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Short Take Three

“Literature is the living memory of a nation. It preserves and kindles within itself the flame of a country’s spent history, in a form that is safe from distortion and slander. In this way, literature, together with language, protects the soul of a nation.” Alexander Solzhenitsyn


Literature is the written manifestation of the innumerable facets of an era, revealing the ideas that most inspired or plagued a society, and seeking to answer their most burning questions about existence. If something permeates life, it necessarily permeates literature. But what if something gave every individual the power to manipulate or destroy a piece of literature, forever? Moreover, what if that same thing held the power to alter humanity itself? As technology continues to be seamlessly integrated into everyday life, it forces society to recast its former questions, not only about the relationship between humanity and literature, but also about the relationship between humanity and technology. This shift has manifested itself in literature through the rise of the science fiction genre, which explores these questions about humanity and technology, two examples of which are Jasper Fforde’s The Eyre Affair, and William Gibson’s Neuromancer. While The Eyre Affair explores how the individual can manipulate literature through technology, Neuromancer presents the potential for a techno-centric, literature-deprived society to lose its humanity. 


Fforde’s novel, The Eyre Affair, is a quirky piece of literature that is about literature and, through the power of technology, also takes place within literature, literally. This novel’s alternate future relays the story of a technologically advanced, literary-centric society complete with literary detectives, or LiteraTecs, one of whom is the novel’s main character, Thursday Next. Rather than solving typical crimes, such as drug deals gone wrong, The LiteraTecs solve literature-related crimes, such as bookbuys gone wrong (Fforde 111). Another example of how literature permeates Fforde’s world, are the Will-Speak machines, or “Shakespeare Soliloquy Vending Automation,” that will recite Shakespeare for ten-pence (Fforde 81). 


The conflict of the novel arises when Mycroft (perhaps a word play on Microsoft) invents the Prose Portal. The Prose Portal allows an individual to enter physically into any text. Once inside the text, the individual is free to interact with the characters in any way he chooses. In this way, he can alter the text forever. However, the most serious implications arise when one enters an original manuscript through the Prose Portal. Since “all copies anywhere on the planet, in whatever form, originate from that first act of creation,” once someone enters the original manuscript and changes it “all the other [manuscripts] have to change too” (Fforde 208). If such a power entered the wrong hands, classics like Jane Eyre could be mutilated beyond recognition, forever.


In these ways, Mycroft’s Prose Portal affords those who wield it the same power the Internet now offers. In an age of electronic media, texts are being digitized and democratized, allowing viewers to interact with and manipulate texts in ways not formerly possible. According to critics like George Landow, this “cultural democratization” is giving readers the power to become the authors (Landow 8). Essentially, readers of hypertext are creating “the document they read from the informed choices they make” (Landow 9). These changes, of coarse, may not always be favorable, and if someone alters an e-text, then that text appears in its altered form to everyone that views it thereafter. This subjects hypertext readers to the swift power of the individual choice in ways not possible in text-based culture. 


Fforde portrays the potential danger of this power with the villain Acheron Hades. Hades holds the Jane Eyre original manuscript hostage with the power of the Prose Portal (Fforde 266), illustrating the power of both the text and the individual in the age of hypertext. James O’Donnell reiterates this idea: “Control over texts” brings “control over people” (O”Donnell 37). 


Since text itself is powerful, then a lack of literature all together holds powerful implications. William Gibson’s cyberpunk novel, Neuromancer, illustrates how a techno-centric society that has lost touch with literature, can also lose touch with its humanity. The main character, Case, is a cyber cowboy who jacks into the matrix to steal data. Although Case is unified with technology, he is detached from himself and from culture, including literature. 


Case is detached from himself both physically and emotionally, exhibiting what Benjamin Fair calls postmodern identity (92). Fair argues, “Neuromancer allows new forms of identity. Within the cyberspace, the self can be called into question, decentered, split apart, and rendered unknowable” (92). Case exhibits these symptoms in his relationship to his physical body. Case’s neurological damage makes his physical body unable to cooperate with his desire to jack into the matrix, or project his “disembodied conscience” into the matrix (Gibson 5). This division of the self leaves Case trapped in “the prison of his own flesh” with a constant desire to shed his physical self, which he terms “meat” (Gibson 6). 


Case is also far removed from his emotions. Throughout the novel, Case is addicted to artificially inducing a “buzz,” first with the “octagon” pills, (Gibson 19) and later with derma patches. The betaphenethylamine derms blend seamlessly with Case’s physical self, and are powerful enough to offer Case a “buzz” that he was not medically possible of achieving (Gibson 131). Only through these drugs can Case control his emotional and psychological state. Case’s struggle to feel anger is one particular example of this. While Case was comforted to feel the naturally induced emotion of anger, he was unable to naturally maintain that emotion. “He felt for the anger. It was gone” (Gibson 157). Thus, despite Case’s ability to be unified with the matrix, he still remained detached from himself, a prisoner of the “meat,” and a slave to artificial emotion. 


Case is not only estranged from himself, but also from literature. The world that Gibson creates is virtually void of any literary culture because it is missing the necessary condition for literature: humanity. The reader’s first glimpse of literature is in the office of Julius Deane, who himself is an anachronism of a former century. In Deane’s office, the reader sees his first hint of an extinct literary culture: bookcases (Gibson 13). Also present are “written records of some kind,” one of the only instances in the book where information is still physically recorded on a page (Gibson 13). Gibson’s description of the “junk” in The Finn’s hallway reinforces the obsolescence of literature:

They stood in a clearing, dense tangles of junk rising on either side to walls lined with shelves of crumbling paperbacks. The junk looked like something that had grown there, a fungus of twisted metal and plastic. He could pick out individual objects, but then they seemed to blur back into the mass: the guts of a television so old it was studded with the glass stumps of vacuum tubes, a crumpled dish antenna. . . an enormous pile of old magazines” (Gibson 48). 

In this setting, the “crumbling paperbacks” and “pile of old magazines” are nearly indistinguishable from the mass of obsolete, ancient objects. The imagery of literature offered in Deane’s and the Finn’s offices paints a picture of a medium that was abandoned long ago in favor of newer technology. The very concept of words on a physical page is foreign both to Case and his culture. 


In literature’s stead, memory chips are inserted behind a person’s ear immediately imparting data to the wearer (Gibson 170). These chips are technology’s substitute for what literature once accomplished. Contrasting with the longevity and solidity of the written word, information in Gibson’s world is intangible, and thus volatile. As a result, both Case and society are detached from cultural or literary tradition, like an untethered mass floating in cyber/space. Thus, when read as a social commentary of the present (Fair 92), Neuromancer challenges the reader to evaluate not only technology’s ability to render literature obsolete, but most importantly to question what the essence of humanity is and how technology might make it obsolete. 


As technology continues to revolutionize the reader’s relationship to the text, as seen in The Eyre Affair, it demonstrates technology’s power to also change the reader, himself. Or viewed conversely from Neuromancer’s perspective, as humanity itself becomes obsolete, so does that media which manifests man’s most intimate reflections: literature. In this way, both The Eyre Affair and Neuromancer explore how technology is changing the way we view literature and ourselves. 
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