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THE CONCEPT OF TIME IN AMERICAN LITERATURE THROUGH THE LENS
OF METAMODERN PERCEPTION

Abstract. Time, as a basic concept of physics and philosophy, being an obligatory coordinate of our world, is present in
modern American literature, both as an artistic effect that adorns the narrative, a tool for creating artistic reality, and as a system
that changes the way of thinking. The action of the laws of time extends both to a person and to a literary work, but modern
literature adapts these laws to fiction needs and experiments with its flow within a work. This article examines the artistic aspects
of various concepts of time in modern American literature (starting from the end of XX to its current state) and their influence on
the reader through the lens of the transition from postmodern to metamodern philosophical worldview provoked by the actual
level of science development, globalization, and digitalization as well as the interaction of human perception of these processes
and reactions to them with contemporary literary trends.
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KOHLENUIA YACY B AMEPUKAHCBKIN NNITEPATYPI KPI3b NMPU3MY
METAMOZAEPHOIO CMPUNHATTA

AHoTauin. Yac, Ak 6azose noHAMMA ¢izuku ma ginocogii, wo € 0608’A3Kk080I0 KOOPOUHAMOK HAWO20 C8iMY, npucym-
HIU y cydacHili amepukaHcukil simepamypi i Ak xyOOXHil echekm, Wo npukpawide onosiob, AK iHCMpPYMeHmM CMBOPEeHHSA Xy-
00XHbOI pedsibHOCMI, | AK cucCmemd, Wo 3MIHIOE Cnoci6 MucaeHHA. [is 3KOHI8 Yacy NOWUPOEMbCA AK HA JIIOOUHY, Mak i Ha
nimepamypHuli meip, ane cy4acHa aimepamypa adanmye yi 3aKkoHu 00 nompeb xy00XHb020 Meopy MaA eKchepuMeHmye 3
tio2o sBHympiwHiM Yacom. Y yiti cmammi po321a0aiomeca Xy00XHi achekmu pisHUX KOHYyenyiti 4acy 8 Cy4acHili amepukaHcoKil
nimepamypi (8i0 KiHya XX 0o ii cyyacHo2o cmaHy) ma ix enaiug Ha Humayd Kpiss npusmy nepexoody 8i0 NOCMMOOepPHICMCbKO20

0o MemamodepHozo pinocogcokozo csimoansdy, cnposo-  images that influence the cultural unconscious of
KOB8AHO20 AKMYAsbHUM pigHeM po3sUmKy Hayk, enobanisa-  entire peoples. The unique cultural features of a
yiero ma yugposizayiero, a Makox 83aEMo8NIIUE MOOCbKO20  ertain period in the development of mankind be-
CNPUUHAMMA YuX NPOYECie Ma pearuii Ha HUX Cy4acHux i-  come the key to understanding of intellectual re-
mepamypHux meHath.uu. ) search philosophy and action psychology of con-
Kniouosi coBa: Jliimepamypa; MemaMODepHBM; Hayka, . . .
, , , ) temporaries of a certain era. In Metamodern Guide
nocmmooepHi3m; paHmacmuka; isuka; ginocogis; uac. .. ) ] . . . .
to Politics, The Listening Society, sociologist Daniel

Each historical epoch inherited from the previ- ) ) oo .. .
. Gortz and artist Emil Ejner Friis, writing under the

ous set of knowledge and beliefs, stereotypes, and o .
pseudonym Hanzi Freinacht, emphasize the pres-
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ence of “... a qualitative difference between the
various cultural codes available to contemporary
people, and that this difference arises from the logic
of the semantic structures available to individuals
and groups, but not because of their cognitive level.
Each such code includes a set of tools consisting of
interrelated symbols that are used to interpret the
world. The symbolic toolkit determines how a per-
son sees the world and acts in it” (Freinacht, 2017,
p. 212). This cultural code becomes a kind of time
stamp in literature and influences its artistic mes-
sages, the topics it touches on, and the methods it
uses. Time becomes both an object of study and a
tool that creates artistic reality.

The process of development of literature in dif-
ferent countries and in different eras was character-
ized by general trends that depend on the human's
worldview. At the turn of the millennium, the post-
industrial world, having reached a serious stage of
globalization, entered a period of digitalization,
when science reached depths inaccessible to com-
plete cognitive coverage by the human mind, but
any knowledge was available to a person who was
able to use the Internet.

The literature reflected the cultural impression
of mankind, oversaturated with information, by an-
other turn from the author to the reader. Based on
the scientific achievements of mankind, it adopted
the philosophy of modernism, which believes that
science and rationality are able to liberate people
and that physics is the basis of reality, approach-
ing it with the irony inherent in postmodernism,
which critically evaluates the possibilities of cogni-
tion and the power of science, which believes that
humanity itself has created schemes and structures
into which a person seeks to squeeze in with his
individual consciousness weighed down by uncon-
scious impulses and cognitive deviations.

This cultural dualism gave rise to thoughts
about the beginning of a new social movement of
metamodernism that arose in the contemporary
era of metamodernism at the turn of the millen-
nium among scholars of literature and art. The
Dutch philosopher Robin van den Akker and the
Norwegian media theorist Timotheus Vermeulen
framed their observations of cultural characteris-
tics that manifested themselves in all spheres of hu-
man activity from politics to art, from literature to
cinema in the period from the late 20th century to
the present in their essay “Notes on Metamodern-
ism”, published in 2010 in the Journal of Aesthetics

& Culture: “Meramodernism . . . oscillates between
a modern enthusiasm and a postmodern irony, be-
tween hope and melancholy, between naiveté and
knowingness, empathy and apathy, unity and plu-
rality, totality and fragmentation, purity and am-
biguity. Indeed, by oscillating to and fro or back
and forth, the metamodern negotiates between the
modern and the postmodern” (Vermeulen & van
den Akker, 2010).

Looking for certain signs that allow us to attri-
bute certain literary works not to modernism or
postmodernism, but to a new direction that has its
own cultural characteristics, literary critics in many
countries have put forward various theories con-
firming and contradicting each other. The versatil-
ity of such a phenomenon as literature, the multi-
level meanings, and artistic forms complicate the
process of distinguishing between different works
according to the degree of belonging to certain cul-
tural trends. While postmodernism is afraid of ex-
pressing the sincerity of serious feelings, challenging
straightforward truths, metamodernism is ready to
believe in the inexplicable and openly show senti-
mentality. “The central motivation of metamod-
ernism is to protect interior, subjective felt expe-
rience from the ironic distance of postmodernism,
the scientific reductionism of modernism, and the
pre-personal inertia of tradition” (Dember, 2019).

A new sense of self appears in the literature
written by authors who can be called the “heirs” of
the postmodern tradition. New heroes have a deep
center and psychological integrity. This feeling is
conveyed in reading, as contemporary literature
uses narrative strategies that appeal to the reader
and allow him to identify with the character or
narrator. Such narrative is characteristic of mod-
ern American literature, it involves the reader into
solving family difficulties and problems including
ethical issues.

This renewed interest in plain storytelling re-
vived a commitment to traditional literary forms,
such as the realistic or historical novel, or the fami-
ly saga. Infinite Jest (1996) by David Foster Wallace
is a novel that inherits the irony of postmodernism,
distrust of grand narratives, and emphasis on sym-
bols and contexts, supported by a large number of
footnotes, which in turn have their own footnotes.
But in the fight against the linearity of the text, Wal-
lace maintains the integrity of the narrative in his
complex semi-parodic narrative about the future
of America, touching on many aspects of society
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from politics to family and personal psychologi-
cal traumas. The family saga or rather memoir A
Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius (2000) by
Dave Eggers has elements of a postmodern game
with the reader, which the author warns about in
the preface offering rules for reading, but the fan-
tasy elements and time compression increase the
emotional effect, and the new sincerity, reinforced
by self-reflection and self-irony brings the work
closer to metamodernism. Metamodernism has
not yet developed into a philosophy or a coherent
system; its postulates are vague and controversial,
but it asks many questions that are relevant to to-
day, making the new cultural direction particularly
timely and neoteric. Can social processes contrib-
ute to personal development? Can humanity create
its own microclimate that promotes development
at the local and global levels? Can life and personal-
ity finally become the main values of society?

In the era of universal literacy, the triumph of
science and artificial intelligence, the world does
not leave the feeling of an approaching catastrophe:
the problems of ecology, social inequality, and mil-
itary instability return literary thought to studies
of the nature of reality, the world and being. These
metaphysical questions are quite appropriate in the
new paradigm of metamodernism.

Specific concepts of the world order are con-
sidered in Niffenegger’s novel The Time Traveler’s
Wife (2003), which describes an unusual love story
of two characters in its development in a space-time
continuum based on a static concept of time, which
treats all events of the present, past and future as
existing simultaneously. This story, presented in
the form of a diary, makes the reader feel the pas-
sage of time in an unusual sequence and, despite
the complexity of the temporal structure, empa-
thize with the characters, clearly seeing the parallels
in their own lives.

Another representative of metamodernism in
science fiction is the American writer Ted Chiang.
His novel Story of Your Life (2002) tells about a
woman scientist who, as a linguist, studies the lan-
guage of aliens who have arrived on Earth and gets
acquainted with their picture of the world based on
physical laws that are not characteristic of our sys-
tem, and it changes her perception of reality. Ac-
cording to the aliens’ paradigm, time does not flow
sequentially, but simultaneously, that is, everything
exists at the same moment. This concept of time is

not clear to our contemporary but is scientifically
explained by Einstein’s Theory of Relativity.

The basis of the story is the Sapir-Whorf Lin-
guistic Relativity Hypothesis, which believes that
language affects the worldview and way of thinking
of its speakers. In an effort to convey information
and understand those around them, intelligent be-
ings create a language that unites them and sepa-
rates them from other cultures. Other cultures are
mysterious and attractive, their unusualness. How-
ever, overcoming mental barriers is dangerous for
the psyche. A person, seeking to embrace the im-
mensity, destroys a cozy world, but the thirst for
knowledge and mutual understanding pushes a
person to overcome the boundaries of his universe,
his knowledge, and capabilities.

The metamodernism fiction calls into question
the possibility of understanding this world, which
resonates with postmodernism, but appeals to sci-
ence as an instance capable of asking questions that
may not have answers, but only a hope for the solu-
tion and faith in a miracle that can be scientifically
justified law of nature which is not proven yet.

Time, being an obligatory coordinate of our
world, is one of the main conditions for its exis-
tence. Being one of the basic concepts of philoso-
phy and physics, it is present in any literary work.
It flows sometimes parallel to the reader’s time,
sometimes intermittently, sometimes accelerated,
forcing them to experience the events of literature
at the pace set by the author.

The theme of time formed the basis of the in-
trigue of Rainbow Rowell’s novel Landline (2014),
using the classic chrono-fiction tropes of inter-
temporal communication. The main character is
forced to part with her husband for the Christmas
holidays, calls him from the old phone and dials
into the past, 15 years ago, when their love was still
bright, but fragile. She relives their teenage spat,
trying to influence their future life together. Put-
ting forward theories of possible time turns, she
evaluates herself, her husband, and her marriage
from the experience of passed years. The temporal
distortion in this novel balances is on the verge of
science fiction, which tries to find a scientific jus-
tification for the possibility of such a phone call,
using various theories of the nature of time and
metaphors of self-reflection and immersion in the
heroine’s memories. Having called into the past,
she is not able to change the life already lived and
understands that only the future can be corrected.
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Being a screenwriter and author of comedy
sitcoms and often looking at herself as a partici-
pant in a movie or series, ironically laughing at
the funniness of situations and choosing the right
soundtrack for the moment, she emotionally expe-
riences her own introspection, drawing the reader
to feel the importance of family, friendship, love
and reassess their own values in favor of simple and
important truths. This new romanticism comes to
the fore in metamodern literature, unabashed by
passionate displays of feeling and almost childish
sentimentality. “Authenticity is making a come-
back, in the guises of memory, ethics, religion, the
new sincerity, and the renewed interest in ‘real
things’. Although sometimes envisioned as the re-
jection of postmodernism, the ‘new’ authenticity
remains profoundly shaped by postmodern skepti-
cism regarding the grand narratives of origin, telos,
reference, and essence’ (Haselstein, Gross, & Sny-
der-Korber, 2010, p. 19).

At the turn of millennia, when science reached
inexplicable heights, and humanity faced insolu-
ble problems, the theory of the end of time arose.
Such theories are put forward by each generation,
considering itself the pinnacle of progress. But life
goes on, and literature renews its strategic poten-
tial, reviving forgotten methods and combining
the incompatible. The main task that metamod-
ernism sets itself is to find ways to bring the reader
back again, proving the viability of literature in
competition with cinema and the Internet. Over-
coming the new globalism, which has aggravated
the psychological dependence of mankind on
media resources and the clip-like consciousness,
literature encourages the reader to identify him-
self with the characters, not shunning intertextual

clues and self-irony, trying to get rid of the false
pathos of advertising and propaganda, metamod-
ernism finds the sublime and worth preserving in
human life, relying on a new specific interpreta-
tion of subjectivity. Humanity asks questions that
science cannot yet answer, but what is still inac-
cessible to experimental knowledge is already felt
by literature, unlike religion, which proposes to
rely on Faith, literature offers Hope. Miracles hap-
pen not only in novels, everything is still inexpli-
cable, but existing is a miracle. Metamodernism
is a new metaphysics that has brought Transcen-
dence back into modern literature.

Metamodernism is the beginning of a new cul-
tural trend, which, over time, having developed
its philosophy and formalized the system, will be-
come the basis of future cultural processes, giving
way to them.
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