events, factual, fictional or mythic,
referred to by any story. Simply presented in order of occurrence, without commentary
or interpretation, chronicles lack obvious narrative qualities such as intention or causality,
appearing as nothing more than “a congeries of ‘facts’ which, in their unprocessed form,
make no sense at all” (White 83). According to White, then, what we conceive of as

history is never the purely objective reconstruction of the historical chronicle, but rather
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the work of an interested consciousness desiring to generate meaning and perceive
relationships among the raw materials of the world.

Moreover, White situates his observation in a psychoanalytic perspective, arguing
that facts, inherently devoid of meaning, are an example of the Lacanian category of the
Real, or that which can never be known except through the inherently limited and
limiting perspective of a meaning-making narrative. It is only through the process of
being taken up in the network of signifiers—language—that the Real comes to mean
anything, to find a place in our psychic and ideological economy. The lack of inherent
meaning in (Real) historical events leads White to claim:

[N]o given set of casually recorded historical events can in itself constitute a
story; the most it might offer to the historian are story elements. The events are
made into a story by the suppression or subordination of certain of them and the
highlighting of others, by characterization, motific repetition, variation of tone
and point of view, alternative descriptive strategies, and the like—in short, all of
the techniques that we would normally expect to find in the emplotment of a
novel or a play[...] Whether they find their place finally in a story that is tragic,
comic, romantic, or ironic—to use [Northrop] Frye’s categories—depends upon
the historian’s decision to configure them according to the imperative of one plot
structure or mythos rather than another. (84, author’s italics)

In other words, no matter how “true” the events referred to by any historical narrative
may be, they have no explanatory force until placed within a narrative that establishes

relationships using familiar plot structures. Knowledge, conceived as the ability to make
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meaning, is nowhere inherent in the chronicle, but only in the structure of a historical
narrative.

We find a parallel to White’s terminology in the work of psychoanalytic literary
critic Peter Brooks’ Reading for the Plot, in which Brooks draws upon the categories of
Russian formalism in distinguishing between fabula, the order of events referred to by a
narrative, and sjuZet, the order of events presented in the narrative itself (12). These two
categories are analogous to chronicle and history, respectively, in White. Commenting
on the relationship of sjuZet/history to fabula/chronicle, Brooks claims, “Narrative always
makes the implicit claim to be in a state of repetition, as a going over again of a ground
already covered: a sjuzet repeating the fabula (97). White’s “operation” of emplotment
finds a literary cognate in “plot,” which Brooks defines as “the active process of sjuzet
working on fabula, the dynamic of its interpretive ordering” (25). Because any plotted
narrative—even historical—is always already sjuzet, Brooks argues, “We must [...]
recognize that the apparent priority of fabula to sjuzet is in the nature of a mimetic
illusion, in that the fabula—*what really happened’—is in fact a mental construction that
the reader derives from the sjuzet, which is all that he ever directly knows (13). Thus any
narrative, from the purely imaginary to the “purely factual,” is implicitly marked by the
shaping consciousness or even an “unconsciousness’—always the product of a
perspective limited in time and place—and narrative only comes to the reader with this
marking.

I want to argue that the limitations of perspective, however, do not suffice to
render a historical narrative invalid. Indeed, two opposing histories could conceivably be

generated from arranging and interpreting the same apparently factual material from the
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perspective of the empowered or the disesmpowered. That is to say, while histories that
falsify evidence may be discredited by refuting their fact-claims, this mode of criticism
cannot account for the explanatory force of a counterfeit history nor those of alternative
histories whose fact-claims are equally valid. White stipulates that if histories gain their
explanatory power not through factual but through formal means, the “nonnegatable
element” in a history “is its form, the form which is its fiction” (White 89). White adds:
The “overall coherence” of any given “series” of historical facts is the coherence
of story, but this coherence is achieved only by a tailoring of the “facts” to the
requirements of the story form[...] Properly understood, histories ought never to
be read as unambiguous signs of the events they report, but rather as symbolic
structures, extended metaphors, that “liken” the events reported in them to some
for with which we have already become familiar in our literary culture[...] The
metaphor does not image the thing it seeks to characterize, it gives directions for
finding the set of images that are intended to be associated with that thing. (91)
This argument has ramifications for any narrative which follows generic structures. I
would agree with Brooks’ claim that “Plot is the structure of action in closed and legible
wholes; it thus must use metaphor as the trope of its achieved interrelations, and it must
be metaphoric insofar as it is totalizing” (91), but I would add that White’s emphasis on
the importance of plot structures which serve as templates for the dynamic of plotting
and even reading implies that meaning depends more on these structures than on the
interrelation of any thematic content. As White suggests, “Viewed in a purely formal
way, a historical narrative is not only a reproduction of the events reported in it, but also

a complex of symbols which gives us directions for finding an icon of the structure of
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those events in our literary tradition” (88, author’s italics). Rather than operating as “the
trope of achieved interrelations,” metaphor functions instead as a pre-existing structure
into which variable content may be plugged, suggesting that the overall meaning of a
history is predetermined by narrative structure.

If this is the case, then subversion of history cannot be accomplished by an
attempt to simply correct the record. Rather, subversion necessarily becomes a formal or
structural problem. Here, the work of Jacques Lacan is important because his unique
conflation of psychoanalysis, structuralism, and Hegelian dialectics produces a structure
of historical discourse. Generic histories and narratives operate under the aegis of what
Lacan calls the “master signifier.” Explaining the master signifier in The Sublime Object
of Ideology, Lacanian theorist Slavoj Zizek notes that when speaking about the
ideological, it is the presence of a certain “master signifier,” the signifier of an
ideological system as such, which stops the sliding of other signifiers and fixes their
meaning in ways that have political relevance. According to Zizek, “in the ideological
space float signifiers like ‘freedom’, ‘state’, ‘justice’, ‘peace’... and then their chain is
supplemented with some master-signifier (‘Communism’) which retroactively determines
their (Communist) meaning: [for example] ‘freedom’ is effective only through
surmounting the bourgeois formal freedom” (102). Discourse in which the meanings of
words are dependent on the silent operation of a master signifier is analogous to de
Certeau’s conception of place, wherein the inherent ambiguity and sliding of meaning is
effaced and each signifier appears to have clearly demarcated boundaries. While Zizek’s
claim works on the level of language and ideological systems, when discussing narrative

the issue is less one of identifying the master signifier per se, but rather the discursive
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structure which privileges it, allowing it to indicate a priori the metaphoric value of all
the other signifiers in the text.

The historian, then, succeeds less by bringing new facts to light than by telling a
story that use familiar structures, bringing “to his consideration of the historical
record[...] a notion of the #ypes of configurations of events that can be recognized as
stories by the audience for which he is writing” (White 84). “The reader,” White
continues, “gradually comes to realize that the story he is reading is of one kind rather
than another: romance, tragedy, comedy, satire, epic, or what have you. And when the
reader “has perceived the class or type to which the story he is reading belongs, he
experiences the effect of having the events in the story explained to him” (86). For this
reason, White writes, “historical narratives are not only models of past events and
processes, but also metaphorical statements which suggest a relation of similitude
between such events and processes and the story types that we conventionally use to
endow our lives with culturally sanctioned meanings” (88). Any historical narrative,
then, is equal parts manipulation of a chronicle and manipulation of the reader. To the
extent that they follow any generic conventions, even the most politically radical and
engaged narratives mobilize desire in predictable ways, routing the reader’s “trans-
individual” desire through pre-established channels. In this sense, generic narrative
discourse, like everyday speech, is always “the discourse of the Other” according to
Lacan.

The idea of history as a formalization of data into a metanarrative, as White
conceives, is intensified here by the idea of genre. Genres are always both conscious

uses of style and “specific socio-historical operations of language by speakers and
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listeners, writers and readers” (Heath 168-9). Such genre address, Stephen Heath argues,
“appeals, is an envisaged mobilization of desire, holding reader or listener to ‘pleasures’
which define her or his generic participation” (169, author’s italics)." Genre conventions
determine the direction that desire can take toward fulfillment, undermining the
subversive potential of the aesthetic. Whether explicit or not, the resistance to a
hegemonic version of history is resistance to both a particular discourse and a particular
kind of discourse, and if irony is a strategy of resistance endemic to the novels under
consideration, it is because irony is a technique uniquely suited to address discursive
phenomena on the level of both content and form.> However, if irony’s role is to subvert
narrative structure, this suggests that irony itself is a structural phenomenon, or at least
one that is marked by being different from certain generic structures. This is important
not only for the collective modernist impulse, which perceived a historical schism as the
world entered modernity, but especially for Central European modernists, whose
subaltern position within the European continent provided the ideological distance they
needed in order to recognize the relationship between historical narrative structure and its
power. It is for this reason that irony appeals to the temporal genius loci of Central
European modernism. Having already discussed the locus of this particular ironic
worldview, the next aspect of this concept that requires attention is the genius, or better
yet, “le génie comique.””

The Comic, or “It’s not funny if I have to explain it”

“If everyone were honest with each other, they’d soon start punching each other’s noses.” —Jaroslav Hasek

" Indeed, the title of Wai Chee Dimock’s recent discussion, “Genres as Fields of Knowledge” suggests that
genre itself functions in its own creation of “truth.”

? In their engagement with this issue the modernist authors of Central Europe anticipate the distrust of
“metanarratives” more commonly associated with postmodernism.

3 T use the French term génie here because it connotes the idea of genius and is also a figure for an almost
demonic presence—the genie escaped from a bottle or lamp—that is the unconscious.
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In describing the motive force behind the comic, I prefer the French “génie”
because not only is the term cognate with the English and Latin “genius,” it also carries
the association with the daemonic, suggesting a residual, repressed specter that haunts the
quotidian. Recognizing that there is no universal standard by which everybody can agree
on what is or is not funny, it is necessary at the outset to define the comic for the
purposes of this discussion. In comic theories that do not impose a rigid dogmatism on
their object of study, there tends to be a recurring emphasis—inseparability, even—of the
comic from the twin concepts of simultaneity and complexity. Using “comedy” as a
broad term that covers the comic genre, Alenka Zupanci¢ writes that “comedy thrives on
all kinds of short circuits that establish an immediate connection between heterogeneous
orders” (8). This “short circuit” indicates simultaneity insofar as its effect depends on the
difference between the literal meaning of words and something that exceeds this
meaning. In her survey of modern and postmodern comic theory, Jerry Aline Flieger
argues that “comic” is the most inclusive term that can capture the various comic
theories’ emphasis on play, suggesting that the comic is “a mode of writing which is not
necessarily funny (and which may even be frightening or poignant) but which can
nonetheless be associated with the kind of clowning or gaming so prevalent in late
twentieth century writing. Indeed, I use the term comic as a performing metaphor that
both demonstrates and generates the process it describes” (13). Focusing on the novel, I
argue that the comic mode of writing shows not only that the content of the message is
irreducible to the surface meanings of the words on the page, but that a comic transaction
also generates this complexity in the reader. The simultaneity of this connection between

heterogeneous orders and the dymanic of its transmission introduces the question of
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complexity as well: how is it that we adequately communicate multiple, heterogeneous,
and above all unspoken ideas simultaneously? An account of the comic must necessarily
take intersubjectivity into account.

My approach to the comic is grounded in psychoanalytic theory both because I
find it to be the best theoretical exploration of intersubjectivity and because even in its
nascence, psychoanalysis deals extensively with the comic. Indeed, Sigmund Freud’s
Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious (hereafter Jokes) stands close enough to the
inception of psychoanalysis that it may be regarded as one of the movement’s seminal
texts. Written only six years after The Interpretation of Dreams, in which Freud
“discovered” the unconscious and delineated the processes by which unconscious desires
are disguised so that they may be presented to the dreamer in acceptable form, Jokes
finds in the joke-work the same processes of displacement and condensation that enable
the sublimated expression of forbidden desires in the dream-work. In other words, the
dream-work and the joke-work rely on the same techniques in order to dissimulate,
disguise, and sublimate repressed desire. In allowing repressed desire to find an
acceptable form of release, dreams and jokes are both aesthetic and sexual in Freud’s
sense of being unattached to vital need.* However, because the joke-work, like the
novel, is a product of language, it is a much more explicitly social and therefore
intersubjective—even political—phenomenon. In his study of the psychic dynamics of
plotting, Peter Brooks suggests that “the tale as read is inhabited by the reader’s desire,
and that further analysis should be directed to that desire, not his individual desire and its

origins in his own personality, but his transindividual and intertextually determined desire

* I draw here on Flieger’s argument that Freud uses the terms “aesthetic” and “sexual” interchangeably. I
agree with her when she posits that Freud is not, as his critics claim, reducing everything to sex, but rather
broadening the category of the sexual. See Flieger, 1991, pp. 57-84.
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as a reader” (112). Similarly, for Flieger the comic is the symbol for intersubjectivity par
excellence; she emphasizes both the intersubjective nature of the comic and its origins in
desire when she writes that the comic may be “considered as coextensive with human
désir—desire as motor not only of the literary transaction, but of all human interaction
understood as a textual inweaving of subjects” (11). While the dream-work functions to
ensure the non-transmissibility of desire, to keep repressed desire from even the dreamer
herself, the intentional purpose of the comic is precisely to communicate unspoken,
repressed content to an other, the result of which is identification through shared desire.
The participants in any comic transaction are defined by their ambivalent
relation to intersubjective, intertextual desire. To complicate matters further, Freud
argues that the joke is not simply reducible to communication between two individuals,
but is in fact a transaction among a minimum of three subject positions.” This is perhaps
most apparent in Freud’s discussion of the tendentious “smut” joke, born of a situation of
sexual desire. An explication of Freud’s rough schematic here will help to establish the
dynamics of desire and transference for textual analyses in the chapters to follow. Freud
begins by hypothesizing a male who makes “wooing speech” (Jokes 117)—suggestive
comments, if not an outright proposition—toward a woman he desires sexually. If she is
of a similar mindset, Freud suggests, the initial verbal suggestion may yield to sexual
intercourse, in which case desire is fulfilled and there is no need for further aesthetic
dissimulation (117). However, the more “civilized” the social conventions of the
woman’s society, the more likely she is to reject any overt advances: “The obstacle
standing in the way [to direct fulfillment] is in reality nothing other than women’s

incapacity to tolerate undisguised sexuality, an incapacity correspondingly increased with

> See Flieger, 1991, pp. 65-68.
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a rise in the educational and social level” (120). Although Freud does not state this
explicitly, the woman’s intolerance for undisguised sexuality (and the male’s recognition
of this fact) is evidence of a third position that maintains a psychic presence in the room
if not a physical one. In rejecting the man’s advances, the woman allies herself with this
third position of social convention (the superego) against the socially unacceptable—
unacceptable because unrouted through social institutions such as marriage—advances of
the man. There are psychic barriers, then, to speaking desire directly, and it is the “law”
of social convention, a prohibiting agency with not inconsiderable psychic force, with
which the woman allies herself in denying immediate fulfillment of the male’s desire.
The denial or repression of desire is not the same thing as its annihilation;
repressed desire continues to seek an outlet. Frustrated by the force of social convention,
the male turns to indirect means of fulfillment. Freud writes, “The woman’s inflexibility
is therefore the first condition for the development of smut” (Jokes 118). Although it
may be counter-intuitive to consider smut as in any way “developed,” Freud’s use of the
word indicates that smut arises in response to an initial repression of desire, and there is a
direct correlation between the level of repression and the level of development that even
smut must undergo. Smut is aesthetic insofar as it does not fulfill a vital need—
reproduction—but serves instead as an outlet for desire through marginally more socially
acceptable means. The comic mode of communication, no matter how lowbrow, is an
aesthetic means of “unblocking” and communicating repressed desire. This last point is
crucial, for the Central European novels I examine here frequently employ demotic
humor and a consideration of their poetics cannot overlook this humor’s aesthetic and

even political function.
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The communication of repressed desire requires someone willing to hear it. If the
woman’s inflexibility is the first condition for smut’s development, the second condition
is the presence of a third person—another man—that guarantees the woman’s refusal.
This is because the third, whether he knows it or not, occupies the subject position of
social convention. For Freud, “This third person soon acquires the greatest importance in
the development of smut” (118), for although this third person’s presence guarantees the
woman’s refusal, it also offers a conduit for the sublimated realization of the first man’s
desire. The original male makes a joke at the woman’s expense to the third person. The
joke-work thus has a minimum of three subject positions: the joker, who disguises his
desire; the “butt” of the joke, against whom the verbal hostility is directed; and the
“laugher,” who is witness to the joker’s desire. Indulging in smut, the joker renounces
direct sexual satisfaction by the woman, exchanging his frustrated desire for a lower yield
of satisfaction at her expense. Freud notes that the more “proper” the woman, the more
likely she is to leave the room at this speech; this means that her physical presence is no
longer even necessary for the comic yield of the smut joke. Nevertheless, just as the
presence of a third subject position was already implied by the desired woman’s refusal
of the initial advance, her subject position within the triangular structure of the joke-work
remains even as her physical absence emphasizes that the joker’s object of desire is lost.°

The woman’s physical absence in this joke scenario shows that what is really at

stake in the comic transaction is the desire (or refusal thereof) of this third position,

® Freud’s use of gender categories is particularly troubling because he regards the masculine category as
active while the feminine is passive. Therefore, for Freud the male has subjectivity while the female often
assumes the status of an object. While later elaborations of psychoanalytic theory have rightly criticized
Freud on this issue, I only want to say here that the female has agency in Freud’s scenario—she chooses
whether or not to give in to masculine desire, and if she assents it is likely because she also desires. It is
precisely because she exercises her agency that her suitor must find a sublimated outlet for his desire. The
laughing male may be the most passive figure in this triad to the extent that he laughs “in spite of himself.”
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whose identification and allegiance will determine the success and even the normative
status of the joke. Disguising his desire, the joker renounces his original aim in favor of
an alliance—sealed with laughter rather than a handshake—with the third person. The
joker exchanges fulfillment of his desire for a recognition that legitimates it, albeit in
altered form. Insofar as the laugher, who is “bribed by the effortless satisfaction of his
own libido” (119), fulfills the expectations assigned to him, he is the primary recipient of
the joker’s deferred satisfaction. Laughing, he identifies with the joker’s subject position,
sharing not only the joker’s mirth but also his desire and the impossibility of its direct
fulfillment. On the other hand, if the laugher refuses to laugh, thus denying explicit
approval to desire sublimated through the joke-work, he identifies instead with the joke’s
butt, in which case these two form an alliance against the joker and his desire. Thus, in
addition to dissimulating desire, the aim of the comic transaction is to legitimize that
desire in lieu of fulfilling it.

There is a structural analogy between the precondition for joking, which is
dependent on repression, and the “primal horde” scenario that Freud develops seven
years later in Totem and Taboo (1912). Attempting to explain the structure of repression
in this later work, Freud finds it necessary to assume a foundational myth in which there
is a primal horde dominated by an alpha male who jealously keeps the horde’s female
population to himself, killing or driving off the other males with brute force. The
younger males, finding their vital reproductive drive stymied, are too weak individually
to defeat the alpha male, so instead they bond together and kill him, thus removing the

primary obstacle to sexual fulfillment. They are able to do so because each male
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recognizes that the others share his desire.” However, the initial identification, which
leads them to band together in the first place, also leads them to fear another taking the
father’s place. Therefore, they agree to renounce their claims to the females by
instituting the psychic remainder of the dead father as a prohibition. In death, the father
acquires totemic status, his name is immortalized, and his power, having been
transformed from brute strength to psychic residue, ironically becomes even greater.®
The precondition for joking and the primal horde share a triangular structure of desirer,
desired, and prohibiting agency. In Totem and Taboo these positions are first occupied,
respectively, by the younger male(s), the female, and the mythical father, but after the
primal murder the father has become a psychical, rather than physical agency. The
primal horde’s physical violence against the father is replaced in the joking scenario by
verbal violence against the female who identifies with the father’s subject position, and
the remaining males in both scenarios renounce direct satisfaction of desire in favor of a
“civilized” refusal that, according to HaSek (in the quotation that forms the epigraph to
this section) keeps our noses intact.

The third position in these two scenarios—the band of brothers and the laugher,
respectively—is thus ambivalent, simultaneously bearing witness to the transgression
against and submission to the social order. On one hand, the laugher bears witness to the
joker’s obedience to social norms, and like the band of brothers after the installation of
the father-as-totem, he identifies with sublimated desire even as his presence in the comic
transaction guarantees the persistence of direct fulfillment’s repression. On the other

hand, because the joke is itself a transgression against the symbolic order, the social

7 See also Flieger, 1991, p. 79.
¥ Jacques Lacan recognizes this with his puns equating the “nom du pére” with the “non du pere”; the
“name” of the father is also the “no” of the father.
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expression of repressed desire, the laugher is complicit in a transgression against the
Other. The laugh in the comic transaction thus rewards the joker’s artistry in
simultaneously observing social norms and transgressing against those very norms. The
joke “paradoxically act[s] to reinforce the civilized prohibitions [...] that it seems to
transgress, by working as a safety valve for excessive desire” (Flieger 68). The comic
“punch” stems in part from the complexity of the laugher’s simultaneous occupation of
multiple, seemingly contradictory subject positions (“guarantor of” and “accomplice in
transgression against” the Other). In the comic novel this sense of complexity (to say
nothing of laughter) is provoked in the reader by the text, so an analysis of the novel’s
comic function must account for the reader’s ambivalent relation to the desire of, for, and
in narrative.

This ambivalence, as Flieger insists throughout her work, is further complicated
by the problem of the reader’s comprehension, for despite the palliative effect of evoking
laughter with a joke, it is far from obvious that laughter indicates actual comprehension
of desire. Because the “inactive listener” in Freud’s comic scenario is “bribed by the
effortless satisfaction of his own libido” (Jokes 119), Flieger correctly notes, “In a sense,
it is the dupe of the jokework, and not the joking trickster, who seems to come out on
top” (64). Indeed, presuming to barter satisfaction for recognition of his desire, the
tendentious joker may be the biggest dupe of all. Although the joker’s aim is to
dissimulate and deliver desire, the laughter that he elicits may be more a response to the
fact of the joke itself than its contraband. Emphasizing the formal impact of jokes,
Flieger writes, “Freud tells us that the displacement joke relies on automatism in order to

make its point: rigid thought patterns in the hearer, which take for granted the direction or
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meaning of the joking statement, cause the listener to be caught unaware by the joke’s
punch line” (64). According to Freud, “A comic fagade encourages the effectiveness of a
joke in more than one way; not only does it make the automatism of the joking process
visible, by holding the attention, but it also facilitates the discharge by the joke, by
sending on ahead a discharge of a comic kind. The comic is here operating exactly like a
bribing fore-pleasure” (187, my italics). What Freud calls the “fore-pleasure principle”
(168), also at play in both the sexual act and the act of reading,” is the recognition of
aesthetic artifice that allows the hearer/reader to suspend quotidian, more rigid mental
functioning under the reality principle for a brief period of time, allowing for the
temporary dominance of the pleasure principle. Indicating comic intentions by formal
means in order to create anticipation in his audience, the joker replaces one automatism
with another. Here, it is the form of mental functioning, rather than the content of the
aesthetic work itself, that creates fore-pleasure because the aesthetic work resembles the
form of mental functioning that recalls the infantile state and the pleasure principle’s
reign. The fore-pleasure principle’s appeal is regressive, and jokes that produce laughter
merely through formal techniques undermine their own potential transgression to the
extent that the laugher, by responding to the aesthetic facade, is simply going through the
motions without holding up his end of the bargain by recognizing the joker’s desire. For
the comic to be subversive, it must do more than hint at a temporary regression into
aesthetic play; the joker must seduce the laugher into filling the comic form with the
content of his illicit desire.

This discussion suggests that subjectivity may be viewed as spatial, in de

Certeau’s sense of the term. However, under the ideology of the quotidian, we tend to

? See Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality and “Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming,” respectively.
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assume that subjectivity is stable and thus on the order of place. By virtue of its
displacement of both linguistic meaning and subjectivity along the intersubjective circuits
of desire, the comic makes explicit the ambiguity and ambivalence immanent to
subjectivity. The specific trope of irony will intensify the dis-place-ment of the comic
even further.

Irony and Intentionality, or Le génie ironique

“Lacan was unequivocal about the fact that only the agency of wit or intellect could transform tragedy into
comedy.” —Stuart Schneiderman

To Flieger’s analysis, I want to add the all-important category of irony, which I
claim is necessary to ensure the laugher’s conscious recognition of and identification with
the repressed content. Having discussed the comic essence of this genius loci, I will now
detail its specifically ironic aspect. My argument is that irony is a more subversive mode
of the comic because of the work a successful ironic transaction requires of the reader
and also because of the affective charge that results. This argument draws on the work of
two important contributions to the study of irony, Wayne Booth’s A Rhetoric of Irony and
Linda Hutcheon’s Irony’s Edge, both of which emphasize the reader’s role in the
successful ironic transaction. A preliminary definition of irony, drawn from numerous
sources, is meaning something other than and in addition to what one says. Irony is
created when the literal meaning of an utterance is rejected in favor of an unspoken
meaning that carries with it a number of implications and contextual presuppositions.
What makes irony fascinating is that despite the misdirection of the ironist, the attentive
listener or reader should be able to reject the literal meaning and almost simultaneously
arrive at the correct meaning despite the fact that its implications and contextual

presuppositions remain unspoken. In order for this to happen, according to Linda
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Hutcheon, the interpreter must attribute both meanings and motives, making the
interpretation of irony a highly conscious act (12). This suggests that the fact that we
communicate ironically all the time makes it easy to ignore the complex nature of what is
actually occurring in the ironic transaction.

An immediate problem to be addressed, then, is how to define irony: one defining
feature of literature is that a literary work is (ironically) rarely literal. Booth
problematizes the distinction when he asks, “If the reader is expected to use his powers of
inference to make so much out of simple straightforward words like rain and hotel when
there is real rain and a real hotel, are we not dealing with irony?” (Rhetoric 9). A literary
work is (ironically) rarely literal and even the most seemingly unimportant details within
a text are changed by their relation to the sum total of the text’s signifiers. There is an
inherent doubling of meaning because the word’s meaning is split between its quotidian
use and its function within any text as a whole. For example, when the narrator of 7he
Man Without Qualties calls the interior of the Hofburg Castle hollow, he is not only
describing the apparent paucity of furnishings but also commenting on the absence of a
core to the ideological edifice of the Habsburg Empire. The detail becomes important
because of its place in a signifying network; the description is changed by the meaning of
the other signifiers in the text and changes them in turn—in the above example, the
hollowness of the empire reflects back on the novel’s characters, who themselves are
described as “hollowed out” (Musil 30) by the competing demands of Austro-Hungarian
subjecthood, making them symptomatic of a larger social epidemic. The end result of
which is that practically everything in a text construed as literary has a meaning different

from and in addition to the straightforward definition of the words themselves. Milan
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Kundera seems to be defining irony in just such a broad fashion, averring, “Irony means:
none of the assertions found in a novel can be taken by itself, each of them stands in a
complex and contradictory juxtaposition with other assertions, other situations, other
gestures, other ideas, other events” (Testaments 203). Kundera’s definition of irony,

99 <6

however, is much closer to what Peter Brooks calls “binding:” “to speak of ‘binding’ in a
literary text is thus to speak of any of the formalizations, blatant or subtle, that force us to
recognize sameness within difference” (101). The product of the master signifier’s
operation on the text, binding occurs when the formalizations of a text—literary or
historical text, as Hayden White has shown—cause verbal constellations to accrue around
a signifer, enriching the meaning of that signifier for the duration of the reading act.
Although essential to the literary transaction, then, binding is inherently hegemonic, so a
subversive text must “unbind” its own formalizations, or at least the generic
formalizations that it presents to its readers.

While binding creates a recognition of “sameness within difference,” irony works
in the opposite direction, forcing the reader to recognize difference within sameness.
Booth advocates just such a recognition when he argues that the successful ironic
transaction requires “a special form of complex verbal reconstruction” (Rhetoric 9).
Booth describes four steps to the successful ironic transaction. First, the reader must
reject the literal meaning of the utterance because of some incongruity either among the
words of the utterance or because of some contextual information that the reader knows
(10). Rather than simply rejecting the original statement as wrong, the reader must then

perform the second step and entertain alternative explanations that “come flooding in”

(11). In order for this to happen, the reader can neither immediately conclude that the
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writer is mad nor can he simply disagree; there must be a realization by the reader on
some level that the ironist is trying to convey something other than what he has said.
This leads to the third step, in which the reader makes a decision about the writer’s
knowledge or beliefs and concludes that the utterance and its incongruity were both
intentional. The fourth and final step occurs when, having made this decision about the
writer’s knowledge and beliefs, the reader “can finally choose a new meaning or cluster
of meanings with which [he] can rest secure” (12). For Booth these four steps can
happen almost simultaneously, and indeed they should; like other forms of the comic,
irony loses its punch when it requires explanation. This criterion of reconstruction moves
the ironic transaction’s subversive potential beyond the mere “fore-pleasure” offered by
the form of the comic, playing with the reader’s affective response and ideological
presuppositions in ways that may prove to be radical. I find Booth’s four-step
reconstruction to be convincing not only because it provides a model for analysis of any
particular irony, but also because each of these four steps is useful in elaborating on the
connection between irony and a psychoanalytic model of reading and desire.

The first step of this reconstruction, in which the reader is required to reject the
surface meaning of the utterance, typically stems not from any inherent mistake in the
sentence itself—ironic utterances typically use a common vocabulary and are
grammatically correct—but from some incongruity between what the sentence says and
what the reader knows to be true. However, irony does not stop there; in addition to
rejecting the surface utterance, Booth continues, “we must reject an unspoken proposition
on which it depends” (Rhetoric 10). Structured around an impossibility that the reader

must recognize, then, the ironic statement calls attention to the inadequacy of its surface
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meaning. This latter requirement is especially true when the ironic statement is entirely
consistent with itself (10), suggesting that the ironic utterance necessarily extends beyond
itself into a larger network of signification. For this reason, Booth claims that “the
distinction between internal and external clues [...] becomes strangely irrelevant when
one is deciding whether a passage is ironic” (10-11). As an intersubjective phenomenon,
irony must often mobilize the reader’s extrinsic knowledge in order to call attention to
itself.

Moreover, this inadequacy is not wholly contained within the ironic utterance
itself, but either originates in or extends to other unspoken utterances. Once
reconstructed by the reader, the ironic utterance does not merely unwork its own
meaning, but operates throughout the text like outward ripples after a rock is thrown into
a pond. This effect may be explained with reference to Roman Jakobson’s topography of
the metaphoric and metonymic axes of language.'® Jakobson asks us to conceive of
language as operating on a Cartesian coordinate plane: (+) in which the vertical axis is
the axis of “metaphor,” or substitution, while the horizontal axis is of “metonymy,” or
syntax. To state this problem in structural terms, the aforementioned rhetorical tropes of
metaphor, allegory and fable function to precipitate a move along the vertical,
“metaphoric” axis of language, the axis of substitution. A term in the manifest signifying

chain is a substitution for what the author is rea/ly talking about. If we take as our

12 Although I use “metaphoric” in Jakobson’s sense, the rejection of the ironic utterance’s overt meaning
helps to distinguish it from other rhetorical tropes such as metaphor, allegory, and fable. For example,
metaphor relies on a condition of similarity; the spoken and the unspoken are essentially interchangeable,
and the metaphor is sustained by the condition of sameness while irony depends on the difference between
the literal and hidden meanings. Meanwhile, allegory and fable rely on a sustained doubling of meaning
that does not entail a rejection of one meaning in favor of another, while irony necessitates an at least
hypothetical rejection of the literal meaning.
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example the phrase “the early bird catches the worm,” we see that the metaphoric
substitution operates on a one-to-one correspondence:

The early bird catches the worm.

empl(lyee ear|ns promoti|on.
Each “metaphoric” term is substituted by one equivalent term, and we arrive at the
intended meaning. In irony, however, this one-to-one correspondence rarely exists. The
impossibility of the ironic utterance typically necessitates a wholesale replacement of the
manifest signifying chain with the latent one, which may be very different indeed. To
consider this rejection in spatial terms, we might borrow Booth’s example, the sentence
in Candide that begins, “When all was over and the rival kings were celebrating their
victory with Te Deums in their respective camps...”. It is not just the statement that we
reject, but the unspoken proposition that both sides can win a war. We cannot substitute
terms on a one-to-one basis and arrive at what Voltaire’s narrator is really saying, which
might be reconstructed as: “After the battle, both sides claimed victory, even though it’s
only possible for one side to win, which means that at least one of the kings is
manipulative and/or deluded.” Irony thus says more than the surface utterance.

Booth’s second step of ironic reconstruction, in which a “flood” of alternate
explanations for the utterance’s incongruity in the utterance are entertained, is perhaps
the most perplexing. If a statement simply cannot be true, it seems that it would be more
intuitive to simply regard the incongruity that makes it so as a mistake on the speaker’s
part and move on. In the above example, we know that both sides cannot win a battle,
and the easiest way of dealing with this impossibility would be to say that Voltaire must

have made a mistake. Rather than reaching this conclusion, however, even minimally
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attentive readers will likely conclude that Voltaire was making an ironic statement about
the stupidity of war and its leaders. As Booth notes, we only accept the conclusion that
the author was careless or stupid when there is no other plausible explanation. This
suggests that we are in some respect captives of a drive toward meaning, assuming that
meaning in-sists in the verbal transaction. Although readers enjoy and even eagerly
anticipate the act of reading because it operates, according to Freud, under the aegis of
the pleasure principle, in the realm of fantasy, the comic “unworking” of everyday reality
does not mean that we are content with utter non-sense. We expect a text to mean
something and make sense, and as a result we will seek extrinsic justifications for the
apparent meaninglessness of an utterance. Irony makes use of this desire not only to
communicate unspoken content, but also to place the burden of constructing this content
on the readers’ shoulders.

In making the reader responsible for the reconstruction of the ironic utterance,
Booth highlights the intersubjective nature of irony: the ironic utterance, taken on its
own, is merely incongruous, but if the reader successfully performs the operation Booth
requires of him, the utterance in question gains meaning. This is where the third step—
the readers’ decision about the author’s knowledge and beliefs—becomes key, for this
decision entails myriad unspoken suppositions. The truth of every utterance is
necessarily supported by what we can call an ideological worldview, which is nothing
other than pre-existing discourse that has pinned the meanings of words in a particular
fashion. However, in order to emphasize the stability of reconstruction in his model,
Booth tends to assume careful readers who operate in an ideological and cultural vacuum

of their own. Providing a useful corrective, Hutcheon notes that there are dynamic, plural
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relations among text or utterance, the ironist, the hearer, and circumstances surrounding
the discursive situation (11). In other words, “Irony never occurs within a utopic
vacuum, but always from within social activity, which involves relations of real and
symbolic power (17). Words have a relatively stable meaning in everyday use only
because we agree on some basic, yet arbitrary presuppositions that are always
operative—if unspoken—when we communicate. When we use everyday language in
predictable ways, there is fairly consistent pre-conscious agreement as to which
ideological chain is operative, what knowledge and beliefs the speaker has. However, the
apparent non-sense of irony combined with our drive to integrate this strange utterance
into a comprehensible unit of meaning requires the reader to reconstruct a different
discursive chain in which the incongruous utterance is meaningful. Thus, when we make
a decision concerning the ironist’s knowledge and beliefs, we are actually doing nothing
less than inferring a worldview in order to explain a single statement’s incongruity.

To return to Booth’s four-part system, Booth conceptualizes this third step of
reconstruction in spatial terms harking to Aristotle, whose treatises on rhetoric provided
an account of intellectual “locations,” positions from which a certain host of
presuppositions were held to be true or certain types of arguments considered to have
more rhetorical force (Rhetoric 34). “Sometimes,” Booth writes, “rhetors constructed for
themselves mental blueprints of entire edifices containing many places. Such buildings
were recommended most often as aids to memory—an orator could move through his
building and find not only his places but recall his chosen sequence with [...] incredibly
detailed memory” (34). This architectural metaphor is useful in its emphasis on both

metaphoric “location” and metonymic sequence. The construction of the final “truth” of
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the argument requires not only these arbitrary positions but also their situation within a
sequential discourse. Modifying the idea of intellectual locations from its original use,
Booth suggests that we might see a rhetorical position as a platform on which to stand.
Around each platform/position accrue a number of assumptions and ways of seeing the
world, and it is the deception of the ironist to pretend to stand on one platform, when in
fact he stands on a better, perhaps “higher” platform from which he invites readers
capable of comprehending his irony to join him in rejecting the inferior position and all
its attendant assumptions and beliefs. Booth suggests that “perhaps the implied
intellectual motion is really ‘downward,” ‘going beneath the surface’ to something solider
or more profound; we rip up a rotten platform and probe to a solid one” (Rhetoric 35).

I want to distance myself from Booth’s topographical model here because his
vertical positioning implies a value judgment whereas I wish to emphasize the seismic
dimension suggested by a topographical model of irony. While my interest in
psychoanalytic theory tempts me to regard the ironic platform as “lower,” corresponding
to an unconscious level of meaning,'' the question of whether the ironist’s position is
really higher or lower is irrelevant.'? Instead, I wish to consider this ironic reconstruction
in terms of Jakobson’s metaphoric/metonymic model. The ironic statement shares its
position on the vertical axis with a horizontal signifying chain—a discursive
worldview—that the irony will in fact undermine. The ironic statement’s incongruity
refers the reader to another statement altogether elsewhere on the vertical axis, but not to

a single term on the metaphoric axis that simply replaces a single term in the statement.

"It is important to note here that Freud used the term “unconscious” rather than “subconscious.”
Nevertheless, the dynamic of repression lends itself to a topographical conception of the unconscious as
“below” the surface of consciousness.

2 Indeed, Lacanian topographical models confound the upper-lower distinction.
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Rather, the entire signifying chain is displaced vertically, the manifest meaning of the
ironic statement and the worldview it implies being rejected in favor of the reconstructed
statement and its worldview. Regardless of whether the position of the ironist is
topographically higher or lower, the point is that there is a displacement along the vertical
axis to another entirely different horizontal sequence.

Unfortunately, Booth, at least at the time of his Rhetoric of Irony (1975), was
unaware of the work of the Russian theorist Mikhail Bakhtin, whose categories would
challenge Booth’s attempt to stabilize irony and argue that the “embodied intentions” in
ironic works “lead us to go so far—and no farther—in seeing ironic meanings” (Rhetoric
91). While Booth’s argument grants a limited role to the author, he privileges the
reader’s role in the reconstruction of the ironic utterance. The work itself has no agency
in this transaction, which is instead reducible to the two aforementioned figures—author
and reader—who are assumed to understand each other. Nearly a decade later, however,
Booth admits that Bakhtin forces him to rethink his own position. In his introduction to
Caryl Emerson’s translation of Bakhtin’s Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics (1984),
Booth recognizes “the [novelistic] author’s imaginative gift” as “the ability or willingness
to allow voices into the work that are not fundamentally under the ‘monological’ control
of the novelist’s own ideology” (“Introduction” xx). That is to say, if the Bakhtinian
novelist approaches his art ethically and in good faith, the character and his horizon of
possibilities will never be reducible to the author’s conception of him or her. The various
familial, political, and social factors, in addition to the character’s individual history,
make his position—again borrowing from Booth’s positional metaphor—an irreducibly

particular (k)not” wherein innumerable factors converge. By Booth’s own admission,
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Bakhtin’s theory provides a corrective to Booth’s reader-response-centered approach.
The novel thus has an agency that exceeds both authorial intention and the reader’s own
(necessarily) limited understanding.

That said, I do think that Booth is correct that unraveling all of the associations
that make an individual particular would truly be an interminable task. Appropriately
enough, this is a problem encountered in psychoanalysis as well. As early as The
Interpretation of Dreams, Freud acknowledges that there is simply a point in analysis
beyond which one should not go. In Freud’s analysis of the dream of Irma’s injection,
we find a footnote that states,

I had a feeling that the interpretation of this part of the dream was not carried far

enough to make it possible to follow the whole of its concealed meaning. If I had

pursued my comparison between the three women, it would have taken me far
afield.—There is at least one spot in every dream at which it is unplumbable—a

navel, as it were, that is its point of contact with the unknown. (111)

Now, Freud does assert here that he could very well have pursued this comparison, but
that to do so would then take the analysis in a direction that deviated from the primary
objective of interpreting the dream. Therefore, I would argue that what Freud calls the
navel of a dream—the navel, appropriately enough, is shaped like a period—is simply the
arbitrary stopping point, equivalent to the Lacanian moment of scansion. To continue
beyond would be to draw meaning out so dramatically as to render it impossible. To
provide all the prosaic details that enable novelistic characterization, every single novel
would be as interminable as an analysis. Thus, while I argue that irony is always far

more unstable than Booth wishes, it is nevertheless comprehensible insofar as we impose
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a provisional “navel” that punctuates the ironic reconstruction and fixes meaning. In the
study that follows, my provisional stopping point is the relationship of irony to history
and subversion. In most cases of what Booth calls stable irony, the act of scansion,
enabling a fairly sturdy ideological platform on which to stand, is easily done. In this
case, successful comprehension of the ironic utterance entails making a decision about
the author’s knowledge and beliefs, and this means seeing the world from the ideological
viewpoint from which what will eventually be the reconstructed meaning of the ironic
utterance may be “true.” In other words, it involves seeing the world with a different set
of givens, some of which may be antithetical to those that the reader himself holds.
Furthermore, simultaneously holding multiple subject positions turns the ironic speech
act into what, using de Certeau’s category, we might call a comic space, establishing a
more ambiguous subjective relationship between positions previously considered merely
oppositional.

For this reason, irony is a uniquely seductive comic form. In the more ordinary
form of the comic, one’s desire for/toward an other may be masked far less subtly, as in
the case of the smut joke. To return to Freud’s smut-joke scenario, the butt of the joke—
the woman—recognizes the joker’s sexual aggression in the form of the smut joke; the
specific content is relatively irrelevant. The joker’s desire is sublimated through the overt
form of the joke in an unsophisticated manner. However, the ironic transaction relies on
a much more complex dynamic insofar as the form of the ironic utterance is recognizable
as an ordinary statement, save for the presumably detectable incongruity that necessitates
a rejection of the literal meaning. This incongruity on the level of content leads to the

formal reconstruction whereby the content is completely replaced, although the original
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statement is one that could be true if one held different beliefs. The ironic victim, of
course, actually subscribes to the beliefs being held up to ridicule, and moreover, they
ground his way of being in the world. For the ironic victim, it is not enough that he is
ridiculed; if he is present and comprehends the irony, that is to say, completes the ironic
transaction, he unwittingly—pun intended—steps out of his own ideological horizon and
into that of another, from where he looks at his worldview from a distance. To make the
point explicit, the ironic transaction seduces the victim from one ideological position to
another, and the victim is left to hold two ideological viewpoints simultaneously. His
subject position and his subjectivity have been undermined in the temporal window of
ironic seduction. In his place, irony (and more generally, the comic) becomes the agent
of the transaction.
The Structure of Subversion

While I have thus far discussed the importance of history as a narrative
phenomenon whose ideology is hidden in narrative structure, on the one hand, and irony
as a structure that subverts surface narrative in favor of an unspoken one, on the other,
these two discussions lack a common framework with which to discuss irony’s
relationship to history and genre convention in the novel. In order to synthesize these
two discussions with a common set of terms moving forward, Lacan’s theory of the four
discourses is helpful in allowing me to transcode the terms developed by the diverse
thinkers discussed earlier into common terms. In his seminar 7he Other Side of
Psychoanalysis, itself a response to the political and social upheaval of 1968-9, Jacques
Lacan posits the four discourses, four possible structural manifestations of discourse,

each with a different productive capacity. Each discourse has the same four terms,
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simply rotated counter-clockwise in order to create the next discourse. They are as

follows:
Master’s discourse: Si/$ =2 Sy/a University’s discourse: S,/S; =2 a/$
Analyst’s discourse: a/S; =2 $/S; Hysteric’s discourse: $/a = Si/S;

Discourse begins with a speaker, so each discourse is read in a clockwise direction
starting from the upper left position. The upper terms are the subjects of the discourse;
the upper left is the agent of the discourse, while the upper right is the other or
interlocutor. The lower terms constitute the repressed side of discourse; the lower right
term is the production of the discourse, and the lower left term is the discourse’s “truth.”
The four terms that appear in the discourses are S;, the “master signifier”; S,, knowledge
contained in the signifying chain as a whole; a, the unsymbolizable Real; and $, the
divided subject. The counterclockwise rotation of terms, each of which creates a
different discourse, also creates a different vector insofar as a different term assumes the
dominant position and addresses a different other.

The first discourse, the one most evident throughout history, is the discourse of
the master (S1/$ = S,/a). The master, or the signifier of the master, addresses the
remaining battery of signifiers, pinning down their meaning within an ideological
network. The product of this operation is the leftover real, represented by a, while the
truth of this discourse is the divided subject $. The master’s discourse represents any
ideologically dominant system, and insofar as it is also the Other, it fails to adequately
address the subject’s particularity as discussed in the section above, thus producing a,
whatever that may be in each particular system. This is the discourse we operate in

whenever we are engaged in everyday speech, the “empty talk” that perpetuates
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ideological norms. If we consider the terms in the lower half of Lacan’s ideogram to be
unconscious (in the dynamic sense of being repressed), we see that despite its adequacy
for the majority of people, this everyday discourse nevertheless produces the split that
Freud refers to in Civilization and Its Discontents. Moreover, the discourse of the master
may be found in literature in any literary narrative that follows genre conventions, in
which an “icon,” to use White’s terms, silently provides the key to interpreting its
metonymy. Thus, despite the inherent self-consciousness of the novel as a genre, the
authors in this study came to regard it as a formalization of certain literary conventions
that they actively tried to subvert. In twentieth-century Poland, for example, the novel
had become synonymous with nationalism and the romantic portrayal of Poland’s
uniquely heroic past, and so in order to subvert the latter two, Witold Gombrowicz
ironizes the (Polish) concept of the novel by using novelistic form satirically. All of the
authors in this study are explicitly engaged with what they regarded as the prevailing
genre convention of their era.

The twentieth century has witnessed the rise of the discourse of the university,
although its beginnings might be more properly located in the Enlightenment. The
university discourse is simply one counter-clockwise turn of the terms in the master’s
discourse; ergo, S,/S| = a/$. In the university discourse, knowledge (S;) addresses the
unsymbolizable real (a) in an attempt to master it. However, knowledge is already
compromised insofar as it is effected by the button-tying of the master signifier.
Furthermore, because the real is a product of the master’s discourse, the university
discourse represents an attempt at self-correction on the part of the discourse of the

master. Thus, in the university discourse, knowledge is mobilized in the service of the
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master signifer in a hegemonic play designed to incorporate what the master signifier
cannot incorporate. The product of this operation is a further divided subject; for
example, Musil emphasizes the discomfort felt by the application of positivism, which
evacuates all existential categories from the subject in favor of a scientific—academic—
objectification and explanation of human behavior. The truth of this discourse is simply
another master signifier; Lacan suggests that the university discourse is the master’s
discourse in disguise."> Perhaps the exemplary university discourse is Hegel’s dialectic,
which claims to sublate subjective experience with objective knowledge (S, = a) and is
the primary opponent of postmodernists, who engage in countless theoretical moves in an
attempt to prevent this very process. In its pretensions to objectivity, history is a
manifestation of the university discourse; its aim is to explain the present as the inevitable
outcome of the past, thus perpetuating ideological norms. The novels I study here
thematize history in different ways, but in each the arbitrariness of history is at times
conflated with the idea of the novel, so that subversion of one of these discursive
structures is subversion of the other.

Although the next counter-clockwise turn in this progression through Lacan’s four
discourses leads to the discourse of the analyst, I want to address this discourse last and
will therefore put it aside for a moment. The hysteric’s discourse is represented by $/a >
S1/S,. Here, the divided subject interrogates the master signifier. Although the majority
of people can function despite their divided subjectivity, for the hysteric the inability of
the master signifier to account for her subjectivity boils down to the basic question: “why

am I what you say [ am?” In other words, why does the master signifier pin down her

" Much could be said of the overlap between Lacan’s discourse of the university and Adorno and
Horkheimer’s argument in The Dialectic of Enlightenment.
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meaning and objectify her in a way inadequate to her subjectivity? This discourse
produces a kind of knowledge expressed by the body (the hysterical symptom), and the
truth of this discourse is the kernel of the real that the signifying chain cannot account
for, which I will address in my discussion of Lacan’s “The Structure of Subversion.” The
hysteric’s discourse represents a kind of discursive impasse that requires the “talking
cure” of psychoanalysis. In the intersubjective/intertextual act of reading the ironic
novels I discuss here, the hysteric’s discourse is precisely the ironic reconstruction
described by Booth. The reader occupies the place of the hysteric, split subject ($) who,
thanks to the ironic guideposts in the novels that frustrate conventional meaning-making,
becomes aware of the arbitariness of the iconic master-signifier.

When the hysteric enters into analysis, the conditions of transference mean that
she initially expects the analyst to provide an “oracular” reply from the position of the
master, effectively speaking in the discourse of the master, which has already proven
ineffective in addressing her symptom. Therefore, the analyst must be very careful not to
provide an answer to the hysteric’s question.'* Nevertheless, in transference the hysteric
regards the analyst as the “subject supposed-to-know”—the Other, even—and will
anticipate certain answers that the analyst may not offer. Because the transference places
the analyst in the position of Other and the subject’s desire is always already that of the
Other, the subject initially will talk about what she thinks the analyst wishes to hear. "
This merely perpetuates the impasse insofar as the analyst’s/Other’s reply can only be

inadequate. Therefore, the analyst’s discourse, according to Lacan, must have “[a] reject-

' Freud’s case history of “Dora” is the negative example of why this is so. By attempting to force his
interpretation on Dora, Freud unwittingly occupied the position of the master whose inadequacy had led
Dora to psychoanalysis in the first place. She stopped the analysis shortly thereafter.

' This is especially apparent in the case of the “Wolf Man,” who began his analysis by speaking about sex
because he thought that was what Freud wanted to hear.
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producing effect, that is, the object a” (44). The subject of the analyst’s discourse, a,
addresses the hysteric but without giving an oracular answer, thus prompting her to
“unwork” the coordinates of the master’s discourse. In doing so, she must locate and
take responsibility for her own desire, producing a new master signifier, the truth of
which is a new kind of knowledge. Thus the analyst’s discourse: a/S; = $/S;. This new
discourse contains the subject’s desire rather than the Other’s.

In its emphasis on a “reject-producing effect,” the discourse of the analyst is
analogous to ironic discourse in the literary transaction. Like the analyst’s discourse, the
dominant position is the point of rejection (a) that the reader must recognize and try to
explain ($). As I have already discussed, this requires a “vertical” move (along the
Jakobsonian axis of substitution) to a discourse ruled by a different master-signifier (S;).
However, this move places the subject in a new signifying chain button-tied by a
different master-signifier required for the reconstruction of the ironic statement to be
“true” (S;). The ironic novels that I examine here subvert the drive toward a master’s
discourse which takes the forms, respectively, of history on the novel’s thematic level,
and genres and narratives on the formal level. These novels thematize the discursive
structure of the master inherent in historical narrative, conflating (the master’s) history
with generic form, and proceed to undermine both through the ironic use of form and
narrative.

At the same time, subversion is also accomplished spatially; by undoing the work
of the master-signifier, irony reemphasizes that meaning is dependent on the sliding
metonymy of signifiers within an utterance. It should come as no surprise, then, that the

subversion of the discourse of the master—or of the university—is done through the
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theme of movement. Two examples here show this conflation of discursive subversion
and space. In The Good Soldier Svejk, the titular character appears before a board of
medical experts who intend to determine whether he is mentally competent to serve in the
Austro-Hungarian army. One of the doctors orders Svejk, “Take five paces forward and
five to the rear.” Svejk, however, takes ten: “‘But I told you to take five,” said the doctor.
‘A few paces more or less are all the same to me,” said Svejk (34). Here the discourse of
the master, barely (if at all) disguised in the form of the discourse of the university—the
doctors are trying to see if he can serve in the military, after all—is frustrated by Svejk’s
amiable violation of the boundaries instituted by the speech-act. Similarly, in The Man
Without Qualities, the psychotic Moosbrugger recalls his own interview with medical
experts:

When asked by psychiatric experts, “How much is fourteen plus
fourteen?” and he would say in his deliberate way, “Oh, about twenty-eight to
forty.” This “about” gave them trouble, which made Moosbrugger grin. It was
really so simple. He knew perfectly well that you get twenty-eight when you go
on from 14 to another 14, but who says you have to stop there? Moosbrugger’s
gaze would always range a little farther ahead, like that of a man who has reached
the top of a ridge outlined against the sky and finds that behind it there are other,
similar ridges. (259)

Here, Moosbrugger’s conscious refusal to respect the boundaries implied by the scientific
discourse is described in explicitly spatial and geographical terms. The “trouble”
Moosbrugger’s reply gives the psychiatric experts stems from the rigid stability of their

mode of discourse. The prisoner’s answer has precisely the “reject-producing effect”
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Lacan emphasizes. Moosbrugger does not negate the discourse of the university here, but
he does show its arbitrariness (“who says you have to stop there?”) and frustrate the
meaning-making process of his interlocutors.

Jacques Lacan’s structural psychoanalysis provides a useful model for mapping
both the structure of (inter-)subjectivity through language and the effect of subversion on
both the subject and his speech. The title of Jacques Lacan’s paper “The Subversion of
the Subject and the Dialectic of Desire in the Freudian Unconscious” (hereafter
“Subversion”) suggests that subversion is immanent to psychoanalytic practice, and while
the claim, on one hand, that irony is subversive (sub-vertere, to undermine, to turn or
corrupt from below), and on the other hand, that irony might best be explained by a
theory that is grounded in a practice intended to cure patients seems contradictory at first.
Nevertheless, my argument here is that the structures elucidated by Freud and Lacan
demonstrate a structure of ironic subversion that is useful for discussing ironic literary
works which themselves appear to lack a structure. In his essay, Lacan intends to clarify
“the question of the subject such as psychoanalysis properly subverts it” (282, my italics).
To be sure, this phrase is ambiguous; “it”—the object of psychoanalytic subversion—
seems to refer to both “question” and “subject” (a point to which I will return later), but
what is clear is that according to Lacan, psychoanalysis should, i.e. “properly” subvert
something.

Lacan opens “Subversion” by declaring, “A structure is constitutive of the praxis
known as psychoanalysis” (281). It follows, then, that the subversion “proper” to
psychoanalysis is a structural phenomenon. However, psychoanalysis is also a linguistic

practice, so while one is clearly dealing with subversion of the human subject, it is
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important to remember that s/he is necessarily a speaking subject as well. In
“Subversion,” Lacan elaborates his graph of desire through which we might understand
human subjectivity itself as a kind of structure, with psychoanalysis elaborating the
hidden, or “repressed” part of that structure. It does this by “subverting” the manifest
part of this structure in several important ways.

The first “subversion of the subject” that Lacan accomplishes is to undermine the
idea of the unified subject that is central to a tradition of philosophy since Descartes, as
well as the science of psychology. He writes, “the function of the subject, as inaugurated
by Freudian experience, disqualifies from the outset what, going by the name
‘psychology,” merely perpetuates an academic framework... [whose] criterion is the
unity of the subject” (282). For Lacan (as for Freud) the subject is always a split subject,
conscious of perhaps anything except what he really “wants” and “knows.” This is
because language is the precondition for the unconscious, and therefore, as soon as the
subject enters the symbolic—even in analysis—he is irrevocably split between his
demand and desire. Lacan identifies the subject of science—of knowledge—in order to
subvert the ego’s primacy. Psychoanalytic experience shows how every signifying chain
leaves a gap whereby we might locate that which cannot be accounted for by either the
conscious subject or the Other; the most famous example of this “gap” is the “Freudian
slip.” Presuming that all ideology is in fact a kind of partial knowledge, the subject of
ideology—that is, the subject interpellated by ideology—will be subverted by
psychoanalytic practice. The subject of ideology, as a split subject of language, has an
immanent gap in its knowledge that always leaves it open to subversion, provided that

one knows how to access this gap, and provided that one knows, according to Lacan,
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which subject position to take in order to change the subject’s position in relation to
ideology.

For Lacan, what differentiates humans from animals is our use of language; that
is, entry into the chain of signification marks the beginning of a specifically human
subjectivity. The relative helplessness of the human infant requires that its vital needs be
met by physically autonomous members of the species, so the child must learn early on to
communicate its hunger and other needs. In order to do so, the child enters into and is in
turn interpellated by a seemingly endless chain of signifiers that are differentially
defined—individual signifiers have no immanent meaning of their own, but only acquire
meaning within the total network. Following de Saussure, there is no inherent connection
between the word “dog” and a four-legged canine; “dog” means dog because it does not
mean “cat,” “horse,” etc. The individual’s entry into language stops the sliding of these
signifiers, conferring a retroactive meaning, in the same way that a punctuation mark
halts the sliding of meaning within an individual sentence. In Lacan’s schema the
subject’s entry into the signifying chain creates what he calls the point de capiton, or
“button tie”, which (more or less) anchors the meanings of words within a particular lived
social context so that the individual may communicate with other individuals. The cost
to the individual, however, is a split in his subjectivity because the libidinal forces which
motivate his life activities are now caught up, however, imperfectly, in the signifying
network. Thus, the end result of the entry of drive into the Symbolic order is the split
subject, albeit with (human, linguistic) meaning now conferred upon his existence.

Lacan represents this process with the first stage of the “graph of desire™:
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A

In this initial phase of Lacan’s graph of desire, the vector S>S' represents the signifying
chain of language. On the vector A>$, A represents a primal—pre-linguistic—intention
that pierces the signifying chain, stopping the sliding of signifiers in S>S' and fixing
meaning retroactively. To begin to use language, the individual must settle on a
relatively fixed, if contingent, meaning for words, “binding” his affect to particular
signifiers. The product of this operation is the split subject ($) because the signifying
chain is always external to the subject, leaving the organism with a split between pre- or
non-linguistic drive on one hand, and drive submitted to the Symbolic order—"“the
Other”—on the other hand.'®

The effect of the subject’s entry into language intensifies the imaginary
identification that previously took place during what Lacan calls the mirror stage. In the
mirror stage, the young individual, unable to control his body and wholly dependent for
others in terms of satisfaction of need, identifies with his specular image, which has at
least the appearance of greater physical autonomy than the infant is capable of. This
specular image establishes a psychical apparatus, called the ideal-ego by Freud, by which

the subject might judge himself and his own behavior. However, upon his entry into

'® Lacan distinguishes between / ‘autre—“the other”’—and I’Autre (the Other). The former is another
subject for the individual, while the latter represents the symbolic order—language as such.
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language, the subject must appeal to the Other for the satisfaction of need, so the subject
must figure out what the Other wants, what pleases the Other, in order that the Other will
want to fulfill his demand. Despite the relative physical autonomy that the subject will
develop, once he is interpellated by language, he is nevertheless a social being from this
point onward. The psychical apparatus through which the subject identifies with the
Other’s ideals is the ego-ideal, which is the subject’s best guess as to what the Other’s
ideal is. As an apparatus that represents the social to the individual, the ego-ideal is a
position external to oneself, or the position from which one looks at oneself as if through
the eyes of the Other. The apparatus of the ego-ideal implies an (internalized) normative
position from which one judges one’s own behavior by means of externally imposed
standards. In contrast to the ideal-ego, which is the infant subject’s ideally autonomous
self, the ego-ideal is the subject’s ideal social—and necessarily dependent—self. Lacan
writes, “And while the somatic ananke of man’s inability to move, much less be self-
sufficient, for some time after birth provides grounds for a psychology of dependence,
how can that psychology elide the fact that this dependence is maintained by a universe
of language?” (297, my emphasis). The institution of the ego-ideal is the (split) subject’s
answer to his own question, “Why must I do to appear likeable to the Other?” In
identifying with the ego-ideal, one identifies with the Other and its desire, which is why
Lacan claims that “man’s desire is the Other’s desire” (300). Thus, the initial subversions
of the subject are inherently conservative: the first subversion occurs when the subject
enters into language, producing the ego-ideal. Although the subject presumes to make
demands of the Other, whatever he demands is already the Other’s demand. In terms of

subject positions, once the subject identifies with his ego-ideal, he is always already
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speaking for a subjectivity other than his own, his desire always subverted and replaced
by the Other’s desire.

Now, if man’s desire is the Other’s desire, two important conclusions can be
drawn from this last statement. The first conclusion is that the subject’s need, filtered
through language, becomes a demand that is always improperly addressed to the Other.
The Lacanian theorist Bruce Fink notes, “Due to the fact that we must express ourselves
in language, need is never fully expressed in demand” (118). We cannot locate the
subject’s desire in the totality of his discourse because the only desire we will find is the
Other’s. The second conclusion concerns the Other’s desire: because desire is always
desire for a lack, for something one does not have, the subject’s attempt to be desirable to
the Other—to be the Other’s object of desire—suggests that the Other is also lacking

something. This process is represented by the second stage of Lacan’s graph:

Signifier Voice
ia)

The already-divided subject enters the signifying chain, which is represented by the
vector s(A)2>A. “A” stands for /’Autre, the Other, which might be conceived here as the
entire collection of signifiers in a given language. In attempting to be desirable to the

Other, the subject will attempt to occupy the place of the Other’s lack, here represented
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by s(A). However, the subject can only arrive at his ego-ideal, marked on the graph by
I(A): the ideal of the Other.

The subject’s ego-ideal is necessarily ideological. The second stage of Lacan’s
graph therefore represents the subversion of the subject by an ideological network and the
resulting ideological subject in the form of the ego-ideal. This stage of the graph
represents everyday functioning for the average individual. That is, the split subject is
subverted by a signifying network into occupying the position of an ego-ideal that
perpetuates that very network. We may not get what we desire, but our demands are met
well enough that we can function. Indeed, we function so well that we come to regard it
as in our best interest to perpetuate the ideological network that divides us. This second
stage of the graph of desire is also an example of the discourse of the master (S;/$ =2
Sy/a).

However, because every ideological system is a linguistic system (albeit with real
consequences), it will always produce a remainder, the ideological subject’s relationship
to the unsymbolizable object-cause of desire. Because the ideological network “button-
tied” by the its master signifier is always an address to the Other that is lacking (circling
around the Real but unable to integrate it into its symbolic network), Lacan claims that
“No authoritative statement has any other guarantee here than its very enunciation, since
it would be pointless for the statement to seek it in another signifier, which could in no
way appear outside that locus [of the Other]. I formulate this by saying that there is no
metalanguage that can be spoken, that there is no Other of the Other” (299). Rather than
an objective ground that provides support for the ideological metanarratives that structure

our existence, there is only the silent button-tying operation of the master signifier.
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The paradox of subjectivity is that the subject tries to overcome his divided-ness
by identifying with the Other’s lack, but this lack is precisely what precludes the Other
from ever fully satisfying the subject’s demand. Although this paradox does not pose a
problem for the vast majority of ideological subjects in their everyday lives, evidence of
this paradox nevertheless persists, demonstrated by Freud in the founding text of
psychoanalysis. The entire argument of The Interpretation of Dreams is that desire may
be found in the unconscious, for in this work we discover that whatever is left over from
the Other’s response to the subject’s demand finds distorted expression each night in our
dreams. The phenomena of dreams are evidence of a surplus beyond both demand and
the Other’s interpretation/response to demand, a surplus Lacan defines as desire.

While dreams may provide adequate relief for the pressure of the leftover desire
that is not accounted for by demand, there are many for whom the Other’s inadequacy to
their desires is crippling. These are the hysterics of psychoanalysis. If the split between
their demands and their desires is so problematic, we should ask what it is that they really
desire. What is this something for which the Other cannot account? What is it that the
Other lacks, that the Other cannot provide? Because the Other as symbolic network
constitutes the realm of the social—because the Other is always “other”—one answer
might be recognition of my own particularity (Fink 119). There is no signifier to
represent my particularity, my desire; indeed, the signifier “I”” only “designates the
subject insofar as he is speaking” (“Subversion” 287). The subject’s particularity, lost in
his submission to the Other, which he feels existentially but nevertheless cannot express
in language, is the Real that resists symbolization, represented by Lacan as the objet petit

€9

a, and marked on his graph by “a”. Because the Other cannot account for the Real, the a
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in Lacan’s graph is always an impossibility. This is the “truth” of the discourse of the
hysteric ($/a = S1/S;), in which the hysteric interrogates the Other’s non-recognition of
her particularity by asking, in essence, “Why am I what you say I am?”"”’

Desire is desire for recognition of some particularity that has a positive value for
me subjectively, but a negative value for the Other insofar as this particularity is not
contained within the Other’s trove of signifiers.'® Lacan designates the subject’s
relationship to this lack in the Other, this lack that the subject wants to become, as
fantasy. In contrast to the usual way of thinking about fantasy as a sexual scenario that
must be repressed by the subject, Lacan’s use of the term fantasy designates the subject’s
relationship to this lack in the Other, the subject’s desire to fill that lack. In other words,
because the Other—as trove of signifiers, as language—cannot represent my
particularity, it cannot fully meet my demands of it. For most people, the Other responds
to our demands adequately, and any excess of need over demand is given release through
aesthetic means such as dreaming or joking. However, for the hysteric the demand for
existential recognition and the Other’s inadequacy prevents normal social functioning.
Although the hysteric is commonly thought of as ill, in fact her existence is an indictment
of the social and ideological network into which she is unable to fully integrate.

Because the desire of the Other is inadequate to the subject’s particularity, in the
psychoanalytic situation the analyst must begin to lead the patient (the analysand) away

from the desire of the Other in order to locate the subject’s own desire. In response to the

“What do you want?” of the subject, the analyst must not occupy the position of the

' The hysteric’s “question” is the $ = S, vector of this discourse.

'8 The problem of the recognition of particularity is obviously a political concern as well, especially in a
region such as Central Europe. One of the overriding concerns of all the authors in this study is a dominant
discourse’s recognition of national particularity, or even a national discourse’s recognition of individual
particularity.
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Other and attempt to give an “oracular” reply anticipated by the subject (Lacan 300).
Were this to happen, the analyst would enter into the discourse of the university (S»/S; =
a/$), perpetuating within an academic framework the myth of the subject’s self-identity
within language. Instead, the analyst must effectively turn the question back upon the
subject: ““What do you want?’ is the question that best leads the subject to the path of his
own desire, assuming that, thanks to the know-how of a partner known as a
psychoanalyst, he takes up the question, even without knowing it” (Ibid. 300).
Psychoanalysis’s manipulation of the unknowing subject is analogous here to irony’s
seduction of the ideological subject. The third articulation of Lacan’s graph represents

this moment;:

The first thing to notice here is that the psychoanalytic subversion implies a subjective

movement from the seemingly stable lower half of the graph to the upper. It is through a
type of speech (psychoanalytic speech, implied by the “che vuoi?”) that this movement is
effected, again showing how linguistic vectors subvert topographies of subjectivity. The

upper level of this articulation indicates the subject’s desire (d) that is not accounted for
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by the symbolic order in the lower half of the graph, while (S<>a) is the Lacanian
matheme for fantasy. Fantasy is a screen that causes the subject to misrecognize her own
desire, leading her back into the realm of symbolic meaning. The “che vuoi?” is the
question of the subject to the analyst, returned in question form. The reply that the
analyst must give to the subject’s “che vuoi?” is no reply at all, thus confronting the
subject with the Other’s lack, the inability of the Other to justify the subject’s being. This
non-reply is precisely the reject-producing effect of the discourse of the analyst.
Whenever the Other gives an “oracular” reply, it always necessarily provides a meaning
situated in language, a meaning that brings desire back to the level of demand. Thus, if in
the analytic situation the analyst were to give an answer to the subject, he would merely
provide the Other’s reply that masks its own lack, and fantasy would continue to
perpetuate the subject’s neurosis insofar as it maintains the pretense that the Other can
answer for the subject’s desire.

(13

The analyst’s non-reply then, provides no answer to the subject’s “che vuoi?”,
forcing the subject to confront the lack in the Other. For Fink, “this is crucial, for the
Other sometimes has to work very hard to provide nothing, not to give an answer, an
answer that could only be premature” (123). This is what is represented in the upper half
of the discourse of the analyst (@ = $), in that the analyst must strive to occupy the
position of @ rather than S; or even, given the occasional attempt to justify
psychoanalysis within scientific discourse, S,. That is to say, if the analyst performs his
role properly, according to Lacan, he gives agency to the object-cause of desire. If we

consider the relationship between Lacan’s four discourses on one hand, and the graph of

desire elaborated in “Subversion,” on the other, it becomes apparent that the analyst’s
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occupation of the a position vis-a-vis the analysand ($) leads the latter from the lower
half of the graph of desire to the upper half. Here we arrive at the second subversion of
the subject: the speaking subject is subverted or lured away from his (already subverted)
subject position as ego-ideal. Although the Other’s lack, symbolized by a, structures the
subject’s fantasy, the subject does not recognize it as such, and must therefore be
confronted with the signifier of the Other’s lack. Recognition of this signifier means that
the subject has traversed the fantasy and recognizes his subjective existence as being non-
justified by the Other. In practical terms, the analysand, recognizing that the Other
cannot justify her desire, learns to take responsibility for her own desire (and possibly to
pursue it). The analyst’s “reject-producing” non-reply leads the analysand to produce a
new master-signifier, the truth of which is a new relationship with the trove of signifiers
in the symbolic order. That is to say, analysis effects a displacement that shifts the
coordinates of the subject’s symbolic reality. By subverting her unintentional attempts
(in the transference) to perpetuate the continued rule within her psyche of the symbolic
(ideological) system that made the analysand ill in the first place, the analyst helps the
analysand to occupy a different psychic subject position.

The subject whose being is non-justified by the Other, now occupies a subject
position, or place, other than that of his own ego-ideal. “This place,” according to Lacan,
“is called Jouissance” (305). The second subversion of the subject, then, the
psychoanalytic subversion, lures the subject to the place of his own Jouissance, of his
own “proper” desire. The subject becomes aware of how his jouissance enters the field of
his desire precisely at the point where the Other is shown to be lacking. This is

represented in the final articulation of Lacan’s graph:
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I A)

which demonstrates the incompatibility between the subject’s primal jouissance and the
Other, which is why jouissance can only enter the Other’s field at this point. However,
the signifier always evacuates jouissance from the body in some way. Although
Jjouissance is lost when it enters “the defiles of the signifier”, resulting in a kind of
psychical castration, the reminder of this jouissance is signified by the cut, usually the
borders between the body and the external world: the eyes, the lips, the anus, etc.”” The
cut as the location (and perhaps the signifier) of the remaining jouissance, which can only
have entered the field of the symbolic through its lack, will be central to my discussion of
the subversion inherent in each of the texts I discuss. Symbolic castration, obviously,
need not occur only on the personal level; it can also be political, especially in the cases
of the subaltern nations of Central Europe. This last version of the graph also creates a
space in which the unconscious, repressed level of discourse is continually protruding
through the surface of conscious discourse, allowing its inherent ambiguity to become

explicit.

' In my discussions of individual works, the emphasis shifts from border regions to their excretions.
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In Lacan’s article, we have seen (at least) three instances of subversion. First, the
unitary subject is divided by his entry into language. This division is a subversion insofar
as the subject is diverted from what she actually desires, and also because this division
creates the unconscious that roils like an undertow beneath the stream of our
consciousness. Second, insofar as the subject’s desire is expressed in language, it is
subverted and replaced by the desire of the Other. Third, within the analytic session the
analyst subverts the subject by causing him to identify with the signifier of the lack in the
Other. In all three of these instances, we find the subject moving from one position on
Lacan’s graph to another, similar to the movement that Booth posits in the ironic
transaction. Significantly, in both the psychoanalytic and the ironic transaction, the
analyst/ironist feints in a direction where his desire is not, and this requires the
analysand/reader to reconstruct where the former’s desire is. For this reason, Booth’s
reader-response approach works extremely well with a Lacanian psychoanalytic
approach. To subvert a subject in psychoanalytic terms—regardless of who initiates this
subversion—means to move the subject from one position to another, shifting the
ideological ground underneath his feet, and this subversion is possible because human
subjectivity, bound up in language, is necessarily intersubjective.

From Psychoanalytic Subversion to Literary Subversion

“God creates the world and thinks while He is at it that it could just as well be done differently.” —Robert
Musil

It may be a dubious move to transcode the discursive structures of psychoanalysis
to the literary transaction, but I claim that the structures Lacan elaborates are applicable
in the latter situation. Insofar as (non-objectively grounded) Other’s signifiers’ meaning

have been “button-tied” by a master-signifier, any ideological manifestation of the Other
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is nevertheless centered around a lack that the ideological subject both hopes to be and to
hopes to avoid by the screen of his fantasy. Now, because the ideological subject is not
necessarily a hysteric in the psychoanalytic sense of the word, i.e. unable to come to grips
with the meaning imposed by this master signifier, but rather consciously interpellated by
it and often happily so, the fantasy as a screen for the Other’s lack works quite adequately
for the ideological subject. So if the fantasy works, one cannot puncture it by
argumentation; the fantasy will always serve to deflect rational arguments away from that
which it hides. Rather, according to Zizek, one “hystericizes” the subject by calling the
master signifier to her attention, and in making it explicit, this allows the process of
political/ideological de-hystericization to begin. Again, it should be pointed out here that
“truth” as such, presented linguistically, will never be adequate to accomplish this task;
there is simply no metalangauge that could express a “truth” outside of the symbolic
network. Power, as well as the “truth” of the counter-argument is a matter for the
political, a matter of “might equals right.” Subversion is another matter entirely.
Puncturing the fantasy means raising the lack in the Other to a matter of the subject’s
consciousness, signifying it somehow, although it a priori entails operating from a
position of weakness. The unconscious lies in the connections between discourse, and
only becomes apparent in the gaps and pauses that interpellate nonsense into discursive
speech.

This happens in the literary transaction as well. The ironic text subverts not by a
full frontal assault on conventional values or norms, but in the apparent reject-producing
effect that leads the reader to conclude that a work is ironic, in the moments of the

literary transaction when the reader perceives the ironic incongruity and performs the
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reconstruction expected of him. We open a novel expecting the meaning of its story to
eventually become accessible to us, and in this way we anticipate an “oracular”
pronouncement from the pages of the novel that fixes meaning. Through an ironic
relationship to both content and form, the text can unsettle fixed meanings by leading the
reader to perform the ironic reconstruction that shifts his symbolic support, if only within
the pages of the novel. Thus, while the four novels I examine in this study are formally
very different, in their use of irony they all share a structure that undermines ideology,
encountered both within their pages and without.

In Chapter 2, I will examine the ironic narrative and structure of Jaroslav HaSek’s
Osudy dobrého vojaka Svejka za svétové valky (The Adventures of the Good Soldier Svejk
in the World War). Criticized for being plotless—Svejk never does quite make it to the
front lines—and full of lowbrow humor, The Good Soldier Svejk actively subverts plot
and genre expectations, the lowbrow humor functioning in the service of both
subversions. Complicating Peter Brooks’s understanding of textual desire as initiatory of
plot, the novel is agitated into metonymic movement by the forces of history while
Svejk’s activity disrupts both this movement and the inherent drive toward meaning. The
historical forces which motivate the plot are structurally analogous to the master’s
discourse, while Svejk occupies the position of the analyst, punctuating the drive of plot
in order to “unwork” desire bound up in formulaic plot structures and interpellate the
reader with ambivalent desire for both plot and anti-plot.

Marking a shift from the periphery of the Austro-Hungarian Empire to its center,
the focus of Chapter 3 is Robert Musil’s unfinished masterpiece Der Mann ohne

Eigenschaften (The Man Without Qualities). Arguably the most philosophically
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sophisticated novel ever to emerge from Central Europe, the novel thematizes the
irreconcilability of subjective and objective modes of experience. Unable to transcend
this split, the characters are unable to act, while the narrator seeks to apply a coldly
objective eye to their stasis. However, the narrator’s mobilization of philosophic-
scientific categories in order to explain this basic disjunction of being is structurally
analogous to the discourse of the university. The Man Without Qualities may be the least
subversive of the novels I examine because the narrator is as trapped in a hegemonic
discursive structure as the characters are, causing the novel to remain in a condition of
stasis, blocking both textual desire—desire for the end—and desire on the narrative level,
with the result that nothing ever happens.

In Chapter 4, I focus on Witold Gombrowicz’s comic novel Trans-Atlantyk and
its ironic use of form to subvert formulaic mobilizations of desire in order to create a
space for cosmopolitan hybridity. The novel’s transnational context—the novel tells of a
Pole stranded in Argentina and similarly transplants an extremely local Polish form
across national and even epochal boundaries—generates an all-consuming irony that
subverts any identifications through gender, sexuality, or nationalism. Trans-Atlantyk
traces a path to the cosmopolitan by paradoxically reclaiming and recasting the
discredited and obsolete. Only apparently regressive in terms of form, Trans-Atlantyk
utilizes irony in order to locate repressed desire and incorporate it into new
configurations of cosmopolitan subjectivity.

My final chapter looks at a novel of Milan Kundera that shows both the
impossible Real as that which always ironically subverts ideology and persists despite

political repression. Although Kundera had emigrated from Czechoslovakia by the time
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he wrote Kniha smichu a zapomnéni (The Book of Laughter and Forgetting), the specter
of Communism looms heavily in the novel’s background. For Kundera, “forgetting”
becomes a repressive ideological technique both under Communism and in the West, but
the Real nevertheless persists in this novel, generating in its variations an ironic laughter
that opposes hegemonic formations. The resistance and difference of Central European
history, however, cannot persist in the West, which swallows up difference. The novel
accepts both psychic/novelistic castration while still acknowledging the persistence of

desire only in the repressed truth that Central Europe represents.



63

Chapter 1

Prosaic lrony: Structure, Mode, and Subversion in The Good Soldier Svejk

In his essay “From Nation to World,” Milan Kundera writes, “I am convinced
[that] the aesthetic value of a literary work... is fully comprehensible only in the great
context... of European literature” (6). Deploring the tendency of Slavicists to situate
Slavic-language works only within the Slavic context, excluding wider historical and
cultural considerations that factor into literary production, Kundera suggests that a deeper
understanding of the Czech literary work entails situating it first within the Central
European context, and then within the context of European literature as a whole.

Kundera’s suggestion is especially relevant in the case of Jaroslav Hasek’s comic
novel Osudy dobrého vojaka Svejka za svétové valky (The Fortunes of the Good Soldier
Svejk during the World War, hereafter Osudy). Although Hasek’s novel has been
situated, predictably and properly enough, within the twentieth-century Czech literary
and political context, there has been almost no corresponding effort to situate it within the
broader Czech and European literary traditions. The seemingly peripheral but critical
result of this neglect is that the aesthetic value of Hasek’s novel has been overlooked.?
Therefore, I want to situate Osudy in relation to three sources in which it finds
inspiration: Czech nationalism, the Czech prose tradition inaugurated by Bozena
Némcova’s novel Babicka (The Grandmother), and finally, the European demotic

tradition exemplified by writers such as Boccaccio and Rabelais. My contention is that a

20 peter Steiner’s excellent article “Tropos Kynikos” discusses Svejk as the reincarnation of the kynik in the
tradition of Diogenes, Sancho Panza, and Jacques le Fataliste. However, Steiner does not consider Czech
literary precedents and focuses for the most part on Osudy’s reception within Czechoslovakia after its
publication.
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recontexualization of HaSek’s novel within these respective traditions will reveal its
formal concern as the relation of irony to the prosaic, which I call prosaic irony. In my
view prosaic irony, occurring in the divide between linguistic meaning developed through
everyday use and meaning imposed by a dominant ideological metanarrative, is
simultaneously a structuring principle, a narrative mode, and a means of subversion in
Hasek’s novel. This examination will then lead to a re-reading of the novel that suggests
an overlooked tragicomic element; in short, Osudy is simultaneously about the futility of
resisting the march of History and more optimistically, the inability of hegemonic power
structures and discourse to ever become fully totalizing. The novel calls our conception
of history itself into question and posits an alternative understanding of history from a
subaltern position.

My conception of prosaic irony derives from Gary Saul Morson and Caryl
Emerson’s coining of the term “prosaics,” which they define as both “a theory of
literature that privileges prose in general and the novel in particular” and “a form of
thinking that presumes the importance of the everyday” (15). For this reason, my concept
of prosaic irony rests on three important assumptions. First, in opposition to poetry,
which is situated more heavily on the metaphoric axis of language, prosaic meaning in
both the novel and everyday life rests on an interplay between the numerous, sometimes
contradictory significations that occur in the metonymy of language. In Bahktinian terms,
every prosaic utterance occurs within a surplus of contextual signification without which
meaning is impossible. Second, prosaic speech occurs in everyday life. Both the
meanings of words and their combinatory possibilities have developed from their

everyday use within a particular /ived sociolinguistic context; meaning breaks down and
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nonsense occurs when these contextual premises, whether explicit or implicit, are
ignored. Finally, prosaic speech is inherently ironic and open to mis- and re-
interpretation insofar as we use words not to communicate perfectly, but adequately.
Prosaic irony acts as a structuring principle because Hasek employs it to comment
metatextually and ironically on the nature and style of the novel itself, marking the
arbitrary and mediated nature of both the prosaic utterance and the historical narrative.
At the same time, prosaic irony is a mode that continually generates irony within the text,
alternately driving and frustrating its plot. Prosaic irony also acts as an ethical position,
insisting on the prosaic as the primary meaning-generating context even in the most
catastrophic of situational contexts. Finally, prosaic irony is a tactic for subversion. That
is to say, prosaic irony is an ideological preference and mode of critique reflected on the
level of structure. This ideological position—that of the Everyman trapped within the
hegemonic network, lacking the wherewithal to escape—is represented by vernacular
language and typically expressed through the trope of storytelling.

Although prosaic irony requires a wealth of contextual information, three factors
obscure Osudy’s position within the local and European literary contexts. First, the
apparent influence of the Svejk archetype in twentieth-century Czech literature and
cinema tends to preclude recognition of both the novel’s response to nineteenth-century
Czech literature and European precedents hailing from outside Central Europe. Second,
the vulgar language of the characters makes it easy to dismiss the novel’s aesthetic merit;
none other than the New Critic René Wellek, a native Czech who helped to found

Comparative Literature in the United States, has described the novel as “not much of a
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work of art, [and] full of low humour and cheap propaganda” (41).>' While Svejk is
unlikely to be mistaken for a work of high modernism, critics unable to see past the
vulgar language and its position in relation to the overall text either miss its literary
function entirely or deny that it can have such a function. This blindness vis-a-vis
vernacular and even vulgar language in literature has existed at least since Boccaccio’s
time, and it is unlikely to go away anytime soon. Nevertheless, Mikhail Bakhtin’s work
has made it commonplace to view any speech genre—even the demotic—as a conscious
literary choice so long at it is represented between the covers of a novel, and while critics
may contend that the vulgar language weakens the plot, I will argue that this
“weakening” is precisely what this language intends. Finally, in its twentieth-century
reception the novel is most often cited not by literary critics, but by the politically
committed who try to interpret the actions of the protagonist via their particular political
ideologies.?

By taking the novel seriously—as seriously as one can take a comic novel—I
hope to correct the first of these factors, which will lead to a correction of the latter two.
Therefore, the initial task of this chapter is to consider Osudy not from the perspective of
its critical reception and later influence, but rather in terms of its position within the
broader continuum of Czech and European literature and culture. In approaching this
task, I shall elaborate the novel’s aesthetic and show that it is much more than merely a

profane parody of the Austrian military apparatus. Instead, I argue, it is a novel that

I ' Wellek’s encyclopedic knowledge of Western literature makes his failure to consider Osudy within a
broader demotic tradition somewhat striking. For more on early critical responses to the novel, see Toman.
*2 The turbulent history of Czechoslovakia in the twentieth century, especially the rise of Communism,
paved the way for a belief that literature had to be committed to the nation. For a brief overview of specific
interpretations of Svejk, See Steiner.
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performs its subversion of hegemonic histories, nationalist obligations, and narrative
conventions by means of prosaic irony.23
Modern Czech Literature and Nationalism, or Hasek’s Precedents

Small and nascent nations seem acutely aware that nothing is written in a vacuum,
especially when the very right of the nation and its language to exist cannot be taken for
granted. However, even by the relative standard of small nations, modern Czech
literature is intimately bound up with the question of nationalism because the modern
form of Czech nationalism was initially a /inguistic phenomenon. Czech nationalism of
the Middle Ages had been conflated with the proto-Protestantism advocated by Church
reformer Jan Hus and later by the Czech Brethren, who chased the Jesuit Order from
Bohemia. After the defeat of the Bohemian Estates by the Habsburgs at the Battle of
White Mountain in 1620, the ethnic Czech nobility faced either emigration or execution
and were shortly replaced by German-speaking nobility approved by the Habsburgs. In
1624 the Jesuit order returned to dominate the cultural and educational life of Bohemia,
imposing a strictly religious framework on the interpretation of Bohemian history that
ignored the more overtly nationalist (because Protestant) aspects of the region’s history.
The Czech language remained in use among the peasantry, but although this social class
constituted the majority of the Bohemian population, most of them were illiterate and
their consciousness was hardly nationalist. Meanwhile, the nobility was politically,

ethnically, and linguistically connected to Vienna. Thus, the next century and a half

3 For Bakhtin, the novel is inherently subversive and dialogic. However, while I use his categories (such
as dialogism and heteroglossia) in my analysis of Osudy, his general conceptualization of the novel remains
problematic for me. Bakhtin’s analysis of actual novels tends to be superficial at best, and his sweeping
claims about the novel are entirely too limiting in that many of what we consider to be novels would be
excluded from his generic conception. That is, Bakhtin’s idea of the novel seems to be limited to a select
list of canonical works and authors such as Dostoyevsky, Balzac, Stendhal, et al.
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marked a long decline for the Czech language, which was, as the historian Hugh Agnew
writes, “practically driven from use in the public sphere and was viewed in most cultured
circles as a debased peasants’ jargon” (52). “By the later eighteenth century,” Agnew
comments, “faced with a newly flourishing German language and culture in Bohemia,
Czech seemed to be on its way to oblivion” (51). This possibility loomed ever larger as
first the Habsburg monarch Maria Theresa, and later her son Joseph II, began a series of
reforms aimed at consolidating the Habsburg Empire’s power and streamlining its
functioning. This was done in part by making German the official language of the
growing imperial bureaucracy. When schools were established throughout the Empire in
the late eighteenth century, German was the language of instruction, making the Czech
language’s demise seem all the more likely.

It was only in the last quarter of the eighteenth century that a small group of
Czech intellectuals revived the study of Czech history and language, and this led directly
to the rise of Czech nationalism in the nineteenth century. These intellectuals devoted a
considerable amount of energy to arguing for the stature of the Czech language and the
history of Czech culture. The linguist Josef Dobrovsky, the leading figure of this
linguistic renaissance, began to compile a Czech dictionary that standardized the
vocabulary and developed a Czech grammar that modernized the language’s orthography
and established rules governing neologisms. Because of the advocacy of Dovrovsky and
others, Czech was instituted as the language of instruction in schools at a time when the
Czechs were experiencing an abnormally large population growth, creating a sizable
reading public for the first time in the language’s history. This in turn led to the first

generation of poets writing in Czech in the early nineteenth century and a revived interest
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in the collection and preservation of Czech folklore. Thus, even the grammatical rules
utilized in Czech literary creation are responsible for not only Czech literature itself, but
also Czech nationalism, a unique relationship between language and nationalism, to be
sure.

Significantly, Dobrovsky’s primary language—the language in which he
published his polemics arguing for the importance of Czech—was German. Dobrovsky
himself learned Czech only as an adult and his knowledge of Czech was grounded in his
training as a philologist. For this reason “Dobrovsky’s knowledge of Czech was more
theoretical than practical” (Agnew 89) and he was concerned with a “purer” form of
Czech, limiting the dictionary to “purely” Czech words and rejecting dialectal forms. In
establishing the rules for the future development of the language, he wanted to ensure
that future developments followed what he called the “spirit” of the language (Agnew
90). However, because the early nineteenth-century peasantry was relatively dispersed—
and thus more prone to developing dialects in isolation—and education was not yet
compulsory, the “revived” Czech language did not correspond to the myriad forms
employed by the actual speakers of the language, so although “linguistic nationalism
became central to the Czech national movement, part of its ideology” (Agnew 91), it
contained an element of elitism and abstraction at its core.

This development had several important implications for the study of modern
Czech literature. First, although the decision to write in any language is a political one,
the decision by Czechs to write in Czech is explicitly political in a way that it is not, for

example, for a German writing in German. Works written in Czech are necessarily a
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priori implicated in the nationality ques‘[ion.24 Second, the type of Czech an author
uses—standard or dialect form—also indicates a political position. From which linguo-
national position does a literary character speak? The more “proper” the spoken Czech,
the more it represents the Czech developed by Prague’s bourgeois intelligensia, some of
whom (like Dobrovsky) did not learn the language in a lived social context. That is to
say, to the degree that characters in Czech prose spoke the idealized Czech of Dobrovsky,
the less their speech represented that of actual Czechs. The connection between language
and nationalism is thematized throughout nineteenth-century Czech literature and is taken
up again in conjunction with the second issue by Hasek in Osudy.”
The Genealogy of Svejk

The themes of storytelling and the political dimension of speaking and writing in
Czech exists in the Czech novel at its inception. In order to situate Osudy within a
national prose tradition and show how it engages these themes, I will briefly discuss the
most famous Czech novel of the nineteenth century. Less than three decades old by the
time of HaSek’s birth, the Czech prose tradition was inaugurated by BoZena Némcova’s
1855 novel Babicka. Influenced by the Czech romantic poets of the preceding generation
who “revived Czech folklore and cultivated a linguistic nationalism” (Wellek 27) and
herself a folklorist by occupation, Némcova had spent the better part of the decade

preceding the creation of Babicka traveling the Czech and Slovak lands cataloguing the

** Indeed, in Osudy even the act of speaking in either German or Czech indicates a political position.
Lieutenant Lukas, a Czech hoping to advance in the Austrian military, “spoke German in society, wrote
German, read Czech books, and when he taught a course for one-year volunteers, all of whom were Czechs,
he told them in confidence: ‘Let’s be Czechs, but no one need know about it. I’'m a Czech too.” He
equated being a Czech with membership of some sort of secret organization, to which it was wiser to give a
wide berth” (Hasek 166). The narrator adds, “He should have been a captain long since but his
cautiousness in the nationality question had not helped him” (167).

23 This problematic also becomes acute in postcolonial literature. Because of this, recent scholarship has
sought to apply postcolonial theory to Central Europe. For example, see Petkovic.
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local folklore. Némcova’s occupational concerns show in her novel as the narrative
frame is frequently interrupted, sometime for entire chapters, so that the characters may
tell stories to one another in Czech peasant vernacular with a natural eloquence that belies
their lack of formal education. Storytelling functions in provincial, primarily oral
communities as a means of preserving past traditions and wisdom. That is to say,
storytelling represents the transindividual desire of the community to pass fixed truths
and meanings from one generation to the next. Frankfurt School theorist Walter
Benjamin’s essay “The Storyteller” is useful for conceptualizing the function of the trope
of storytelling in pre-modernist novels like Babicka. He claims, “every real story [...]
contains, openly or covertly, something useful. In one case, the usefulness may lie in a
moral; in another, in some practical advice; in a third, in a proverb or maxim. In every
case the storyteller is a man [sic] who has counsel for his readers” (145). Dismissing the
gender specificity of Benjamin’s assertion, Babicka’s characters are well practiced in the
art of delivering counsel through storytelling. However, storytelling has a function
outside the narrative frame as well because there is an obvious political dimension here:
the desire of these Czechs is also the desire for Czech, both politically and linguistically.
As the titular protagonist, reflecting the linguistic nationalism of the Czech Romantics,
says, “If a man’s sprung of Czech blood, let him hold by the Czech tongue” (120).
Strikingly, in this view the nation changes from a geopolitical concept to a linguistic one,
and is performed whenever Czech is spoken. The use of Czech cultivates the nation even
when the nation as a geopolitical entity doesn’t exist.

Although Némcova’s novel emphasizes both storytelling and the political

dimension of Czech, it depicts a world that seems far removed from that of Hasek.
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Babicka’s titular protagonist is a wise old peasant woman who goes to live with her
daughter’s family in rural northeastern Bohemia. The typical occupation for a peasant
woman like Granny is spinning fabric, and indeed Granny’s spinning-wheel accompanies
her whenever she visits her neighbors and is present whenever she entertains their
company. The spinning-wheel acts as both a symbol of Granny’s peasant status and a
metaphor for the cyclical nature of pastoral life. This cyclical nature of rural existence in
turn is reflected on the narrative level as Granny, deeply attuned to the rhythm of pastoral
life, rises at four o’clock in the summer and goes outdoors to spin flax, and in the winter
rises at five and spins in her room. As a young woman she spins for her own dowry, and
after her marriage she spins for her daughters and granddaughters. Reinforcing the
novel’s cyclical structure, Granny and her grandchildren go to town every Sunday in
order to observe Mass, and the events of the novel are often located by their proximity to
the holidays of the Catholic calendar rather than historical events. Late in the novel, an
aging Granny increasingly cedes her place of primacy in the narrative to a pair of young
lovers. She drifts to the margin of her world, and “looked on as everything around her
grew and flowered, [and] she rejoiced in the happiness of those near to her” (Némcova
344), finally dying “a happy woman” (349).

The Czech peasantry of the time are not particularly disposed toward nationalism,
and this is directly reflected in Granny’s ideology. Despite her strictly linguistic
nationalism, Granny accepts the political order as natural and given.*® For her part,
Granny is loyal to the Austrian crown, recalling with fondness an unexpected encounter

she once had with the Emperor Josef II, remembered by the Czech peasantry as a

%6 Lest one assume that Granny’s apolitical nature is identical to Némcova’s, it must be noted that the
author was an outspoken proponent of social reforms, and had been living for several years under the
surveillance of the Austrian secret police for her active public role in the failed revolution of 1848.
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benevolent monarch because he abolished serfdom and granted his subjects religious
freedom (Souckova 12). We learn that as a young woman, Granny made her living
selling woolen blankets and had been walking with her mentor (later her mother-in-law)
Mrs. Novotny into the town of Ples to sell them. A young man carrying a telescope
approaches them, strikes up a conversation with the two women, and even allows Granny
to look through his telescope. The young man is in fact Josef II, but Granny and Mrs.
Novotny do not recognize him. He asks Granny what she thinks of the Emperor, and she
replies, “We pray for him every day, that the Lord God may grant him a long reign, and
to his lady mother (panimama), too” (Némcova 53). The term Granny uses to refer to the
Empress, panimdama, is the peasant word for a farmer’s wife. The Emperor then shows
his ability to identify with the peasantry when he tells Granny to remember both him and
the Empress in her prayers, repeating the vernacular “panimdma” (Némcova 54). Josef 11
then departs, but not before giving a silver thaler to Grandma and adding, “”When you
get home you can say that you have spoken with the Emperor’” (54). Recalling the
encounter later in life, Granny says, “He was a good man, especially to the poor people”
(116). Granny’s story is slyly subversive because it suggests that the Emperor’s worth is
measured by his kindness toward the Czech peasantry, and not by his military success.
More importantly, the Czech vernacular becomes an instrument of subversion here
because it effaces distinctions between the emperor and a common peasant.

Despite Granny’s love for Josef II, the Czech peasantry historically showed a
strong aversion to participating in the Habsburgs’ military campaigns. In the novel,
George Novotny, the future husband of young Magdalena (Granny), flees from his

uncle’s apprenticeship when press-gangs begin scouring the Bohemian countryside for
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young men to serve in the army. George seeks shelter with Magdalena’s family, and
Magdalena’s father agrees to “do what we can” to help George “escape the white coat”
(262) worn by soldiers in the Austrian army. Misfortune strikes, however, and George
has to flee to the Prussian frontier, where he is drafted instead into the Prussian army. As
a result of George’s conscription, Magdalena accompanies George to Silesia for the next
fifteen years. There she also sees King Frederick of Prussia and the Russian Tsar
Alexander when George serves in the former’s army before dying from a cannon wound,
ultimately leaving Magdalena a widow with three children. Thus the novel suggests that
military campaigns, whether the Habsburgs’ wars or those conducted by foreign powers,
do not represent the Czechs’ interests and bring nothing but misery.

The novel makes Czech peasant culture, to the degree that it is self-contained and
unconcerned with foreign affairs, into a trope of resistance to the Czechs’ position as a
satellite of a multinational empire. Moreover, the idyllic and cyclical nature of Babicka’s
plot even situates the novel outside of history, and northern Bohemia becomes a timeless
locus amoenus.”’ Magdalena/Granny’s encounters with important historical figures
provide the only means of placing certain episodes within a historical timeline: Josef 11
carries a telescope so that he may view construction on the Ples-Josefof fortress that was
under construction between 1784 and 1787, and George dies of a wound suffered during
the Kosciuszko Rebellion in Poland in 1792. With age, Granny leaves not only her youth
behind; the grand events of Central European history also fade into the background, and

Granny’s homecoming represents an escape from history into the refuge of pastoral

27 Milada Souckové persuasively argues that the locus amoenus is an important part of the Czech national
tradition, and the trope provides the material for the Czech national anthem. Of course, the locus amoenus
is a frequent literary setting for storytelling throughout Europe (for example, in the Decameron), and thus it
is unsurprising that Babicka infuses both the locus amoenus and storytelling with nationalist sentiment.
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existence. Widowed, penniless, barefoot, and begging for food along the way, Granny
returns to the village of her birth where her life again becomes happy.

Late in Babicka, however, the threat of military conscription again rears its ugly
head, this time threatening the happiness of the aforementioned pair of young lovers. The
young man, Jakub, is drafted into the army, and his family is too impoverished to bribe
the local gendarmes into letting him escape service. Fortunately, Granny has become
close to the local Princess, and thus she uses her influence with the Princess to win
Jakub’s release from service, saving him from the white coat in exchange for valuable
advice regarding the Princess’s foster-daughter, the Countess Hortensia.”® Here,
Granny’s earthy common sense—what Benjamin might call her counsel—appeals to the
Princess’s faculty of reason, repeating an earlier scene in the novel where Granny advised
the Princess to adopt socialist principles on her estate by giving employment to the local
paupers. This storyline reveals much about nineteenth-century Czech nationalism:
although the Czechs accepted, to varying degrees, their subject status within a
multinational empire as long as the latter allowed the Czechs their particularity, they did
not share the empire’s larger concerns.

The Princess will deliver the valediction that closes the novel; as Granny is led to
her final resting place and her cortege passes the princess’s castle, “a white hand drew
back the heavy curtains at one of the windows, and the Princess appeared between them.
As long as the procession remained in sight her sorrowful gaze followed it, and when it
was lost to view she let the curtains fall back into place, and whispered with a deep sigh:

299

‘There goes a happy woman’” (349). The dropping of the curtain ends this drama,

ending the idyll.

%% The Countess Hortensia is modeled on the historical Lady Binzer, with whom Némcova was acquainted.
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Granny’s death and her funeral procession exemplify Benjamin’s comment that
“[1]t is not only a man’s knowledge or wisdom, but above all his real life—and this is the
stuff that stories are made of—which first assumes transmissible form at the moment of
his death [...] Death is the sanction for everything that the storyteller can tell” (151). Or,
as Peter Brooks puts it, “The desire of the text is ultimately the desire for the end, for that
recognition which is the moment of the death of the reader in the text” (108).29 Brooks
does not mean the depiction of the reader’s death within the narrative, but rather that
“what we seek in narrative fictions is that knowledge of death which is denied to us in
our own lives: the death that writes finis to the life and therefore confers on it its meaning
[...] only the end can finally determine meaning, close the sentence as a signifying
totality” (22). That is to say, the end of a narrative and its metonymy stops the sliding of
meaning. Once all the signifiers have been uttered and the final period placed, the overall
meaning of the text (or one’s life read as text) becomes clear. The metonymy of a
narrative plot, once completed, acquires transmissibility as metaphor. Here, Granny’s
death confers final meaning: her happiness was dependent on her investment in the
prosaic details of both Czech life and language. The novel’s escapism—I/iteral escapism
vis-a-vis foreign military campaigns—may strike readers as unrealistic, a charge Babicka
would then share with HaSek’s novel, but its realism is saved for the authentic
representation of peasant speech. The material fact of the novel itself, reproducing Czech
vernacular on paper, performs this transmission of knowledge, rendering Granny herself
superfluous, as all storytellers eventually become once their wisdom has achieved

transmissibility.

¥ T have already discussed the importance of Brooks’ take on narrative to my own reading of irony (see pp.
12 - 14).
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Sixty-six years separate the publication of Babicka from that of Osudy, and the
historical events of these years have altered the political and ideological situation so
drastically that another escape from history is surely impossible. Nevertheless, there are
some striking similarities between Babicka and Osudy that invite comparison and suggest
that Hasek’s novel responds to Némcova’s in significant ways. Both novels demonstrate
their respective authors’ ears for dialect, and both rely heavily upon the theme of
storytelling as a vehicle for representing it. However, where the stories told by the
characters in Babicka reflect their pastoral setting, the language of Osudy’s characters,
rife with crude subject matter, is that of Prague’s petit-bourgeoisie and lumpenproletariat
and their stories are often told in the pubs or even less idealized settings, such as prison or
the military barracks. Signaling the changed attitude toward the Habsburg head-of-state,
the endearing panimdma has been replaced by the ironic Prochdzka.”® The earlier
peasants, content with their lot in the world, are replaced by malingerers who desperately
try to maintain their lot, and have to be tortured into going to war.

Némcova’s Granny can escape into a country life relatively safe from the great
march of history, save for an idyllic encounter with the Emperor. However, we should
note that while Josef II’s reforms may historically have benefited the Czech peasantry of
which Granny was a part, they were not the result of an altruistic feeling toward the
Czechs. As an Enlightened monarch, the emperor wished to undermine the Church’s
authority in favor of a strong and secular centralized government. In the long reign of

Josef II’s grandson Franz-Joseph, these reforms have culminated in the pervasive,

%% The Czechs declared that the constitution imposed by the Austrians had no validity unless Emperor
Franz-Joseph validated it as Monarch of Bohemia, a specification that required him to be crowned in
Prague. Although Franz-Joseph did indeed visit Prague, he declined to be crowned, instead opening up the
new city bridge. The Czechs began to refer to the Emperor as Mr. Prochdzka, or ‘“Walker’, referring to the
newspaper photographs of this incident showing the Emperor walking across the bridge.
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inescapable bureaucratic apparatus confronted by Hasek’s protagonist Svejk.*' Thus,
while Granny could appeal to the local Princess’s reason, the source of decision-making
in Svejk is the inhuman, irrational bureaucracy. Historical figures from Hasek’s time are
mentioned in the text, but are never present in the events of the novel and the characters
do not encounter them. In their place looms a Habsburg bureaucracy that has extended
its reach everywhere, and even the countryside is not a place where one can hide for long.

In the chapter “Svejk’s Bud&jovice Anabasis”, Svejk has become detached from
his regiment and is first helped by “some old grandmother” (néjaka stara babicka) who
assumes that Svejk has deserted. Although Némcové and her grandmother are long dead,
this unnamed grandmother’s behavior is consistent enough with Némcova’s that it might
be useful to imagine that Hasek is staging an encounter between his and Némcova’s
respective protagonists. The grandmother offers Svejk food and advice on how to avoid
the rural gendarmes: “[S]oldier, avoid CiZova. The gendarmerie there would flay you
and they always catch dissenters. Go straight through the wood to Sedlec by
Horazd’ovice. There’s a very good gendarme there who lets everybody through the
village” (243). This grandmother, like Granny, seems more interested in helping Svejk
desert the army than in rejoining his regiment, even though he states contrary intentions,
and she even knows the authority figures that might help. Unfortunately, the
acquaintances she recommends to Svejk are of no use, as the Bohemian countryside
during the First World War is swarming with gendarmes on the lookout for deserters, and
Svejk is captured and returned to his regiment after being interrogated. Even the

countryside has become infested with informers and members of state security. The

3! The bureaucracy that results from Emperor Joseph II’s reforms is more famous for its nightmarish
depiction in Franz Kafka’s work.
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encounter between Svejk and the grandmother reveals just how much Bohemia has
changed in the years since the appearance of Babicka and her idyllic world.
HasSek, Boccaccio, and the History of Irony

A comparative reading of Osudy with Babicka is initially undermined by the
much cruder style of Hasek’s novel. Yet while Osudy is indeed full of “low humor,” it is
a mistake to overlook the way this humor functions in the novel. First, the objectionable
dialogue comes not from the narrator, but from the mouths of the novel’s characters, and
HasSek clearly wants his readers to recognize this. In the Epilogue to Part I of The Good
Soldier Svejk, the narrator (also named Jaroslav Hasek) writes that in the novel,

[BJudou vojaci i obyvatelstvo mluvit a vystupovat tak, jak je tomu ve skutecnosti.

Zivot neni zadnou $kolou uhlazeného chovani. Kazdy mluvi tak, jak je schopen.

Ceremoniaf dr. Guth mluvi jinak nez hostinsky Palivec u Kalicha a tento roméan

neni pomuckou k salonnimu uslechténi a nau¢nou knihou, jakych vyrazi je

mozno ve spolecnosti uzivat. Jest to historicky obraz ur¢ité doby.
(“[T]he soldiers and civilian population will go on talking and acting as they do in real
life. Life is no finishing school for young ladies [...] and this novel is neither a handbook
of drawing-room refinement nor a teaching manual of expressions to be used in polite
society. It is a historical picture of a certain period of time”) (214). The phrase ‘certain
period of time” here situates the events of the novel within history, distancing it from the
cyclical, ahistorical model that structures Babicka, and although the historical veracity of
Hasek’s novel itself is open to debate, this is beside the point. The sheer absence of
situational realism in Svejk’s world attests to its fictional status. However, Hasek has an

ear for stories, and the novel does present a realistic portrayal of the speech of Prague’s
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pub-goers. Indeed, the brilliance of Osudy rests in the frequent ironic juxtaposition of
absurdly grotesque situations and the prosaic, yet colorful language of the characters in
these situations. It is a mistake to take Hasek’s claims to historical accuracy at face
value; the purpose of this epilogue is to call attention to the artificial, mediated nature of
this realistic, if “low” language and the ways in which it generates the ironic
juxtapositions that structure the novel.

In keeping with my effort to situate the Czech novel within a broader geo-
historical context, it is useful to note that this Epilogue to Part I of Osudy invites
comparison with another work from the European literary-demotic canon—one of the
first great prose works of Europe—in which storytelling is also emphasized: Boccaccio’s
Decameron, specifically the Introduction to the Fourth Day.** These two passages have
striking parallels: on the formal level of the text, these passages lie outside the plot of the
work itself; in both cases the author/narrator is directly addressing his audience. Both
passages are situated approximately one-third of the way into the text; Boccaccio’s
introduction occurs after the third of ten days, while HaSek’s epilogue occurs after the
first of three planned parts to the novel. Third, both authors are justifying prose—the
decision to write in prose in Boccaccio’s case, and the vulgarity of prose in Hasek’s.
Most importantly, both passages highlight the inherently ironic nature of prose in order to
call attention to its function within the respective works taken as wholes.

Addressing the women in love to whom the Decameron is dedicated, Boccaccio

writes that his critics, “showing deep concern for my renown, say that I would be better

32 Although Hasek does not explicitly claim Boccaccio as an inspiration, he references him in the novel.
After a drunken religious debate, a pious chaplain preparing for sleep requests his breviary. In response,
Svejk “put into his hand a book which was lying on the night table. The pious chaplain then fell asleep
with Boccaccio’s Decameron in his hand” (140).
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advised to remain with the Muses in Parnassus, than to fritter away my time in your
company” (284). The Muses are goddesses responsible for artistic inspiration, but
because Boccaccio is writing in an era when prose fiction is regarded as an inferior art
form (if indeed it is an art form at all), the inspiration of the Muses has nothing to do with
prose fiction. That is to say, if Boccaccio is in any way concerned with his reputation, he
should stick to poetry. Boccaccio’s response to this criticism is a striking statement of
aesthetic principle by fourteenth-century standards. “I fully concede the soundness of
this advice,” Boccaccio replies, “but all the same one cannot actually live with the Muses,
any more than they can live with us [...] Moreover, [real] ladies have caused me to
compose a thousand lines of poetry in the course of my life, whereas the Muses never
caused me to write any at all” (289). Art—even poetic art, according to Boccaccio—
draws its inspiration from real, prosaic concerns and not only is the quotidian inspiration
for his work reflected in his choice of prose, but this choice is a more honest reflection of
art’s actual inspiration than poetry, which disguises its source. This is a somewhat
disingenuous move on Boccaccio’s part, however, because the Decameron’s prose hardly
represents the quotidian. Boccaccio moved among the rising bourgeoisie and banking
families of Florence, so his prose is written for a historically young social class, albeit
one whose affectations retain a courtly manner. It is for this reason that although
Boccaccio is one of the first writers to argue for the artistic merit of prose, then regarded
as but a poor cousin to poetry, he must do so in an elevated style. The narrator claims
that his stories are written “not only in the Florentine vernacular and in prose, but in the
most homely and unassuming style (istilo umilissimo e rimesso) it is possible to imagine”

(284), a judgment that itself is obviously ironic; Boccaccio’s prose is extremely florid and
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masterful.”> Even the most “unassuming” statement within a literary text is dialogic and
ironic, and by mocking the belief that prose lacks artistic merit, Boccaccio calls the
reader’s attention to the mediated nature of the prosaic utterance. Prose is not simply a
reflection of everyday speech; in the context of the literary work it is a deliberate
aesthetic choice with a particular function. The ironical “homeliness” of style becomes a
structuring principle of the Decameron because it communicates something more than
simply thematic content.

While Boccaccio marshaled his rhetorical skills to defend his already masterful
prose, HaSek’s task is to defend Osudy’s decidedly lowbrow dialogue. Here, the narrator
resorts to a familiar argument in order to ridicule the outrage that his bawdy prose is sure
to incite, claiming, “Je-li tieba uzit né¢jakého silného vyrazu, ktery skute¢né padl,
nerozpakuji se podat jej prave tak, jak se to stalo. Opisovat nebo vyteckovat povazuji za
nejpitoméjsi pretvaiku. Slov téch uziva se i v parlamentech.” “Where it is necessary to
use a strong expression which was actually said, I am not ashamed of reproducing it
exactly as it was. I regard the use of polite circumlocutions or asterisks as the stupidest
form of sham. The same words are used in parliament, too” (214). While the lowbrow
speech is indeed an accurate representation of the Prague vernacular (although perhaps
not of parliament), I have already argued that the reader cannot accept Hasek’s claim,
following as it does on the heels of over 200 pages of the absurd narrative itself, that his
novel is an accurate depiction of reality. Contra Wellek, however, neither is the novel

simply a compendium of vulgar stories and anti-Habsburg propaganda. (Indeed, Hasek

33 The phrase “homely and unassuming style” references Boccaccio’s own commentary on Dante’s Inferno,
which he says is written in “a homely and unassuming comic style [lo stilo comico é umile e rimesso]”
(McWilliam Ixv).
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indicates that his authorial desire and intentions remain hidden.**) Rather, in defending
the novel’s prosaic and profane language, Hasek calls attention to the dynamic of its
interaction with both the background of nightmarish and grotesque situations in the
Habsburg Empire and its interaction with the plot. That is to say, HaSek uses this passage
to mark not only the mediated and overdetermined nature of the novel’s prosaic dialogue,
but also its ironic function within the novel and the way this dialogue structures the novel
as a whole.
Ironizing Narrative, Genre, and Structure in Osudy

Having begun my analysis of the novel with Hasek’s after-the-fact highlighting of
the relation between prose and irony—prosaic irony—in the Epilogue to Part I, I want to
return to the book’s beginning. The irony of Hasek’s novel begins with its title: Osudy
dobrého vojdka Svejka za svétové valky, literally “the fortunes of the good soldier Svejk
during the world war,” implying that this “good soldier” actually fights in the war. Osud,
the first word of the title, translates to “fortune”, “destiny”, or “fate”, implying that the
hero does not play an active role in driving the narrative forward. Instead, the narrative
will guide the protagonist along. Passivity, however, is typical of neither heroes nor good
soldiers. Therefore, this choice of wording in the title already undermines the usual
assumption that the protagonist’s individual desire will motivate the narrative.
Furthermore, osud typically has only a singular construction in Czech, but here it has a
plural ending—osudy, “fortunes”—suggesting an episodic structure rather than one that

builds toward its conclusion, raising the possibility that the novel will simply not be

3 “Nevim, podafi-li se mné vystihnout touto knihou, co jsem chtél. Jiz okolnost, Ze slysel jsem jednoho
¢lovéka nadavat druhému: “Ty jsi blbej jako Svejk,” pravé tomu nenasvédéuje.” “I do not know whether I
shall succeed in achieving my purpose with this book. The fact that I have already heard one man swear at
another and say “You’re about as big an idiot as Svejk’ does not prove that I have” (216).
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coherent as a whole; meaning will be contained within partial units of individual
“fortunes” rather than in an overarching structure. These etymological implications of
the plural osudy undermine the importance of the final words in the title, “za svérové
valky” (“during the world war”), which indicate a bounded temporal period providing a
contextual background against which to understand and judge discrete moments.
Whereas the individual moments of a novel typically acquire meaning within what
Brooks would call the context of the work’s completed “metonymy,” the individual
episode is the meaningful unit in the novel, not the World War as a whole. By
undermining the meaning-producing effect of the phrase “za svetové valky,” the title does
not simply suggest that the war is meaningless—an apparent, if accurate conclusion—it
also invalidates the tropes and plot structures that typically become guarantors of
meaning in a more conventional martial narrative.

The novel’s preface continues this reversal of categories, establishing Svejk as an
Everyman figure whose heroism lies in his anonymity. HaSek begins,

Veliké doba zada velké lidi. Jsou nepoznani hrdinové, skromni, bez slavy a

historie Napoleona. Rozbor jejich povahy zastinil by i slavu Alexandra

Macedonského. Dnes mlzete potkat z prazskych ulicich osumilého muze, ktery

sdm ani nevi, co vlastni znamena v historii nové velké doby. Jde skromné svou

cestou, neobtizuje nikoho, a neni t€Z obtizovan zurnalisty ktefi by ho prosily o

interview. Kdybyste se ho otdzali, jak se jmenuje, odpovidil by vdm prostince a

skromné: “Ja jsem Svejk...” (1, my italics)

A great epoch calls for great people. There are unknown heroes, modest, without

the glory and history of Napoleon. Analysis of their character would eclipse even
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the glory of Alexander of Macedonia. Today you can meet in the streets of

Prague a poorly-dressed man who does not even know himself what he signifies

in the history of these great new times. He goes Aumbly on his way, not bothering

anybody, and is not bothered by journalists asking him for an interview. If you

asked him his name, he would answer you simply and Aumbly: “I am Svejk.” (1)
Its repetition lost in Cecil Parrott’s English translation, the adjective used to describe
unknown heroes like Svejk, skromni (humble, modest) is repeated in its adverbial form
two more times in this paragraph alone, and twice more in the rest of the Preface. Svejk
is an object worthy of our fascination precisely because of the humility of his speech and
manner, but in highlighting it, the narrator invests this prosaic attitude with heightened
significance. Svejk’s anonymity is due in part to the fact that he lacks the history of a
Napoleon (bez slavy a historie Napoleona), and indeed, there is no desire on the part of
journalists to write about him. Suggesting that Svejk is unsuitable for narration, at least
in any conventional sense, the author concludes the Preface by saying, “On nezapalil
chrdm bohyné v Efesu, jako to udélal ten hlupdk Hérostrates, aby se dostal do novin a
Skolnich ¢itanek. A to staci” (Ibid). (“Unlike that stupid fellow Herostrates he did not set
fire to the temple of the Goddess in Ephesus just to get himself into the newspapers and
school books. And that is enough.”) Thus, not only is Svejk’s anonymous humility
significant, his actions invite narration precisely because they are not the actions that
typically invite a historical chronicle, suggesting that they are also important because
they will be generative of new narrative conventions.

More than simply a thematic question, Svejk’s apparent passivity is also a formal

problem because it establishes an absence of identifiable desire at the novel’s outset.
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Peter Brooks writes that textual desire is “that which is initiatory of narrative, motivates
and energizes its reading, and animates the combinatory play of sense-making” (48).
Now, this “textual desire” (or “animus”) in the nineteenth century—especially in novels
of ambition—is often equivalent to the desire of the protagonist. Here, in contrast, the
initiatory desire is not the protagonist’s. Rather, the agency mentioned in the preface is
that of history: “A great epoch (velka doba) calls for great men.” The preface establishes
a tension between narration and the march of history, on one hand, and Svejk’s
indifference—if not resistance—to it, on the other. Although this opening establishes a
discontinuity between Svejk and the Czech prose tradition, it also marks the novel’s
relationship to the modernist impulse. Just as Western European modernism required
precedents from which to distance itself, so, too, does §vejk utilize themes from earlier
Czech literature in order to break from prior models by changing the function of these
themes.

Whatever Svejk’s interest regarding history and narration, a “world” war is not so
easily ignored, and the narrator’s references to it continually bookend more discrete
narrative units, tying them together and struggling with the foregrounded fortunes of the
good soldier Svejk over the final imposition of meaning in the narrative as a whole.*
The first paragraph, a sentence in length, reads, “‘Tak ndm zabili Ferdinanda,’ fekla
posluhovacka panu Svejkovi, ktery opustiv pred léty vojenskou sluzbu, kdyz byl
definitivné prohlasen vojenskou lékatrskou komisi za blba, Zivil se prodejem ps,
osklivych necistokrevnych oblud, kterym padélal rodokmeny.” “‘And so they’ve killed

our Ferdinand,’ said [Mrs. Miiller] the charwoman, to Mr. Svejk, who had left military

33 Perhaps Hasek should have titled his novel “The Fortunes of the Good Soldier Svejk Against the World
War.”
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service years before, after having been finally certified by an army medical board as an
imbecile, and now lived by selling dogs—ugly, mongrel monstrosities whose pedigrees
he forged” (3). While the opening sentence, referring to the assassination of Archduke
Franz Ferdinand, establishes the historical background of the narrative, the offhand tone
with which the charwoman speaks suggests that this event is relatively unimportant. Mrs.
Miiller hardly appears to be the heroic type, and Svejk has already been discharged from
the army for imbecility.

Again, Peter Brooks’ theory of narrative is illuminating here: Brooks writes,
“One could no doubt analyze the opening paragraph of most novels and emerge in each
case with the image of desire taking on shape, beginning to seek its objects, beginning to
develop a textual energetics” (38). While desire, for Brooks, is not equivalent to an
individual’s desire, the latter was often a text’s expressed desire in the more canonic
novels of the nineteenth century (Balzac’s Le Pere Goriot or Stendhal’s Le Rouge et le
Noir, for example). In this respect, Osudy’s opening complicates Brooks’s claim because
it contains no apparent indication of individual desire, suggesting instead that we cannot
identify textual desire in the form of individual desire, but needs must look elsewhere for
the motive force of plotting. Because the archduke’s assassination was the catalyst for
the World War named in the novel’s title, it appears that the forces of history itself are
responsible for this novel’s metonymy. This opening paragraph situates Osudy in an era
in which history becomes a force controlling the lives of men, rather than the other way
around.

To name history as a protagonist, however, is unsatisfactorily vague.

Suggestively, the Czech philosopher Karel Kosik writes, “The opening sentence |[...] is
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not only the beginning of the narration but also announces a contemporaneous event
which has started a certain progression. ‘Something’ has been set into motion [...] The
Great Mechanism” (83). Although the war was the first event in which industrialization
and militarization forced such a large percentage of the European population to take part,
this mobilization was the result of the forces of modernization and centralization of the
state apparatus throughout Western society. Therefore Kosik’s “Great Mechanism” is not
only the war, but also the bureaucratic state apparatus of the Habsburg Empire and even
the system of international alliances, some grounded in racial politics, that caused the war
to escalate beyond the initial conflict between the Austro-Hungarian Empire and Serbian
nationalists. That is to say, what Kosik calls the Mechanism is the “desiring machine”—
heterogeneous linkages—forces well beyond the comprehension of the novel’s
characters, which agitate the novel out of its preliminary stasis, surreptitiously appearing
in the narrative as an offhand remark. If Svejk is the novel’s protagonist, such a
Mechanism is perhaps its antagonist insofar as it continues to draw Svejk into a
(narrative) plot that he has no desire to participate in and which continually threatens him
with death.

It is clear that for his part, at any rate, Svejk is concerned less with the events of
world history than with the goings-on of his neighborhood. As soon as Mrs. Miiller has
finished speaking, he immediately interprets her statement within his local frame of
reference. He asks, “Which Ferdinand, Mrs. Miiller? [...] I know two Ferdinands. One
is a messenger at PriiSa’s, the chemist’s and once by mistake he drank a bottle of hair oil
there. And the other is Ferdinand Kokoska who collects dog manure. Neither of them is

any loss” (4). This exchange is semantically loaded: while the charwoman’s use of the
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possessive “our” to modify “Ferdinand” is unsurprising given her German surname,
Svejk does not recognize this relationship between foreign Habsburg royalty and the
Czechs, a failure that, like so many other moments in the novel, suggests either imbecility
or political provocation. In what will become a recurring motif in the novel, Svejk,
appearing ignorant of the historically relevant referents of other’s words, replaces them
with insignificant local referents, generating irony through the equivalence of radically
opposed elements, the worldly/historical/important and the local/anonymous/
unimportant; the deceased archduke becomes no more important than a collector of dog
manure. The “vertical” vacillation generated here—the privileged term is degraded while
the degraded is in turn privileged—is matched by a “horizontal” vacillation between
background and foreground on the level of plot; although the assassination agitates the
Great Mechanism into motion by creeping into what is otherwise the most banal of
conversations, Svejk’s “patent idiocy” quickly forces the Mechanism into the
background, replacing one frame of reference with another. Importantly, neither the
narrator nor Mrs. Miiller read much into Svejk’s remark, giving the reader no indication
as to whether his certification as an idiot is justified; his desire remains hidden.
Historical events generate the metonymy of narrative, but Svejk, his motivation still a
mystery, hijacks the metonymic process, bending it back toward his “modest” and
“humble” frame of reference; Svejk’s verbal utterance here is akin to a pawn that, once
moved, confounds the player that moves it by returning to its starting position.
Prosaic Irony and the Demotic

Ignoring the Mechanism and the narrative metonymy it generates, Svejk is

nevertheless caught up again in its motion when he goes to a local pub called The
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Chalice. His rejection of the Mechanism of history has caused it to try a less subtle
approach; in the bar, the plain-clothes member of the State Security Bretschneider—the
eaglet insignia of his professional affiliation on the inside of his coat—is “vainly
endeavoring” to lure the barkeeper Palivec into conversation. ““Well, it’s a glorious
summer!’ said Bretschneider, embarking on his serious conversation” (6). Despite the
fact that the surface utterance is about the weather, Palivec can hardly misunderstand
Bretschneider’s “serious” provocation; the phrase “glorious summer” refers again to the
assassination that occurred at the end of June and attempts to solicit a sympathetic
response. However, the cagey Palivec is as unwilling to get caught out as Bretschneider
is eager to catch him. Palivec replies, “Stoji to vSechno za hovno” (“Everything’s worth
shit”) and refuses to talk politics, causing Bretschneider to “[lapse] into silence and [look]
disappointedly around the empty pub.” Looking for another sign of sedition,
Bretschneider then says, “Hallo, there used to be a picture of His Imperial Majesty
hanging here once [...] Just where the mirror hangs now” (7). Palivec confirms this,
adding, “It did hang there, but flies used to shit on it, so I put it away in the attic” (8).
Interestingly, Bretschneider does not attach any significance to this remark and is again
disappointed. Here, Bretschneider’s query about the picture suggests that Palivec may
have political reasons for taking it down, while the bartender’s comment about the flies is
intended to assure the policeman that his intentions are in fact apolitical. In such a
politically charged environment, however, to say nothing of a surveillance state, even the
most quotidian speech is overdetermined and every utterance has a doubling of meaning.
It is this environment of carefully weighed and measured utterances that greets

Svejk, as we shall see later. The exchange between Palivec and Bretschneider does



91

suffice, however, to sketch the background against which Svejk’s speech functions.
Despite Palivec’s deliberate phrasing, Bretschneider arrests him, ironically, for having
claimed that flies defecated on the emperor’s portrait. This exchange is the manner in
which a bureaucratic apparatus (with Bretschneider as its representative) already desires a
certain outcome, a certain meaning of the other’s discourse, in this case an admission of
guilt. The care with which Palivec words his responses is futile because his words are
always being judged by an external standard, in this case Bretschneider’s motivation to
interpret whatever he says as treasonous. Palivec’s discourse merely needs a contingent
element that fits within the coordinates of Bretschneider’s ideological interpretive
apparatus, and this occurs whenever a word that signifies filth—in this case hovno
(shit)}—is placed in any proximity to words related to the Empire. Ironically, if Palivec is
telling the truth about the flies—and we find out several pages later that he is—then
removing the picture of the emperor to prevent its further defilement is a patriotic act on
Palivec’s part, albeit one for which he is arrested. Irony is created here not because the
world is inherently contradictory, but because the Czechs’ world is structured by an
ideological system that refuses to recognize the influence of lived experience on language
use. Answering a simple question has implications that undermine the whole ideological
edifice of an empire, and even the most apolitical speech is charged with unintended
meaning containing political ramifications. It is enough to have even suggested that he
and Bretschneider live in a world where flies could shit on a representation of the
emperor to land Palivec in prison. Early on, we see that prosaic speech, even when
seemingly unreflective, conveys much more to the reader than the surface content of the

words.
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On the narrative level, the Mechanism and its representatives operate using what
Lacan would call the discourse of the master (S1/$ = Sy/a).’® The master signifier (the
Empire itself) button-ties the meaning of the overall battery of signifiers, pinning their
meaning in ways that justify and consolidate the master’s hegemony. However, the
repressed products of this operation are the signifiers of the Czechs’ prosaic existence
(the proximity of the word “shit” to “Emperor”). In this discursive situation, “shit”
occupies the position of the real (a). The “truth” of this discourse, the split subject, is
perfectly embodied by Palivec, who after all desires to be apolitical. In these early pages,
the novel explicitly thematizes the role of the master signifier in both Osudy and in all
narratives, showing how it only arrests the sliding of signifiers and enables the work of
interpretation, binding initiatory desire to certain signifiers and providing them with an
affective charge. In other words, transcoding Hasek and Lacan reveals that one cannot
subvert the master signifier by ignoring its structuring role in the signifying network
because the subject of ideology—in this case, Bretschneider—still interprets the other’s
discourse by pinning meaning under the master signifier’s aegis.

Through the repetitions of scatological humor, the novel draws a parallel between
a disciplinary discourse which must be cleansed of signifiers of impurity and the
subject’s body. Just as the body is often a metaphor for ideological systems—the body
politic, for example—that which traverses the body’s borders, signaling its lack of
integrity, becomes a threat to the corporeal integrity of a political system.

Thus, the political threat posed by excremental signifiers is mirrored by the

military threat posed by excrement itself. After being conscripted Svejk is accused of

36 T am reluctant to read particular moments within a narrative as illustrative of psychoanalytic theory, but
elaborating this episode as an example of the master’s discourse is necessary in order to show how Svejk
subverts this discourse.
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malingering and sent to the garrison prison, where the prison doctor prescribes a daily
enema, a grotesquely comic reaction that is nevertheless entirely consistent with
Bretschneider’s earlier reaction to Palivec’s cursing. Svejk and his fellow malingerers®’
are in prison precisely because they do not identify with imperial ideology, so if they are
to become ideological subjects they must be cleansed of their (real) particularity, any
interiority that outwardly traverses the body’s borders, in this case their excrement.

Svejk appears to intuit this when he responds to the punishment with his typical
equanimity: “‘Don’t spare me,” he invited the myrmidon who was giving him the enema.
‘Remember your oath. Even if it was your father or your own brother who was lying
here, give him an enema without batting an eyelid. Try hard to think that Austria rests on
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these enemas and victory is ours’ (69). That is to say, the empire’s survival is
contingent on its ability to fully repress the Czechs’ biological waste product, a signified
whose signifier “unconsciously expresse[s] [...] the detestation the ordinary Czech feels
[...] for the Emperor and for polite phrases” (215-6). Within Osud)y’s narrative, then,
vulgarity functions propagandistically as the return of the repressed, an inescapable
reminder that the ideological edifice sustaining the Austro-Hungarian Empire is a house
of cards.

Were that the vulgarity’s sole function, however, critics like Wellek might be
justified in conflating “low humor” with “cheap propaganda” in their curt dismissals of
the novel. However, as I have already suggested, the demotic has a formal function in

Osudy that HaSek uses in order to comment on the relationship between literature, the

nation, and discursive structure. Recognizing the repressive nature of the discourse of the

37 Although Svejk suffers from rheumatism at the beginning of the novel, immediately before he is sent to
prison Svejk “observed with horror that his rheumatism was beginning to disappear” (61) and his
rheumatism does not return.
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master vis-a-vis the real world, in the epilogue Hasek writes, “Years ago I read a
criticism of a novelette, in which the critic was furious because the author had written:
‘He blew his nose and wiped it.” He said that it went against everything beautiful and
exalted which literature should give the nation” (214). This unnamed (and probably
apocryphal) story highlights literature’s nationalist obligation so that HaSek may point
out that, structurally, overtly nationalist literature is another form of propaganda because
it merely replaces Austro-Hungarian ideology’s intolerance for the real with the Czechs’.
Clearly situating himself in opposition to this intolerance, HaSek continues, “Those who
boggle at strong language are cowards” (214), adding, “Lots of people of the type of the
late Bretschneider [...] are still knocking about today in the Republic. They are
extremely interested in what people are talking about” (216). In contending that
censorious critics are no better than the Austrian secret police, HaSek argues that
literature submitted to nationalist sentiment merely reinforces a social order that is a
repetition of the previous one—and as such is a manifestation of the discourse of the
master.>® As a formal element of Osudy, then, the vulgarity is decidedly anti-
propagandistic.

Even though Osudy is not a work of high modernism, Hasek’s break with
received nationalist, literary, and narrative convention—especially those of the nineteenth
century Czech tradition—situates Osudy within the broader modernist break with
tradition endemic throughout the Europe of the 1920s. At the same time, Hasek’s
lowbrow humor is an ironic commentary on the “purification” of the Czech language

advocated by Dobrovsky and his circle and embodied in Némcova’s novel. Meanwhile,

3% Osudy is not the first modernist work whose content caused controversy for failing to adhere to received
aesthetic norms. For example, see Pericles Lewis, pp. 37-63.
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literary criticism, especially when infected by a nationalism that establishes standards of
propriety for literature, is a manifestation of the discourse of the university (S,/S; =2 a/$).
The “truth” of this discourse is the master signifier. As a result, nationalist criticism is
just the discourse of the master in disguise.>> Use of both the vernacular and vulgar
subject matter distinguishes Osudy from both discursive structures. If, in the passages of
Osudy that thematize the master’s discourse, these signifiers of impurity occupy the
position of the real (a), then the novel’s frequent use of vulgarity performs the discourse
of the analyst (a/S; = $/S;) by subverting the audience’s (nationalist) aesthetic and genre
expectations. Thus, the vulgar content expressed in the vernacular has a dual function in
Osudy: it first thematizes the discourse of the master within the novel’s narrative in order
to subvert this discursive structure both within the narrative and on the novel’s formal
level.
Tactics of Subversion, Games of Chance

Although the vernacular subverts a conventional heroic narrative structure, the
plot continues to be motivated by a drive toward mobilization in the war. That is to say,
Svejk may not desire to take part in a heroic narrative, but nevertheless the “Mechanism”
draws him closer and closer to the war’s orbit. As Kosik notes, both Svejk’s individual
plot and the background plot (the “za sverové valky” of the title) “are impeded by a
‘retarding element,” Svejk’s narrative” (84). Osudy may subvert narrative norms, but it
constantly veers toward becoming a conventional war novel, save for Svejk’s delaying
tactics. To be sure, he does not stop the war, which is ongoing in the background of the

text anyway, but he arrests the narrative drive towards that end. At times, for instance, he

3% As Lacan notes, the Soviet Union represents the discourse of the university. The prevalence of this
political discourse and its literary equivalent may explain why Osudy remained so popular throughout the
region during the Communist era.
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gets separated from his regiment—entire chapters pass before he rejoins it—and at other
times he is literally “detained” in prison. The result of this retardation is that these two
plotlines never fully merge. My use of the term tactic is borrowed from Michel de
Certeau, who writes that a tactic “must play on and with a terrain imposed on it and
organized by the law of a foreign power [...] must accept the chance offerings of the
moment, and seize on the wing the possibilities that offer themselves at any given
moment [...] In short, a tactic is an art of the weak” (37). Osudy exemplifies this power
relationship; as we have already seen, even Prague’s pubs and the Bohemian countryside
through which Svejk wanders are controlled by the Austro-Hungarian bureaucracy.
Svejk cannot escape the war, but he can take advantage of the “chance offerings” that
allow him to briefly go AWOL or avoid combat. For my purposes, then, a tactic is any
action on Svejk’s part that opens a temporal window in which the narrative is diverted
from its ultimate end, participation in the war and an overall coherence that marks the
narrative “death” of which Brooks writes. Because tactics are spur-of-the-moment, Svejk
cannot adopt a singular modus operandi, and thus he finds a new way to get into trouble
every time.

Tactics of narrative diversion and digression are necessary because Svejk is
clearly in the weaker position vis-a-vis the Mechanism. The Mechanism reveals itself
after Bretschneider arrests Svejk and takes him to police headquarters, where he signs a
document affirming the allegations contained within Bretschneider’s deposition. In the
labyrinth of the regional criminal court system, the narrator says, “Zde mizela povétSing
vSechna logika a vitézil §, Skrtil §, blbl §, prskal §, smal se §, vyhrozoval §, zabijel §, a

neodpoustél” (30). “Here logic mostly disappeared and the § triumphed, the § strangled,
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the § went mad, the § fumed, the § laughed, the § threatened, the § murdered and gave no
quarter” (24).* What is immediately striking about this sentence is not only the agency
possessed by the §, but also its wholly irrational nature. By ironically ascribing agency to
the § rather than the bureaucrats who use it, Hasek reveals the signifier of the law that
structures Svejk’s social reality.

Because the § and the operation it performs in structuring social reality has
suddenly become apparent, Svejk can now counter it. Nevertheless, while for Hasek no
less than for Katka the Mechanism is all-powerful, for Hasek its anthropomorphic
behavior means that it also has weaknesses. Svejk is not powerful enough to stand up to
the Austrian war machine, and indeed he only survives because of luck. After his first
visit to prison, the papers on Svejk somehow wind up “in the archives of the Army Legal
Department and were minuted: ‘Planned to throw off his hypocritical mask and come out
publicly against our ruler and our state’ (Hasek 92). Fortunately for Svejk, however, “the
papers had been stuck into files dealing with a certain Josef Koudela.*' On the file cover
was a cross and underneath it ‘Action completed’ with the date” (92). Although nothing
more is known of the unfortunate Josef Koudela, he receives the sentence (in both the
legal and literal senses of the word) intended for Svejk, demonstrating that because he
holds the weaker position, Svejk’s survival is equally dependent on both his tactics and
the Mechanism’s mistakes.

Svejk’s initial tactic is to identify fully with the discourse of the master (and the

signifier of the master). Without duress Svejk confesses to the charges against him,

* The mark §, denoting “section sign,” is commonly associated with legal code (not only in Central Europe
but here as well).

*! Peter Steiner has pointed out that abbreviating Josef Koudela’s surname serendipitously results in Josef
K.
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leading the police warder to have him examined by medical experts to make sure he’s of
sound mind. When Svejk appears before them, however, he sees a picture of Franz-
Joseph hanging on the wall and exclaims, “Long live our Emperor, Franz Joseph I,
gentlemen” (28). This unsolicited expression of loyalty to the Habsburgs on the part of a
Czech leads the three medical experts, each of whose opinions previously “differed
gloriously” from the others’ (28), to unanimously declare Svejk insane and remand him
to an asylum. In Osudy, a Czech who supports the continued existence of the Habsburg
Empire must clearly be insane. In the asylum Svejk is happy because, in contrast to
Prague’s streets and pubs swarming with the secret police, “Everyone there could say
exactly what he pleased and what was on the tip of his tongue” (31). Thus, full
identification with the master’s discourse gets Svejk placed in a space outside the normal
rules of society, where language is not button-tied by the master signifier. This
exemplifies that there is an explicitly narrative dimension to freedom in this novel. To
be free is to be able to narrate freely, meaning to narrate without regard for the political
consequences and outside of formulaic narrative categories. The caution with which
Czech subjects must speak prevents expression of desire, and desire is always open to
mis-interpretation, as the unfortunate Palivec can attest, but the asylum allows for all
manner of desiring speech. Speech within the boundaries of normative society, however,
is always politically overdetermined.

Svejk is eventually thrown out of the asylum and allowed to return home, now no
closer to the war than he was before. His initial tactic is temporarily successful in
returning the narrative back to its starting point. Although Svejk’s tactics change in

method, their consistent goal seems to be to return the novel back to a point prior to the
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war’s intrusion in his life. When the War Ministry “suddenly remembered Svejk” (55),
he is back home in bed, suffering from rheumatism as before. Were Svejk’s tactics to
prevail, however, the novel would now be over after a mere 55 pages. Unfortunately for
Svejk, “one after the other of the Austrian divisions were taken with their pants down and
got the walloping they had long deserved” (55), leading yet another avatar of the
Mechanism, this time the War Ministry, to call Svejk up, necessitating new tactics
throughout the novel. Svejk’s tactics, then, represent a resistance to the Habsburg
military’s discourse of the master and to narrative plotting.

Svejk’s tactics, like the episode discussed above, generate moments of specific
irony in the narrative; when Svejk is committed for being patriotic, the reader sees the
absurdity of any Czech’s outward display of patriotism. However, because Svejk, in his
anonymity alluded to in the preface, is a quintessential “everyman,” he is not in control of
his own destiny. When we analyze what happens to the utterances of Everymen within
the context of the novel as a whole, the specific irony of the epilogue gives way to
General Irony on the narrative level. The everyday speech of Osudy’s characters is
continually ironic, and even the most apparently direct speech may be subject to ironic
misinterpretation, regardless of whether this is intended by the character or not. For
example, Svejk says, “Our Lieutenant Makovec always used to say: ‘There’s got to be
discipline, you bloody fools, otherwise you’d be climbing about on the trees like
monkeys, but the army’s going to make human beings of you, you god-forsaken idiots.’
And isn’t that true? Just imagine a park, let’s say at Charles Square, and on every tree an
undisciplined soldier! It’s enough to give you a nightmare!” (8-9). Here Svejk takes his

former lieutenant’s metaphor at face value, thereby ridiculing it. The image the
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lieutenant chooses to justify his harsh military discipline, interpreted literally instead of
metaphorically, is simply absurd. This shows that even hegemonic systems are never
entirely literal, suggesting that the power to mis- and re-interpret exists even in
institutions otherwise known for the simplicity and directness of their speech.

Svejk’s literal-minded interpretation becomes a recurring motif in the novel, and
Svejk’s desire to take orders too literally will subvert the military apparatus again and
again, creating one ironic situation after another. After Svejk is arrested along with
Palivec and undergoes interrogation, he is asked, “Do you confess to everything?”” and
Svejk promptly replies, “If you want me to confess, your worship, I shall” (Hasek 22).
Here Svejk takes the order to confess literally, the irony of course being that even a

"9

demand as simple as “confess!” comes with the expectation that the recipient of the order
will do anything but confess. In actually following the order, Svejk makes his
interrogators question his sanity, leading to his fateful meeting with the three doctors.
Thus even direct speech is exposed as not meaning what it says, and irony is inescapably
inherent in even the most prosaic of utterances. In order to communicate (or follow
military orders) adequately, one cannot take linguistic utterances at their face value; they
always occur within a larger context that renders the meaning of even the most prosaic
speech ambivalent.

Although the life of the everyman is inherently contradictory, it is no less so for
power structures. Prosaic irony provides a way for characters (and perhaps readers) to
accept their relative helplessness while still maintaining a space for subversive action.

The language of those marginal to, yet trapped within a Czech society dominated by

Austria-Hungary is their means of resistance. Although individuals escape military
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service, vast numbers of Czechs had no choice but to serve the Habsburgs in World War
I. Although they can reject neither the war itself nor their forced participation in it, they
can subvert by means of a prosaic orientation the military ideology that they have no
choice but to serve. Similarly, de Certeau argues that it is through the everyday use of
the products of hegemonic systems, what he calls “the practice of everyday life,” that the
everyman trapped within an inescapable network of power relations opens up a space of
creativity and subversion. He writes, “Innumerable ways of playing and foiling the
other’s game (jouer/déjouer le jeu de [’autre), that is, the space instituted by others,
characterize the subtle, stubborn, resistant activity of groups which, since they lack their
own space, have to get along in a network of already established forces and
representations” (18). The external imposition of ideology permeates lived existence, but
possibilities unaccounted for by the hegemonic system remain open to us because in our
prosaic existence we still use language to do things, and it is in the space between the
saying and doing that we depart from the literality of an utterance.

Tactics imply intentionality, and while Svejk’s intentions are not always clear, the
novel employs the theme of gaming on several occasions, suggesting that Svejk’s
primary function is ludic.** As we have just seen, a ludic element is immanent to prosaic
irony. De Certeau suggests that we can locate the formal rules of prosaic practice in
games, “which as operations are disjunctive, because they produce differentiating events,

[giving] rise to spaces where moves are proportional to situations” (22, author’s italics).

* In “Svejk — The Homo Ludens,” Hana Arie Gaifman provides excellent analysis of the role particular
games play in the novel, but her overall thesis—“In such a fictional world the ludic function of man is of
much greater importance than all other human functions, so that the homo ludens proves to be the only true
homo sapiens” (307)—strikes me as hackneyed, both because it ignores the importance of bodily functions
that I discussed earlier and because the term homo sapiens is extremely problematic in Svejk. Finally,
although Gaifman recognizes that Svejk “generally undermines the schematism of the traditional adventure
novel” (321), her discussion remains almost exclusively thematic and thus fails to elaborate this insight into
an analysis of the novel’s aesthetic.
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Although games have rules that limit the possible courses of action, the element of
chance still exists within this limited context. Although each situation limits the possible
moves in a different way, the player still retains the agency to choose among the possible
combination of moves in order to manipulate events.

Svejk’s ludic tactics are unaccounted-for by the rules of the military apparatus,
and for this reason they are equivalent to a wrench thrown into the gears. Shortly after he
is accused of malingering, Svejk ends up in military prison. Here he is forced to attend a
mass presided over by the Chaplain Otto Katz, who arrives intoxicated and spends the
entire mass haranguing the prisoners with vulgarities. Svejk finds this spectacle highly
entertaining and whispers, “This is first class,” to his neighbor (Hasek 85), and shortly
thereafter bursts into tears (87). After the mass ends, Chaplain Katz has Svejk brought
into the vestry, where the chaplain “jerk[s] at Svejk’s shoulder and shout[s]: ‘Confess that
you only blubbed for fun, you sod’” (88). Katz’s aggressive tone and gesture suggest that
he anticipates that Svejk will deny the allegation. However, the following occurs:
““Humbly report, sir,” said Svejk deliberately, staking everything on a single card, ‘1
confess to Gold Almighty and to you, venerable Father, who are God’s deputy, that I was
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really only blubbing for fun’” (88, my emphasis). Svejk’s play during the mass produces
a confrontation with the Chaplain in which Svejk is limited to two obvious moves, and
his choice of the unexpected, albeit possible move wins him a position as Katz’s batman
and keeps him away from the front for several chapters. The card metaphor makes
explicit the fact that Svejk recognizes that the order to confess is really a demand to do

anything but confess, so that the Chaplain can then punish him. As Kosik notes,

“[Svejk’s] changeability, elusiveness, and ‘mystery’ are consequences of the fact that he
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is part of a system which is based on the general premise that people pretend that they are
what they are not” (84).** Ironically, Svejk avoids punishment through the disobedient
act of ignoring the pragmatic meaning of the Chaplain’s command and confessing his
guilt.

As Katz yells for Svejk to confess, the narrator pauses to describe the décor of the
chaplain’s office. On one wall a portrait of St. Francis of Sales looks down on Svejk,
while on the opposite wall:

[A] martyr gazed open-mouthed at him, while Roman mercenaries were sawing

through his buttocks. During this operation no suffering could be detected on the

martyr’s face, nor the joy nor the glory of martyrdom either. He only stared,
open-mouthed, as though he wanted to say: “How on earth did this happen to me?

What on earth are you doing to me, gentlemen?” (88)

This brief description of the painting in Chaplain Katz’s office highlights Svejk’s own
inscrutability: “The chaplain look[s] searchingly at Svejk’s artless countenance” (Ibid).
Here the artless countenance of Svejk indicates a certain sang-fi-oid to the reader, who
knows from the narration that Svejk’s humble appearance is but a ruse—he is described
as gambling, after all—but in contrasting it with the open-mouthed gape of the unnamed
martyr, the narrator also highlights the difference between Svejk’s motives and those of
the martyr, giving Svejk a limited amount of agency in the network within which he is
trapped. Svejk’s successful play here endears him to the chaplain, earning him a period
of service as the chaplain’s batman, far from the front. It is only through the use of the
card metaphor that the reader may make this assumption; the chaplain does not have the

benefit of a narrator to tell him how to interpret Svejk’s behavior. A good poker face is

* Find Freud’s joke about two Jews on the way to Krakow and cite.
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blank, even unreadable, and Svejk’s superiors are frequently unable to find a motive or
communicative function in Svejk’s expression and must impute one. Svejk’s
inscrutability, a result of his ludic function, thus has a subversive function on the
narrative level.

The trope of game-playing becomes a metaphor for subversion later in the novel.
Playing a card game called marias, Svejk tells a fellow soldier, “Two-handed marias is
more important than the whole war” (456). Considering that the outcome of the war will
bring about the end of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and that Hasek is writing the novel
in the early days of the first Czechoslovak Republic whose very existence is enabled by
the empire’s defeat and breakup, this would be a striking statement were it not fully
consistent with the opposition of history to everyday life inherent in this novel. The card
game, a modest activity to pass the time on a military train, is significant because, as
Hana Arie Gaifman notes, one of the “regulative rules” of this game is that “sitting in a
pub and playing marias erases every social difference (312). Maria$ disrupts hierarchies
both during the temporal duration of its playing, and also as a prosaic activity that
becomes privileged over historical events, and it continues the delaying action of the
novel because as long as the card game (and the players’ chatter) continues, the war stays
in the background of the narrative. The card game thus displays the novel’s performative
form: it is an instance of both the disruption of hierarchies and the subversion of the war
narrative.

Svejk as a Clown
Svejk’s unreadability suggests that he is not merely an ironic figure, but the

embodiment of irony itself. When Svejk finally enters military service, he is given “an old
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military uniform which had belonged to some pot-bellied fellow who was taller than him

by a head” (99). The text continues:
Do kalhot, které mél na sobé, byli by se vesli jesté t¥i Svejkové. Nekoneéné faldy
od noh az pfes prsa, kam az sahaly kalhoty, mimovolné zplisobovaly obdiv
divakd. Ohromna blliza se zéplatami na loktech, zamasténd a spinava, klatila se
na Svejkovi jako kabat na hastrosovi. Kalhoty visely na ném jako kostym na
klaunovi z cirku. Vojenska Cepice, kterou mu téz na garnizoné vymeénili, $la mu
ptes usi. [page #?]
(As for the trousers three more Svejks could have got into them. An endless
succession of baggy folds from his feet up to where his trousers reached over his
chest involuntarily evoked the admiration of the spectators. A vast tunic with
patches on the elbows, covered with grease and dirt, dangled around Svejk like a
coat on a scarecrow. His trousers hung on him like a circus clown’s costume.
The military cap, which they had also changed in the garrison gaol, came down
over his ears.) (99, my italics)

This is the uniform that Svejk will wear almost until the novel’s end, and Svejk’s

oversize costume contrasts with those of other characters (Lieutenant Luka$§ and Chaplain

Katz, respectively) as is apparent in Josef Lada’s illustrations throughout the novel.
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Thus attired, Svejk’s body is hidden and becomes obfuscated in the text. Svejk appears
to be almost superhuman since the long night marches in freezing temperatures simply
have no effect on him. He is able to drink large amounts of spirits without actually
seeming drunk. In contrast to characters like Chaplain Katz, who consume similar
amounts and pay the price, Svejk is able to drink with impunity. Svejk’s body is only
manifest in the text when he has consumed too much food or alcohol and begins to
release gas from one end or the other. Thus, he does not suffer, but produces bodily
reminders that the Austrian military has failed to fully evacuate him of excrement.
Ironically, his value as a soldier is precisely his body which, voided of excrement, has

been purified and can be sacrificed for the empire’s preservation, but instead his body
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shows the impossibility of both purification and Austrian victory. Svejk’s appearance is
thus a double reminder of the real: the real as the impossibility of Habsburg ideology, on
one hand, and the historical “real” of the empire’s defeat, on the other.

In addition to the obfuscation of his body, Svejk’s uniform calls attention to his
face, which in its placidity stands in stark contrast to the nightmarish world around him.
Almost every physical description of Svejk begins and ends with his face. While the
ostentatious costume draws attention in public, “Svejk answer[s] the smiles of the
spectators with a sweet smile of his own and the warm tender look of his good-natured
eyes” (98). The interplay between Svejk and his spectators calls attention to the
performative nature of Svejk’s antics rather than a hidden psychology. At the same time,
this further heightens the contrast not only between Svejk’s apparent equanimity and the
terrible background of the war, but also between Svejk and other characters such as
Lieutenant Lukas, whose emotional state is always apparent. As Robert Storey notes, this
contrast, regressive in nature, connotes mastery in an environment of chaos (33), but as I
have already pointed out, it also makes Svejk more difficult to “read,” because the face is
the visual cue that we most often rely on when guessing at the motivation of the other.

The combination of this oversize uniform and Svejk’s expression turns him into a
blank screen onto which others—both other characters and readers—may project an
interpretation. Indeed, to return to the notion of Lacan’s four discourses, we could argue
that Svejk here performs the same function as the Lacanian analyst, situated in the
discourse of the analyst. In contrast to the conventional image of an analyst who listens
to the analysand and then provides an interpretation of his unconscious, the Lacanian

analyst acts as a blank screen onto which the analysand projects his fantasy. Svejk is
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similarly “blank™ insofar as his face betrays no traces of desire or underlying psychology;
the narrator does not confirm of contradict Svejk’s motives or the interpretations of his
utterances put forth by his interlocutors. In this regard the novel is consistent with the
preface, where despite Hasek’s implication that an analysis of Svejk’s character is
possible (“If you analyzed [Svejk’s] character you would find that it eclipsed even the
glory of Alexander the Great.”), the rest of the preface speaks precisely to the
inscrutability of his character.

The withholding of any psychological explanation of Svejk’s behavior—in
marked contrast to at least cursory psychological portraits of supporting characters, such
as Lt. Luka§—suggests that Svejk is exemplary of what the structuralist theorist Tzvetan
Todorov calls “literary a-psychologism” (67). For Todorov, literary a-psychologism is
not characterized simply by a lack of psychological description, but also a causal
structure different from that of psychological literature. The latter has a causal
relationship of consequence, where action refers back to and furthers understanding of
the personality of the acting character. In contrast, a-psychological narrative follows a
relationship of consecution in which “action is important in itself and not as an indication
of this or that character trait” (67). For the purposes of reading Osudy, this means that we
should not look for moments that provide access to Svejk’s character, but rather look at
the effect of Svejk’s actions and speech on the narrative itself.

Indeed, any attempt to explain Svejk’s actions by means of psychological analysis
fails. Despite being out of earshot of the authorities on numerous occasions, he reveals
his thoughts on Austria only once. While drinking coffee Svejk and an unnamed soldier

engage in “an endless series of utterances which would certainly have been defined in the
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court as treasonable and for which both of them would have been hanged” (207). Finally,
Svejk “az koneéné [...] odsoudil Rakousko nadobro slovy: “Takova blba monarchie

29

nema ani na svété bejt,”” (“condemn[s] Austria forever with the words: ‘Such an idiotic

monarchy ought not to exist in the world’”” (208). Despite his assessment, Svejk does not
give any indication that his words will lead to actions, in contrast to his interlocutor, who
“aby jaksi ten vyrok doplnil v praktickém sméru, dodal druhy: ‘Jak pfijdu na.front, tak se
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jim zdejchnu.”” (in order to complete the pronouncement in a practical direction, said
‘When I get to the front, I’ll hop it [desert] pretty quick’”) (208, italics mine). While
Svejk’s judgment will indeed be affirmed by the course of historical events, the point
here is that Svejk’s own political utterance does not lead to action; his interlocutor has to
move the discussion in that direction. Although this scene is an unexpectedly frank
glimpse of Svejk, it also reveals that there is no connection between his psychology and
his behavior; the latter cannot be explained by reference to the former.

Svejk is not wholly devoid of character traits, but in a manner consistent with
Osudy’s resistance to an overarching meaning, these traits are immediate and applicable
only within the episode or “osud” in which they appear. For example, while on a
scouting mission Svejk comes upon a small lake in which an escaped Russian prisoner is
bathing. The Russian runs away naked and because Svejk “[is] curious to know how [the
Russian prisoner’s uniform] would suit him” (666), he takes off his own uniform and puts
on the Russian’s, only to be captured by field gendarmerie who are looking for the
escaped prisoner. Although Hasek actually deserted to the Russians during the war,

according to the narrator it is only Svejk’s curiosity, rather than political commitment,

that causes this unfortunate misunderstanding. This is again exemplary of literary a-
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psychologism, which Todorov argues has an immediate as opposed to a mediated
causality (68). The immediacy of this characterization, he claims, means that “The cause
is not a primordial before, it is only one element of the ‘cause-and-effect’ couple, in
which neither is thereby superior to the other” (69, author’s italics). In contrast to
psychological narrative, where a character’s essential trait motivates behavior throughout
the text, actions serving to further elucidate the character’s psychological makeup, for
Todorov a-psychological literature works in the opposite direction; the trait suddenly
appears only long enough to motivate action, and just as quickly disappears. Svejk’s
decision to change uniforms results not from any event in his psychological history, but
rather from simple curiosity, and thus it provides no insight into Svejk’s character. This
immediate causality is another way that the novel effaces hierarchical distinctions, in this
case the subordination of effect to cause in psychological narrative.

In literary a-psychologism, Todorov claims, “We are in the realm of narrative-
men” in which “a character is a potential story” (70). Indeed, Svejk is just such a
narrative-man, whose stories subvert narrative by means of narrative. Let us return to the
early episode at the Chalice. I focused on the exchange between Bretschneider and
Palivec, and now I wish to reconsider Svejk’s part in the conversation. Stymied in his
effort to draw Palivec into treasonous conversation, “Civilni straznik Bretschneider
definitivné umlkl a jeho zachmuteny vyraz se zlepsil teprve prichodem Svejka, ktery,
vstoupiv do hospody, porucil si erné pivo s touto poznamkou: ‘Ve Vidni dneska faky
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maji smutek.”” (“Bretschneider finally relapsed into silence and his sullen countenance
did not improve until the arrival of Svejk who, entering the pub, ordered a black beer

with his comment: ‘In Vienna they’ll also be mourning.’” (8, italics mine). This
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sentence, typical of the narrator’s style (and indeed, of most narrative), is an example of
hypotaxis, in which connectives create subordinate or dependent relationships between
the clauses in a sentence. With its political associations, Svejk’s ironic remark (the word
taky, “also,” creates an equivalence between Svejk’s beer and mourning attire) helps to
explain the improvement in Bretschneider’s mood; hypotaxis thus indicates a relationship
of consequence. In contrast to the caution displayed in the innkeeper and the policeman’s
terse remarks, on one hand, and the hypotaxis of the narrator on the other, Svejk appears
to be suffering from logorrhea:
Tak uz tam je na pravdée bozi, dej mu panbiith vécnou slavu. Ani se nedockal, az
bude cisafem. Kdyz ja jsem slouzil na vojné, tak jeden general spadl s kon¢ a
zabil se docela klidné. Chtéli mu pomoct zas na koné, vysadit ho, a divéji se, ze je
uplné mrtvej. A mél taky avancirovat na feldmarsalka. Stalo se to pfi ptehlidce
vojska. Tyhle ptehlidky nikdy nevedou k dobrymu. V Sarajevé taky byla néjaka
prehlidka. Jednou se pamatuji, Ze mné schéazelo pti takové piehlidce dvacet
knoflikli u munduru (page?)
And so he’s already lying with God and the Angels. Glory be! He didn’t even
live to be Emperor. When I was serving in the army a general once fell off his
horse and killed himself without any fuss. They wanted to help him back onto his
horse, to lift him up, but to their surprise he was completely dead. And he was
going to be promoted to Field Marshal. It happened at a review. These reviews
never come to any good. In Sarajevo there was a review too. I remember once at

a parade like that I had twenty buttons missing from my uniform... (8)
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Here, it would seem impossible to interpret his speech as even sane, let alone political.
Svejk’s monologue is characterized by parataxis, in which propositions follow one
another without any indication of their interdependence. Jumping from one idea to the
next without an obvious connection, Svejk’s parataxis resembles the free association that
drives the psychoanalytic session.** While each sentence here has a tangential thematic
connection with the next, the overall narrative does not subordinate individual sentences
or clauses to an overarching point. The relationship expressed is one of consecution
rather than consequence.

Regardless of content, Svejk’s speech is structurally antithetical to the discourse
expected of a national subject, which is the discourse of the master. This discursive
structure is inherently hypotactic insofar as all utterances—indeed, all signifiers—are
subordinate to the “button-tying” work of the master signifier. That is, signifiers become
semantically loaded and their meaning is fixed by the national discourse in which they
appear; for example, the terms “emperor” and “patriot” have either positive or negative
connotations depending on whether they appear in a Austrian or Czech nationalist
discourse. In the former, a patriot would be a loyal subject who supports the emperor,
while in the latter a patriot wants to dethrone the emperor, whom he regards as an
illegitimate head of state. In contrast, parataxis refuses the fixing of a signifier’s meaning
within the broader utterance. Individual sentences and clauses become more or less
equivalent, in its drive toward absurdity parataxis resists and “unbinds” the master

signifier’s button-tying. In this episode, Bretschneider interprets Svejk’s babbling as

* Compare Stuart Schneiderman’s description of free association: “Free association is [...] letting thoughts
come to you without thinking or reflecting on each one as it comes [...] Each thought in free association is
a discrete unit, counted as one, and no effort is made to form these thoughts into a whole or a unity that
would have coherence and consistency” (135).
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treasonous and arrests him, but in the absence of psychological realism vis-a-vis Svejk’s
character, any motive imputed to his speech is wholly arbitrary. On the surface, Svejk’s
narrative is neither pro- nor anti-imperial, neither patriotic nor revolutionary, but it
represents a discursive structure opposed to that of the national(ist) discourse. These
passages thus become a verbal representation of the subversion that the novel as a whole
performs.

Svejk’s stories are tactics that function to frustrate the desire of military
authorities (who often want to punish Svejk’s transgressions). For instance, when Svejk
becomes Lieutenant Lukas’s batman, the latter says, “The chaplain recommended you as
a frightful idiot and I think he was not wrong” (168). Svejk replies,

“Poslusné hlasim, pane nadporuciku, ze se opravdu pan polni kurat

nemylil. KdyZ jsem slouZil aktivné, byl jsem superarbitrovan pro blbost, a jesté k

tomu notorickou. Od regimentu nés kviili tomu pustili dva, mé a jesté jednoho

pana hejtmana von Kaunitz. Ten, s dovolenim, pane nadporuciku, kdyz Sel po
ulici, tak se soucasné porad dloubal prstem levé ruky v levej nosni dife a druhou
rukou v pravy dirce, a kdyz Sel s ndmi na cviceni, tak nds vzdy postavil jako pii
defilirungu a fikal: ‘Vojaci, €¢h, pamatujte si, ¢h, Ze je dneska stfeda, ponévadz
zejtra bude ctvrtek, ¢h.”
Nadporucik Lukas pokr¢il rameny jako Clovek, ktery nevi a nenaléza

ihned slov k vyjadteni urcité myslenky.

“Humbly report, sir, he certainly was not wrong. When I was serving as a
regular I got a complete discharge for idiocy and for patent idiocy into the

bargain. In our regiment only two of us were discharged in this way, me and a
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Captain von Kaunitz. And whenever that captain went out into the street, if you’ll

pardon me, sir, he always at the same time picked his left nostril with his left

hand, and his right nostril with his right hand, and when he went with us to the

parade ground he always made us adopt a formation as though it was going to be

a march past and said: ‘Men, ahem, remember, ahem, that today is a Wednesday

because tomorrow will be Thursday, ahem.””

Lieutenant Lukas shrugged his shoulders like a man who does not know

and cannot immediately find the words to express a certain thought. (168)
Again we see the parataxis typical of Svejk, and we see its subversive effect on his
superiors. He has already affirmed the Lieutenant’s accusation, and there is no need for
further comment on his part. Nevertheless, he continues with wholly irrelevant and
pointless information. Svejk here derails the train of Luka3’s thought process, diverting it
away from its intended goal. Lukas is attempting to make a meaningful point, but Svejk
frustrates this process. Within the plot, then, the parataxis of Svejk’s stories diverts the
implied and intended hypotaxis of his superiors (and the Mechanism) from achieving its
desired effect. Moreover, by describing Lukas as the victim of a temporary aphasia—he
suddenly neither knows the necessary words nor can he find them—the narrator makes it
clear that despite being subversion within narrative, this is also the subversion of’
narrative.

Although Svejk’s paratactic utterances are structurally different from the
hypotaxis of both the narrator and Osudy’s other characters, as embedded narratives they
also have an effect on the novel’s larger structure. That is to say, Svejk’s narratives are

not self-sufficient, but acquire their comic and subversive status through their effect on
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Svejk’s interlocutors and on the larger plot. The function of embedded narrative,
Todorov claims, is to highlight the non-self-sufficiency of narrative as such. He writes,

Each [embedded] narrative seems to have something excessive, a supplement

which remains outside the closed form produced by the development of the plot.

At the same time, and for this very reason, this something-more, proper to the

narrative, is also something-less. This supplement is also a lack; in order to

supply this lack created by the supplement, another narrative is necessary. (76)
Svejk’s embedded narratives are lacking both because they require the larger narrative
context for their comic effect and because their absurdity becomes meaningful as a tactic
only in this context. Simultaneously, these narratives are excessive insofar as they affect
the larger narrative, as in the examples discussed above. Precisely because of this
immanent lack/excess, Svejk’s narration has a viral effect on Osudy, forcing the novel
into digressions that are longer than the story from which they purportedly digress. In
such circumstances, Todorov rhetorically asks, “Can we even call them digressions?”
(72). It is when these digressions take over the novel’s plot that they become individual
osudy in themselves. These stories thus have a subversive effect both in and on the
novel’s plot.

In the vacillation between the plot’s foreground and background, not only does
subversion acquire a specifically narrative dimension, so too, does life. Within the plot,
Svejk’s narration—his prose—successfully deflects his superiors’ intentions of punishing
him. Given the fate of the unfortunate Josef Koudela mentioned earlier, punishment is

not something to be taken lightly. As Todorov notes, for narrative-men, “Narrative
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equals life; absence of narrative, death” (74).*> This equation of narration with life,
however, means that not only must Svejk avoid punishment or execution, but he must
also avoid the war, which is explicitly associated with death. When Svejk and his
battalion are crossing into the Galician frontier, the camp at the scene of a previous battle,
where “all around [...] lay the traces of the most recent battles [...,] Everywhere could be
seen splinters of shrapnel and somewhere in the immediate neighborhood the corpses of
soldiers must evidently have been buried, because it smelt frightfully of putrefaction”
(598). Although death is present in its olfactory effects, it remains in the background
(and in this episode it does not even disturb the battalion’s dinner).

Not only is war equivalent to death within Osudy’s plot, it is also equivalent to the
death of the plot. Although Todorov makes explicit the connection between narration and
life, death as merely the absence of narrative is too simplistic here. As I noted before,
Benjamin’s “The Storyteller” allows us to conceptualize death as integral to narration.
Benjamin suggests that the art of storytelling is coming to an end because “the thought of
death has become less omnipresent and less vivid” (151). He writes that “in the course of
the nineteenth century, bourgeois society—by means of medical and social, private and
public institutions—[has enabled] people to avoid the sight of the dying” (151). This
avoidance of death is a manifestation of the intolerance for waste that motivates the
enemas the army gives to malingerers. Given the unprecedented loss of life engendered
by the Great War (evident in the smell of putrefaction discussed above), death is
ubiquitous, and it looms over Osudy. However, the novel keeps it at bay. As Benjamin

notes, “it is not only a man’s knowledge or wisdom, but above all his real life [...] which

* Cp. narration-as-life in Osudy with a-psychological predecessors, specifically The Arabian Nights and
the Decameron. Scheherazade narrates so that the sultan will not decapitate her, while the Boccaccio’s
Florentine nobles escape the plague by retiring to the countryside to tell stories.
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first assumes transmissible form at the moment of his death” (151). The arc of a life is
here equivalent to the figure of metonymy, defined by Brooks as “the figure of contiguity
and combination [...] the movement from one detail to another, the movement toward
totalization” (91, author’s italics). Metonymy is a movement toward totalization, but it
cannot become total unless it concludes, at which point its meaning becomes
transmissible only as metaphor. For Brooks, plot “must use metaphor as the trope of its
achieved interrelations, and it must be metaphoric insofar as it is totalizing” (Ibid).
Death, then, provides the conclusion to life, the point at which the metonymy of the
lifespan stops and can be understood in its totality. Narrative “death” is the moment at
which meaning occurs. The world war, which makes up part of the novel’s title, is
equivalent to death, not only for the death it threatens to Osudy’s soldiers but also as the
temporal boundary that should provide closure to the novel. Svejk’s subversive
narratives thus have a structural function in the Osudy taken, paradoxically, as a whole:
they extend the novel’s metonymy ad infinitum, preventing any closure that would enable
the novel to end. Every one of Svejk’s narratives becomes a deflection of the plot away
from the expected end, away from closure, and away from the fixing of meaning.

By staving off death—both Svejk’s death and the novel’s “narrative death”—the
two stories of Svejk’s discussed above and many like them in the novel function as a
commentary on the experience of modernity. Karel Kosik argues that in Osudy, “only
single, individual ‘movements’ (destinies, encounters, events) make any sense, while the
movement of the machine as a whole is senseless; the movement of the machine is the

movement of absurdity” (84, italics mine).*® While the movement of the plot as a whole

* In the original Czech, “individualni ‘pohyby’ (osudy, setkani, ptib&hy) [maji] smysl, kdezto pohyb
masinerie je pohyb absurdniho” (100). Although he does not develop the idea further in this article,



118

fails to generate an overall meaning, Kosik here fails to recognize that it is precisely the
digressions-cum-osudy that frustrate any drive toward meaning. This frustration is
consistent with Benjamin’s discussion of the changing function of storytelling that I
addressed earlier. Benjamin writes that “the ability to exchange experiences” necessary
for storytelling is coming to an end in modern times (143). According to Benjamin, this
is primarily because in modernity, “experience has fallen in value” (Ibid.). Benjamin
continues, “Beginning with the First World War, a process became apparent which
continues to this day... For never has experience been more thoroughly belied than
strategic experience was belied by tactical warfare, economic experience by inflation,
bodily experience by mechanical warfare, moral experience by those in power” (143-
144). For Benjamin, the sheer scale of a modernity increasing to global proportions
makes the small, local exchange of meaning that is the function of storytelling
impossible. This does not mean that storytelling disappears, but it suggests that it
acquires a new function. In Osudy, storytelling reflects its lost function of exchanging
meaning by becoming meaningless. At the same time, the trope of storytelling in Osudy
comments on the inability of the prosaic frame of reference to communicate the
experience of the war meaningfully.

Prosaic irony is thus a narrative mode within Osudy because it allows Svejk and
others to generate ironic situations and responses, thus frustrating the Austro-Hungarian
military bureaucracy on the level of plot. At the same time, prosaic irony comments on
and subverts the Czech linguistic nationalism in its nineteenth- and twentieth-century

manifestations as well as Czech nationalism’s most famous literary prose manifestation,

Kosik’s use of the term osud suggests that he intuits the tension between individual osudy and the narrative
taken as a whole that I am trying to articulate here.
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Babicka. Structurally, prosaic irony subverts genre convention (especially that of
historical narrative) and hegemonic discourse. It also comments on prose as such,
marking the prosaic utterance as always mediated and inherently political. Moreover, it
also marks prose as resistant to closure. Finally, anticipating Benjamin’s essay by
thirteen years, it acts as a commentary on the changing relationship of man to the concept
of death in the twenteith century and on the changing function of storytelling.
Ultimately, Osudy cannot reach a conclusion because it is the very idea of a
conclusion that the novel subverts. Instead, it can only stop with the literal death of its
author, as HaSek’s demise in January of 1923 finally brings the fortunes of the good
soldier to an end. The unintended end of the novel becomes oddly appropriate, as the
Czech Lieutenant Dub remarks that the soldiers “v dohledné dobé ptekroci hranice” (will
in foreseeable time be crossing the frontier). Were the soldiers to have finally arrived at
the front, the novel would have reached its end, but instead Osudy is left in the continual
deferral and construction of individual moments of meaning that open up spaces for the
desire other than that of the master, showing, as Lacan says, that “our desire is (always)

the desire of the other,” and that “true” desire eludes and exceeds narrative closure.
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Chapter 2

The Center Cannot Hold: Irony and Schizoid Politics in The Man without Qualities

“When casting a retrospective glance over the Central European cultural sphere as a whole, then, we must
not forget the existence of national cultures and literatures, which base their autonomy not only on
reciprocal differences and reciprocal repulsions [...] but also and primarily on a rejection of Vienna and the
Viennese cultural sphere.” —Danilo Ki§, “Variations on Central European Themes”

“Having a split personality has long since ceased to be a trick reserved for lunatics.” —Robert Musil, The
Man without Qualities

Among the authors that I regard as exemplary of the object of this study—the
genius loci of Central Europe—Robert Musil seems the most out of place. Hasek,
Gombrowicz, and Kundera are linked by virtue of having been born in (or at least having
spent their formative years in) “small” nations oppressed by larger multinational empires.
Where Hasek and Gombrowicz write with extremely lowbrow and slapstick humor,
Musil tends to be much more intellectual and his characters, far from marginal outcasts,
have access to the inner halls of Habsburg power. However, Musil is no less ironic an
author than the others, continually mobilizing irony in order to critique and subvert the
nationalist identifications that not only led to World War I, which looms in the
background of his masterpiece The Man without Qualities, but also the Second World
War which was raging at the time of Musil’s death in 1942. Begun in 1921 and still-
unfinished when Musil died, The Man without Qualities thus creates a temporal bridge
spanning the World War I-themed Good Soldier Svejk and Gombrowicz’s Trans-
Atlantyk, whose action occurs during the first year of the Second World War. More
importantly, Musil’s novel adds an important perspective to this study of Central
Europe—that of the region’s “major” nation, language, and literature—providing a fuller

picture of Central Europe’s ironic genius loci.
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Although I hope to show that reading The Man without Qualities comparatively
with the other authors in this study is indeed profitable, there are nevertheless several
factors as to why it has heretofore not been read in this particular constellation. First,
significant scholarship is devoted to The Man without Qualities and its place within the
European modernist canon. The novel is often placed in a triad that includes Marcel
Proust’s In Search of Lost Time and James Joyce’s Ulysses (the three authors’
masterpieces also share extraordinary length). Second, Musil was unusually well-read
and was highly adept at swimming in the intellectual currents of his day. His engagement
with contemporary European high culture, frequently referenced explicitly in his novel,
leads to his novel’s placement within any canon of high modernism, thus preventing it
from being read comparatively with lowbrow novels such as The Good Soldier Svejk or
overtly absurd novels such as Trans-Atlantyk. This exclusion cuts both ways, however;
as [ have noted in my introductory chapter, the various recent mappings of the region—
Central/East-Central/Eastern Europe—exclude Austria. However, Central Europe, at
least, could never have existed without it. Of course, language departments within
academia also, for pragmatic reasons, tend to study works written in a single language, or
at best a language family, and so for this reason Czech and Polish are often studied—
when they are studied—as secondary languages in a Russian department, while Austrian
literature is taught in German departments. Thus, an institutional barrier exists to reading
these works together that is seemingly superable only within the context of Comparative
Literature.

Even taking into account the Habsburg influence on Central Europe, the stylistic

differences between Musil’s novel and the others that comprise this study are significant.
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Indeed, an argument claiming that Musil is better read with Proust, Joyce, or, selecting an
author from Habsburg territories who fits within the high modernist canon, Franz Kafka,
would not be entirely without merit. For example, Musil’s novel, set in the city where
Freud developed the concept of the Oedipus complex, shares with Kafka’s work (and that
of other modernists such as Joyce, or even Gombrowicz) the theme of historical rupture
embodied in generational conflict between fathers and sons. Moreover, despite the
differences in their respective backgrounds, both Musil and Kafka wrote in German. I do
not deny the validity of approaches grouping Musil with his Western European
counterparts, but a study of Central European literature that excludes him on the basis of
his nationality does so to the detriment of an understanding of that literature. The
decision to read Musil with HaSek and Gombrowicz is certainly counterintuitive, even if
a comparison with Kundera is more obvious. Nevertheless, any study of irony in Central
European modernism would be incomplete without a consideration of The Man without
Qualities. The Serbian novelist Danilo KiS$ argues that the national literatures of Central
Europe’s small nations such as Czech literature (exemplified by The Good Soldier Svejk)
“base their autonomy [...] primarily on a rejection of Vienna and the Viennese cultural
sphere” (105). Because of this rejection of Vienna, Ki$ defines these literatures as
“centrifugal.” My argument is that this is no less true of The Man without Qualities.
That is to say, Musil’s novel (to say nothing of some of its most important characters),
which also rejects the Viennese cultural sphere and the imperial culture of the Habsburgs,
is itself centrifugal in relation to Vienna and Viennese culture. As Musil’s narrator notes,
by the outbreak of the Great War, Austria was “a state just barely able to go along with

itself” (31). If this is the case—that is, if the smaller Central European nations’ rejection
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of Austria is in fact mirrored by Austria itself, then an exclusion of Austrian culture from
the Central or East-Central European cultural (and specifically literary) sphere is
misguided. Musil’s novel, at least, traffics in the same concerns as novels from Austria-
Hungary’s satellite nations. 7The Man without Qualities shows a similar distrust of
Habsburg ideology and, indeed, depicts this ideology’s utter inadequacy to the existence
of Austria’s subjects, both citizens and non-citizens. Like HaSek, moreover, Musil
explicitly thematizes the relationship of language to everyday life. If the former finds in
prosaic language a resistance to hegemonic bureaucracy and ideology, the latter regards
language as inadequate to prosaic reality, resulting in a lack of narrative coherence
experienced by the novel’s characters.

Musil’s irony is certainly more clinical and detached than Hasek’s or
Gombrowicz’s. His novel is more clinical in another way, too: it explicitly thematizes a
schizoid condition—and possibly outright schizophrenia—as endemic not only to
modernity, but also to the subjects of the Austro-Hungarian Empire in its waning days.
This is represented not only in several of the novel’s characters, but within the narrative
itself, as I shall discuss later. The scope of my discussion will be more limited than other
studies of Musil’s novel, in that I wish to consider the novel as Central European
literature instead of German literature, but this nevertheless requires some explication of
the psychological conditions permeating Musil’s fictional representation of Austria.*’ In
what follows, I shall first discuss the novel’s exploration of the irreconcilability of
subjective experience and objective reality in the modern era, and then how political
concerns in Austria-Hungary cause this irreconcilability to be manifested as

schizophrenia, a fascination therewith, and even schizoid behavior among the citizens of

7 Other important studies of Musil’s novel include Jonsson and Luft, to name two examples.



