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In Search of the Origins of the Unknowable in American Literature

Yuji Kato

Summary

Contemporary American literature includes works, such as Don DeLillo’s Libra, which
explicitly por-tray history as incomprehensible, and many works from the so-called “postmodern”
era have been created from a position that denies the possibility of absolute truth or knowledge.

However, works premised on the impossibility of absolute knowledge have been common in
American literature since before the postmodern era, suggesting that this theme is a general problem
of modern times. American literature is said to have inherited the Gothic tradition, but, while the
works of Gothic writers who preceded him presented mysteries as explainable and rational, Edgar
A. Poe's detective novels and mystery works present a non-empirical process of reasoning, in which
mysteries are solved through inferences lacking absolute evidence.

Furthermore, works such as Nathaniel Hawthorne's “The Minister’s Black Veil” rely on
symbolic expression to deal with mysteries, in which symbols and text do not point to absolute
meaning. In these works, texts and history, whose meanings cannot be determined, are seen, like
Poe’s texts, as devices that trigger and create chains of interpretation.

“Postmodern” writers such as DeLillo, as well as contemporary writers who preceded him,
such as Vladimir Nabokov and William Faulkner, are part of the tradition of these radical earlier

authors.
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