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Wednesday, May 7, 2014 

University of Arizona Honors College 

Senior Honors Thesis Abstract 

THE ROLE OF THE AMERICAN NARRATIVE AND SEPTEMBER 11th, 2001: 

ELEMENTS, ROLES AND CHARACTERISTICS OF THE NEW  

AMERICAN NOVEL 

 Upon completing my Senior Honors thesis for the University of Arizona Honors College, 

I can confidently say that it was an experience where I had complete control in order to integrate 

both material and content from my academic lectures, my love of American literature, pop 

culture and my fascination with the events surround and the American consciousness of 

September 11
th

, 2001. I was also able to continue integrating my studies into my research 

through courses with Dr. Allain-Phillipe Durand, Dr. Lynda Zwinger and Dr. Matthew Abraham. 

 My main question of whether or not the events of 9/11 should be required within the new 

American novel carried me down multiple paths of research.  While all of the conclusions 

offered by scholars, authors and historians were intriguing, I found that the answer remains quite 

simple.  In the world of fiction, it is not fair nor is it appropriate to put pressure on literature or 

authors for that matter in explaining or defining a collective memory or truth about a historical 

event through a piece of literary fiction.  This process may help the public cope, but it is not an 

end all fix to a tragedy. 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

The narrative can be an account of something that has happened, a song, a lecture, a  

 

speech, a magazine article or news broadcast.  It is a term that is often misused or misunderstood  

 

for what all it encompasses.  In this paper, I will discuss how the elements, roles and  

 

characteristics of the American narrative of September 11
th

, 2001 negotiate through fiction and  

 

non-fiction works of literature.  I will refer to commercially successful fiction and non-fiction  

 

novels centered around the events of 9/11 as well as texts that were generationally influential that  

 

built towards the importance of the 9/11 narrative.  Additionally, the function of memory and  

 

post memory and how this works in writing, the rhetoric of literature and how this influences us  

 

will also be discussed and how it is integrated into the 9/11 narrative.  Fiction, non-fiction, the  

 

function of collective memory and generational narratives all contribute to the power the  

 

narrative has in negotiating through the subject of 9/11. 

 

1. NARRATIVE 

The narrative of 9/11 is a complex one because it was a national event that played out  

in real time before our eyes through major media outlets.  The country was already desensitized  

by films where the world ends with things crashing into buildings had been all fictional  

narratives until September 11
th

, 2001.  But on that day, fiction transcended into non-fiction and  

the negation of how to recount the events began almost immediately.  While the world did not  

have the likes of social media outlets that we do today including Facebook and twitter, the  

rhetoric behind every individual’s connection to 9/11 was inevitable, including in literature.   

Many questions surfaced concerning how soon was too soon to write about 9/11 in a  

fictionalized space within a short story or novel.  Or to recount the events in a movie, not just in  

a documentary format.  Others questions involved if fictional characters dealing with a “real”  
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event like 9/11was appropriate or if the characterization would be mocking the tragedy and those  

affected by it while many also challenged if anyone, especially authors, who did not have a direct  

connection to 9/11 i.e. lived in New York City at the time, if they were in the city the day of the  

events or lost family members or friends had the authority to produce any narrative having to do  

with the subject.  Additionally, it was also questioned if foreign authors had the authority to write  

about 9/11.  These questions and the gravity the answers held are familiar to those questions that  

were asked concerning events such as World War II and the Holocaust.  These historical events  

occurred decades ago and just began having fictional and non-fictional work done surrounding  

the details in the late 1970’s.  For 9/11, we are only a little over a decade removed from the  

events and for some publications, fictional for example, novels were hitting bookstore shelves  

only a few years after the event including Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close by Jonathan  

Safran Foer in 2005 matching the publication year of French novelist, Frédéric Beigbeder’s  

Windows on the World.  Windows on the World was first published in France in 2003 with the  

English translation by Frank Wynne being published in 2005 while Jay McInerney’s, The Good  

Life was published in 2006. 

2. GENERATIONAL NARRATIVE 

Each generation has their own defining moment, and I fear that for my generation, our  

 

defining moment might only be processed through different narrative approaches  because the  

 

reality of it, September 11
th

, is still too much to undertake.  I was eighteen years old on  

 

September 11, 2001 and living in downtown Seattle in a studio above a Korean karaoke bar.  I  

 

had landed a job with the Gap and shared a studio apartment with a live in boyfriend.  I was  

 

beginning adulthood with planes crashing into buildings.  I remember specific things from that  

 

day but none of them involved a sense of patriotism, fear or loss.  I ate a bowl of Captain Crunch  

 

cereal and noticed how the corn cereal cut the roof of my mouth and that my boyfriend’s mother  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fr%C3%A9d%C3%A9ric_Beigbeder
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frank_Wynne
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had left frantic messages on the answering machine about the world ending and how God was  

 

punishing us all and that the Angel of Gabriel was angry.  Her last message ended abruptly when  

 

she said she needed to secure her chain cabinet to the wall because the everything was blowing  

 

up. I remember that I went back to bed and my boyfriend looking at a calendar and bank  

 

statement and picking a day we would buy plane tickets for England.  He said we were leaving  

 

America.  If planes were being used as weapons and this was part of the American Dream that  

 

lay ahead for us, we should want nothing of it.  We left America and traveled England and  

 

Ireland during the months that followed September 11
th

, 2001 and embarked on our own  

 

manifest destiny. 

 

Every generation has this moment, the moment of reckoning, the moment when reality is  

 

questioned and manipulated in order to understand.  This might be why fiction helps us cope.   

 

Why we turn to the narratives presented by others to confirm or deny what is being experience 

 

and observed. Youth transitions to adulthood, the past is reconciled within the present in order to  

 

undertake the future.  Understanding and observing this detail is critical, especially in analyzing  

 

narratives, as there are threads that weave in and out of narratives, things build upon each other,  

 

threads are braided until there is a point where fiction or non-fiction, individual memories or  

 

collective, everything influences everything else.  That is why it is important to review first,  

 

before any 9/11 narratives are discussed,  the repeated themes, concepts and generational  

 

struggles that occur in the narratives of some popular American novels that can be integrated into  

 

the influential thread behind 9/11 narratives whether it is the story, the characters or the authors  

 

themselves contributing to the work. 

 

 A Lost Lady by Willa Cather published in 1923, The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald  
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published in 1925, Less Than Zero and Glamorama by Bret Easton Ellis published in 1985 and  

 

1998 all encounter the lost generation narrative as well as the sense of reality and oblivion  

 

mixing together.  These novels are considered fiction and can also be considered  as social  

 

commentaries of the time they were published with characters who encounter challenges in  

 

present tense at the time the novel was written.  One consistent theme that is discussed in each  

 

narrative is the presence or lack of the American Dream.   

 

Most fictional pieces involving with 9/11 in any or all capacity, the events tend to be in  

 

the background of the story.  Who coined the term, the American Dream?”  According to the  

 

collected papers through Columbia University, Pulitzer Prize winner James Truslow Adams used  

 

the term in the 1933 publication, The Epic of America.  In The Epic of America, Adam’s analysis  

 

of the “historical development and philosophic vision of America.”  Adams defined “The  

 

American Dream” as:  

 

That dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for  

 

opportunity for each according to ability or achievement.  It is a difficult dream  

 

for the European upper classes to interrupt adequately, and too many of us  

 

we have grown weary and mistrustful of it.  It is not a dream of motor cars  

 

and high wages merely, but a dream of social order in which each man and each  

 

woman shall be able to attain to the fullest stature of which they are innately  

 

capable, and be recognized by others for what they are, regardless of the  

 

fortuitous circumstances of birth or position.” (Adams, 1933. www.columbia.edu) 

  

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, there are two definitions.  Interestingly  

 

enough, one definition is more nationalistic than the other.  The entire term, “American Dream”  

 

http://www.columbia.edu/
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is defined as “the ideal every citizen of the United State should have an equal opportunity to  

 

achieve success and prosperity through hard work, determination, and initiative.  American  

 

Dream n. (also American Dream)” (www.oed.com).  When the word “the” is omitted from a  

 

search and definition request, a more philosophical is generated in databases.  This second  

 

definition is given as if the word “the” is the act of living the American Dream as opposed to the  

 

ideal American Dream “ An ideal or aspiration; spec. a national aspiration or ambition; a way of  

 

life considered to be ideal by a particular nation or group of people.  Freq. with defining adj.  

 

prefixed, as the American Dream (see American adj. la)” (www.oed.com).  Although the Oxford  

 

English Dictionary is helpful in defining terms, is it the appropriate tool to define an ideal?  Not  

 

necessarily, especially in the case of defining the American Dream within the American  

 

narrative. 

 

There is a distinct link of the presentation of the American Dream within a narrative that  

 

reflects the time period in which a novel was written and in which its characters function is  

 

common one in 9/11 writing.  Even before the term was coined by James Truslow Adams in  

 

1933, there was a collective ideal, which may very well have influenced his conception of the  

 

term that ran through the American narrative that struggled with adultery, economics and  

 

cataclysmic events both existential and physically real.  In Willa Cather’s A Lost Lady, the  

 

American Dream and the notion of manifest destiny is deconstructed within the opening  

 

paragraph, leaving the reader to wonder, whose story is it?  The narrator’s or was Cather telling  

 

the story of how America was falling apart at the hands of economics and the need for expansion  

 

“There were the directors, the general managers, vice-presidents, superintendents, whose names  

 

we all knew; and their younger brothers or nephews were auditors, freight agents, and  

 

http://www.oed.com/
http://www.oed.com/
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departmental assistants.  Everyone “connected” with the Road….to  “develop our great West”  

 

(Cather 1). 

 

Consider F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, while not classified as 9/11 literature, it  

 

does hold many of the craft elements including the discussion of the American Dream that would  

 

be relevant in future American literary works.  The narrator, Nick Calloway, deconstructs the  

 

notion of the American Dream within the narrative “In my younger and more vulnerable years  

 

my father gave me some advice that I’ve been turning over in my head ever since.  “Whenever  

 

you feel like criticizing anyone,” he told me, “just remember that all the people in this world  

 

haven’t had the advantages that you’ve had” (Fitzgerald 1).  Fitzgerald takes on the sense of  

 

entitlement mixed with bewilderment of the Silent Generation in which he writes.  Just as Cather  

 

explored the expansion of the West and the spread of the American ideal of consumption and  

 

corruption, Fitzgerald explored excess and never being satisfied despite having anything and  

 

everything that was philosophically required in obtaining the American Dream.  Fitzgerald’s  

 

approach to the concept of the American Dream carrying through the American narrative with a  

 

moment of prose setting the scene in which his fictional characters settle in for a season of  

 

changes.  The Great Gatsby runs rampant with the moral breakdown if what constitutes  

 

monogamy sexually, martially and in business for that matter.  With protagonist Jay Gatsby  

 

desiring his lost love, Daisy, despite being married, still instigates and eventually conquers by  

 

having a torrid love affair.  Despite Gatsby being incredibly successful and coming from the  

 

classic American Narrative “rags to riches” background, Gatsby is still not satisfied.  His  

 

obsession with the past and wanting more for his future is highlighted when he discusses the past  

 

and the future with narrator, Nick Calloway, “And she doesn’t understand,” he said.  “She used  
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to be able to understand.  We’d sit for hours-“He broke off and began to walk up and down the  

 

desolate path of fruit rinds and discarded favors and crushed flowers.  “I wouldn’t ask too much  

 

of her.”  I ventured.  “You can’t repeat the past.”  “Can’t repeat the past?” he cried incredulously.   

 

“Why, of course you can!” (Fitzgerald 111).  

  

The characteristics of the American Dream are presented at their best and worst through  

 

what is lovingly referred to as the “Great American Novel.”  The beauty that lies within defining  

 

what the American Dream within the narrative is that the definition relies in what context it is  

 

being considered.  “The American Dream is obtaining more than what those before you had the  

 

ability to remake yourself or a self-reinvention” (Dr. Lynda Zwinger, University of Arizona  

 

Lecture 2013).  In the case of Jay McInerney’s 2006, The Good Life and the examination of the  

 

great American novel, the American Dream, ideally, is the ability where man can create his own  

 

destiny.  “By integrating the events of September 11
th

, McInerney utilizes fiction fictionalization  

 

in order to take real events, fictionalize them and blur the historical context of what happened  

 

through narrative” (Dr. Alain Philippe Durand, University of Arizona Lecture 2013).   

 

3. MEMORY 

Memory is also a key component in how 9/11 is captured within a narrative.  In Michael  

 

Rothberg’s Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust in the Age of Decolonization,  

 

the overall concept of multidirectional memory- defined as “a collective memory insofar as it is  

 

formed within social frameworks; it is shared memory insofar as it is formed within mediascapes  

 

that entail “a division of mnemonic labor (Rothberg 3) “- can offer assistance in unpacking why  

 

an individual would either enjoy reading a piece of fictional about 9/11 or not.”  Further in  

 

Rothberg’s text, the utilization of literature and the narrative recounting historical events ins  

 

discussed and this is where the conversation is taken deep within the narrative that involve 9/11  
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just as many American narratives involve slavery and the Holocaust “enough if it [historical  

 

literature] exists to allow is to continue to address fundamental questions pertaining to the  

 

literatures of genocide, slavery, and colonies” (Rothberg  1). When Rothberg includes in the text  

 

the concept of “postmemory,” it is mentioned in the appropriately titled chapter of  

 

Multidirectional Memory, “Hidden Children,”  the concept developed by Marianne Hirsch.   

 

Rothberg writes “Hirsch’s term is meant to capture the specific reaction to  children to the  

 

traumatic events especially by their parents- a relation that echoes through the texts explored  

 

here and that cannot be captured definitely by the concepts of ether an impersonal history or a  

 

unique personal history.”  To be clearer, Rothberg cites Hirsch’s direct definition of  

 

postmemory, “…rather than ahead, and of defining the present in relation to a troubled past,  

 

tether than new paradigms.  Like them, it [post memory] reflects uneasy oscillation between  

 

continuity and rupture… postmemory is not a movement, method or idea: I see it, rather, as a  

 

structure of inter-and trans-generational transmission of traumatic knowledge and experience.  It  

 

is a consequence of traumatic recall; but (unlike post-traumatic stress disorder) at a generational  

 

remove” (Rothberg 271).  For the readers of Rothberg’s and those studying Hirsch’s concept of  

 

postmemory, the three forms of transferring history and the process of trauma can be executed  

 

through multiple forms of experience just like postmemory itself.   

  

Consider the concept of Hirsch’s postmemory and how it represents the transference from  

 

parents to children and how it can create a toxic environment and how this approach to life if  

 

traumatic situations are not handled correctly or discussed in any forum, including literature.   

 

Parents are then responsible for the memories that their children have, or in the case of 9/11, how  

 

the general public reacts and has its own transference.  The events of September 11th will remain  

 



Thompson 9 

 

clear to those who were alive and old enough to remember, but consider this: what about the  

 

children who were infants or toddlers or not even born during the time.  Their parents, whether  

 

directly affected or not, experienced the trauma and share the responsibility of processing it in  

 

order to control its transference onto the next generation. Hirsch’s concept of postmemory, 

 

trauma, if not handled and processed, can influence generations to come and cannot only be a  

 

dangerous thing for future generations and their interactions with each other, but with the telling  

 

of history and its ability to repeat itself over and over again.  Otherwise, memory,   

 

both socially, politically and historically is at risk and can be given the rhetoric to do  

 

irreversible damage for future generations to come.  This control of rhetoric is heavily influenced  

 

by writers.   

  

Within Rothberg’s text, Charlotte Delbo’s Les belles lettres is examined concerning the  

 

concept of the counterpublic witness, “critical when historically traumatic events occur to a  

 

collective, and in this case, the events of September 11
th

, 2001, which were widely broadcasted  

 

around the world in almost real time.  Although the focus of Delbo’s work that Rothberg  

 

explores centers around connections between Holocaust and the French Algerian War, the  

 

baseline transcends to not only 9/11, but how the public has reacted in response to the grieving  

 

process involved: 

 

Precisely the form of Delbo’s work matters here because it is via formal  

 

experiment that Delbo males claims on the construction of a new public sphere.   

 

In other words, Delbo’s work helps us to see that testimony and memory do not  

 

simply move from private at a particular historical moment, as I assumed in  

 

standard histories of Holocaust representation; rather, their public articulation and  
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address help redefine what counts as public and therefore that terrain exists for  

 

political struggle… Les belles letters illustrates, but also by the nature of  

 

individual and collective memory can inspire.” (Rothberg 202-203) 

  

Another approach introduced into the concept of memory, testimony and historical truth  

 

and the questions posed, or more so challenged, is how fiction plays a role in a narrative,  

 

especially a narrative that deals with catastrophic historical events that are both  

 

incomprehensible but also has multiple witnesses.  As chapter five of Michael Bernard-Donals’  

 

Forgetful Memory: Representation and Remembrance in the Wake of the Holocaust is  

 

introduced, forgetful memory is examine through the lens and work of Dominick La Capra and  

 

focuses on the “emotionally vexed relationship between history and memory,” (Bernard-Donals  

 

81).  Bernard-Donals goes on to highlight La Capra’s analysis of the topic and its relation to  

 

memory and testimony within narrative accounts “Memory is both more and less history, and  

 

vice versa,” he says, (History and Memory); “with respect to trauma, memory is always  

 

secondary since what occurs is not integrated into experience or directly remembered by all”  

 

(Bernard-Donals 82).  This offering can cause some trouble then when a narrative is being  

 

presented to the public as a memoir instead of historical events told through fictionalized  

 

characters.   

  

Historical events being integrated within a narrative and presented as a historical truth  

 

has frequently occurred in literature before.  American writer, James Frey, angered 

 

audiences when his memoir on drug abuse and recovery, A Million Little Pieces, made its way  

 

into reader’s psyches as a testimony to survival.  Oprah Winfrey even listed it on her coveted  

 

“Oprah's Book Club List,” before the truth came out that Frey’s “truth” wasn’t exactly the truth.   
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But the question remained, why were audiences so upset when Frey’s narratives weren’t what  

 

specifically happened to him in his actual life.  Did it really matter if the narratives were actually  

 

constructed around fictional characters and subjected forgetful memory to the test of historical  

 

truth?  Or were audiences upset because they weren’t’ told the truth upfront, that these stories  

 

were just that, stories.  That these “memoirs” did not actually happen, even though the  

 

emotionally invested reader wanted the events to be true.  What does that say about the public  

 

when we find out that a traumatic event hasn’t actually happened to a person and we ban  

 

together to the reject the work presented?  

  

What role should fiction play in narrating and helping readers to connect with historic  

 

truth?  According to Bernard-Donals, in the context of recounting traumatic events, historical  

 

truth, while it is analyzed through the lenses of other concepts intertwined throughout  the text, is  

 

viewed as, with the help of Maurice Blanchot’s Writing of the Disaster, “Blanchot makes clear  

 

that experience is a state of being that requires knowledge.  The occurrence of the event in which  

 

a person is implicated and sees herself as such proceeds experience” (Bernard-Donals 12).   

 

Further, “In the occurrence of the event, the individual becomes defined as an object” (Bernard- 

 

And this may be why Frey’s deception of audiences was so serious in the public  

 

eye: Frey, whether on purpose or not, put himself into the position of being a representative  

 

object for recovering addicts without actually experience everything he said he did.  Frey tricked  

 

the public with his false experience and his personal “I,” “…the effect of the seen, however gets  

 

in the way of the fabric of testimony, leaving the witness some other language to stand in the  

 

breach.  Witness is the moment of forgetting, the moment of seeing without knowing that  

 

indelibly marks the source of history as an abyss” (Bernard- Donals 97).  More importantly when  
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considering the role of fiction in narrating historical truth, Bernard-Donals says “…what we  

 

experience as readers as such testimonies is as susceptible to rewriting, and to  

 

misrecognition…as soon as we testify to the event, work through it in such a way that we find a  

 

name for it we inevitably misname it” (Bernard- Donals 97).   

  

I would like to apply Bernard- Donals’ examination of the role of fiction in the telling of  

 

historical truths or “events” to the onset of literature involving the events of September, 11
th

,  

 

2001, or the genre of 9/11 literature. First, the reference of this category of writing has to be  

 

carefully understood.  Literature and books and writings published on a particular  

 

subject; the literature on environmental epidemiology, leaflets and other printed matter used to  

 

advertise products or give advice” (Oxford Dictionary), is attached to a historical event, is  

 

interesting in and of itself.  Literature in a sense is used to record an event, but not necessarily an  

 

entire truth.  We know that 9/11 occurred, it is a historical event, but consider this, especially  

 

when reviewing the content of literature surrounding the Holocaust: the Holocaust had survivors  

 

that experienced the event first hand.  9/11, there were no survivors.  We don’t have firsthand  

 

accounts from those on places, (yes, there are voice recordings, but there is no before, during or  

 

after accounts of the passengers), firsthand accounts from these in the World Trade Center on the  

 

floors of the aircraft impacts, the impact at the Pentagon or United 93 that crashed in the  

 

countryside of Pennsylvania.  There are no survivors.  There are only eye witness accounts and  

 

people left on the sidelines, open and vulnerable to any rhetoric that could possibly make that  

 

day make sense.  This is the perfect breeding ground for forgetful memory to take place and in  

 

this case, instances of historical truth to occur.  This historical truth is then able to take advantage  

 

of history and make it its own with no accountability at all just as fiction sometimes does with  
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actual events. 

  

 The New York Times bestseller, Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close by Jonathan Safran  

Foer published in 2005, followed the fictional adventure of a young boy, Oskar, who lost his  

father in the Twin Towers.  This book uses the postmemory of Oskar and how he functions with  

the trauma by manipulating what he has seen in the media coverage of the events of 9/11.    “I  

saw maps and drawings, pictures from magazines and newspapers and the Internet, pictures I’d  

taken with grandpa’s camera.  The whole world was in there.  Finally, I found the pictures of the  

falling body.  Was it Dad?  Maybe.  Whoever it was, it was somebody.  I ripped the pages out of  

the book.  I reversed the order, so the last one was first, and the first one was last.  When I  

flipped through them, it looked like the man was floating up through the sky.  Dad would’ve  

have left his messages backward, until the machine was empty, and the plane would’ve flown  

backward, away from him, all the way to Boston.” (Foer 325).     

4. CRAFT  

What is a 9/11 novel?  While there is no exclusive definition, there are six distinctive  

 

narrative devices with an additional five definitive elements within a 9/11 craft construction and  

 

seven separate dynamics that hold the overall structure of a 9/11 narrative together.  Presented  in  

 

a lecture series by Dr. Alain-Philippe Durand, with 9/11 literary fiction, these six narrative  

 

devices that were noted by Dr. Durand are often listed by scholars of creative non-fiction to  

 

include 1. Portraying events in dramatic scenes rather than in a historical summary, 2. The  

 

recording of dialogue fully rather than with the occasional quotations or anecdotes of  

 

conventional journalism, 3. Recording the “status details,” or the “patterns of behavior and  

 

possessions through which people experience their positions in the world,” 4.Using the point of  

 

view in complex and inventive ways to depict events as they unfold, 5. Interior monologue or the  
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presentation of what a character thinks and feels without the use of direct quotations and 6. The  

 

composite characterization or the telescoping of character traits and anecdotes drawn from a  

 

number of sources into a single representative sketch.   

 

The five suggested craft elements within a 9/11 novel suggested by Angela Killing, and  

 

presented in Dr. Durand’s lecture include the real life and the personal presence and true  

 

narrative of narratives characters, the reflection and self-discovery and exploration of oneself,  

 

research and veracity of a subject that is aren’t and deeper than what it may initially appear as,  

 

the reading and literary approach that supports the timeliness as well as the timelessness of a  

 

work and flexibility of form and the attention of this in addition to the attention to the craft of the  

 

overall writing of a particular piece.  Also mentioned, were seven suggested dynamics of 9/11  

 

non-fiction that include the “fact-fiction dynamic, the writer-reader dynamic, the sympathy-  

 

antipathy dynamic, the life-art dynamic, the writing and righting dynamic and the self-other  

 

dynamic” (Angela Killing, 2009). 

 

5. FICTION 

Fiction encompasses literary works invented by the imagination, including novels or short  

 

stories.  Fiction can be an invented story, lie or explanation as well as it can be assumed to be  

 

true for convince while being false.  McInerney had written intimately about New York in his  

 

past novels, a sense of authority was taken on that other novelists struggled with when talking  

 

the fictionalization within the American narrative of September 11
th

.  Throughout the novel,  

 

characters’ lives fall apart through adultery, drugs, infertility, attempted suicide and death. The  

 

common themes as seen in other definitive American narratives, only the catalyst for these  

 

events were planes crashing into skyscrapers.  On the other hand, and what I believe , is that  

 

September 11
th

 was used as a foundation for McInerney’s re-evaluation of what his generation’s  
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American Dream become and what laid in its wake.  Jay McInerney, known as an iconic element  

 

in the 1980’s literary circle, the Literary Brat Pack and Gen X Literature. 

 

Putting the pressure on a novelist such as Jay McInerney, to include the revised vision of  

 

the American Dream, 9/11 may be too much to ask despite that he had done it before in the  

 

1980’s.  “Each generation needs it Manhattan novel, and many ache to write it.  But it is  

 

McInerney who succeeded” (The New Yorker, quoted on http://www.jaymcinerney.com).  The  

 

use of fictionalized characters living not so fictionalized lives to audience’s disappointment and  

 

horror propelled The Good Life to another level of what the responsibility of the great American  

 

novel would be one and how it would redefine the American Dream.  In an article composed by  

 

McInerney, “The Uses of Inventions:  The Novelist and Nobel Laureate vs. Naipaul,” he writes  

 

on Thomas Wolfe’s and Sherman McCoy’s thoughts on the American era, or dream, of the 80’s  

 

in reference to Thomas Wolfe’s Bonfire of the Vanities: 

 

The shameless Mr. Wolfe belatedly concluded that the novel was a far more  

 

capacious and versatile and resilient form than he imagined it to be because long  

 

after he declared it did he trashed his own case by writing Bonfire of Vanities, a  

 

novel that manages to express far more about that era in America than any  

 

contemporary slab of non-fiction.  Sherman McCoy became a representative  

 

figure and phrases like “Masters of the Universe “and “Social X-rays” entered the  

 

collective vocabulary.  Wolfe created a myth for the era – a narrative that shaped  

 

the way we viewed the period and seemed far more vivid and sexy than the  

 

thousands of essays and articles about the 80’s.  (Guardian September 2005) 

 

Elements and threads within the American Dream and the American narrative  

 

http://www.jaymcinerney.com/
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aren’t just the fascination with wanting more material wealth, philosophical satisfaction and  

 

gratification in successful careers and obtaining more than the generation before you did.  New  

 

York Times reviewer, Michiko Kakutani, wrote in reference to McInerney’s The Good Life: 

 

The boom years have come to a dead halt with 9/11- an event t rocks even his  

 

most jaded hedonists and propels his two central characters into a re-examination  

 

of their marriages, their careers and their dreams… There have long been several  

 

contradictory impulses in Mr. McInerney’s work.  He has demonstrated a desire  

 

to both satirize these self- indulgent characters and to romanticize their dilemma,  

 

to vitalize their moral failings while luxuriating in the surface flash of their lives.   

 

(Kakutani, New York Times)  

  

McInerney created a myth for the great American novel and its new place within the  

 

post 9/11 era.  The American Dream that is intertwined and braided within the American novel  

 

not only depends on the implied cultural values that are characteristic to America, but how these  

 

values are implied at the time that the novel was written.  The formula typically includes the  

 

protagonist being self-made, there is an event of a rags to riches background, there is an implied  

 

importance on the frontier (literally the west, culturally, comically or pop culture frontiers), a  

 

concluding, a reflective and a love story.  The author of the novel has the job to use  

 

language to express the in expressible.  McInerney captures this sentiment in an earlier work  

 

with a quote featured on his tmblr. page, Story of My Life, “I’m getting this really weird feeling  

 

life; I’m so involved in all this hysterical noise, which is supposedly my life butt it doesn’t add  

 

up to anything.  If you step back far enough it’s just a dumb buzz like a swarm of mosquitos.   

 

But everybody’s life is like that, right?” (www.tmblr.com). With these elements considered, The  

 

http://www.tmblr.com/
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Good Life falls in lie for including the essential components of the American novel.  We can  

 

think  of Willa Cather’s A Lost Lady, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby , Bret Easton Ellis’  

 

Less Than Zero and how all of these novels not only reflect the American dream, but also follow  

 

the proposed set of requirements for the American novel. 

 

In considering The Great Gatsby, Fitzgerald’s approach to the concept of the American  

 

Dream carrying through the American narrative with a moment of prose setting the scene in  

 

which his fictional characters settle in for a season of changes.  It should also be noted that  

 

McInerney uses the name “Calloway” when referencing a fictional family.  A subtle gesture, to  

 

the reexamination of Fitzgerald’s struggle with the philosophies of the American Dream,  

 

McInerney writes: 

 

It was summer of ’94.  The Polanski’s, who rented to the Calloways, had worked  

 

the land for almost two hundred years, gradually selling off edges of the farm and  

 

becoming wealthy in the process, sending their children to the same colleges  

 

attend by the same children of the urbanites who’d brought the subdivided lots,  

 

while still cultivating a few exorbitantly valuable acres of potatoes.  

 

(The Good Life 229) 

 

Dr. Naomi Mandel from the University of Rhode Island presented a lecture surrounding  

 

the discussion of Gen X literature and the Literary Brat Pack at the University of Arizona in the  

 

winter of 2013.  One element of the discussion Dr. Mandel spoke about was “generational  

 

trauma.”  Up until September 11
th

, Gen Xer’s did not have a collective trauma to define and  

 

identify themselves with as a collective social group.  After September 11
th

, a conception of the  

 

materialistic obsessive yuppies had become causalities looking for answers.  Jay McInerney had  
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provided many of the fictional field guides on what it was like to live the life of Gen X’er.  It  

 

would have been the natural step to expect McKinney to tackle September 11
th

 for his vernation  

 

and for him to attempt an explanation for what had happened to their American Dream, but  

 

whether his attempt was a collectively appropriate one, there is still no definitive answer.   

 

Critic Matt Thorne of the Independent UK challenged in a review of The Good Life “[It]  

 

may be a true reflection of the way Manhattan life continues but it lacks the dramatic resonance  

 

needed for a truly authorities book on the subject, It’s no disgrace that The Good Life is nothing  

 

more than social comedy at its very best, but such a book cannot possibly capture the tremendous  

 

tragedy of so many live lost” (www.independent.co.uk).  Another critic weighed on the same  

 

question of authority but from the perspective of McInerney himself as secure with incorporating  

 

September 11
th

 within the American narrative as opposed to the actual book and its characters.   

 

Joshua Billings wrote in the Harvard Book Review “McInerney’s security as a novelist, like the  

 

security of his characters, was shaken by the events of 9/11.  The Good Life reads as an attempt  

 

to sort through what changed that day.  The drama of the event and its aftermath created an  

 

expectation in all of us of dramatic consequences- of an anagnorisis to follow the peripatetic”  

 

(Billings, www.harvard.hcs.edu 2008).  Pressure seemed to be put more on McInerney himself to  

 

be the literary spokesperson of a generation rather than the content of his novel.  Billings’  

 

observation of how “its [September 11
th

] created an expectation in all of us” takes away from the  

 

creative element of fiction and forced an expected agenda upon the novel.  Looking for answers  

 

within a fictional world for non-fiction problems and anguish can have a variety of outcomes and  

 

sets up a novel for imamate failure.  

 

Bret Easton Ells’ Less Than Zero, as mentioned earlier and relied upon in most lectures  

 

http://www.harvard.hcs.edu/
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and references to Gen X literature, opens with the line “People are afraid to merge…” (Ellis 1).   

 

As Less than Zero plays, out, the narrative of the American Dream falls in the hands of Clay,  

 

home from Christmas in Los Angeles.  The demise of characters in Less Than Zero, in retrospect  

 

of knowing where all Gen X characters would end up in a post 9/11 word is startling.  The  

 

realization Ellis presents within the narrative is that of the American Dream, being standard from  

 

the get go for those in the world in 1985 just as those in the world in 2001 when the novel was  

 

published.  Less Than Zero reflective enough of the American narratives comment on the  

 

American Dream: 

 

The images I had were of people being driven mad by living in the city. Images of  

 

parents who were so hungry and unfulfilled that they alter their own children.   

 

Images of people, teenagers my own age, looking up from the asphalt being  

 

blinded by the sun.  These images stayed with me even after I left the city.   

 

Images so violent and malicious that they seemed to be my only point of reference  

 

for a long time afterwards.  After I left.” (Ellis  207-208) 

 

Bret Easton Ellis’ Glamorama, published in 1998, has been seen as a “Terrorist Pretext”  

 

by Per Serritslev Petersen.  This concept references a particular scene that occurs where the  

 

main protagonist is involved in a terrorist event in an urban environment.  Further, the  

 

descriptions of the events are reminiscent of what Jay McInerney describes in The Good Life.  If  

 

a reader were to compare the two event descriptions in the novels and was not aware of the  

 

publication dates, the commonalities between the narratives are uncanny.   While Glamorama  

 

was not clairvoyant to the attacks of September 11
th

, there are threads being established between  

 

Glamorama and The Good Life with terrorist events and both authors being from the same genre  
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of Gen X writers.  Ellis writes:  

 

And then the buildings start exploding…Each of the four separate explosions  

 

generates a giant cumulus cloud of roaring flames and smoke that rises up into  

 

the grey sky and since the carefully planted bombs have caused the buildings to  

 

burst apart outward onto the walkways bodies either disappear into the flames or  

 

fly across the street as if on strings , their flight interrupted by their smashing into  

 

parked BMWs…she’s surrounded by disconnected heads and arms and legs, but  

 

these body parts are made of foam and soon crew members are picking them up  

 

effortlessly.”  (Ellis 238-239) 

 

Another 9/11 novel, Windows on the World, to be considered is from French writer,  

 

Frédéric Beigbeder. Published in 2004, Beigbeder pushed the envelope by develop characters by  

 

placing them inside one of the collapsing Twin Towers on the day of September 11
th

, 2001 after  

 

the jet liners struck the structures.  The novel plays out in real time with each chapter having a  

 

time instead of a title  “8:47; When an American Airlines Boeing 767 slams into a building  

 

below your feet, there are two immediate consequences…I would have liked to have been in one  

 

of those brainless disaster movie blockbusters” (Beigbeder 57-59). In Beigbeder’s case, the  

 

pressure of being an author taking on 9/11 within his narrative was tumultuous to say the least  

 

not only because he was French, he was not in Manhattan on 9/11 and his character’s experience  

 

of the events in first personal challenged what the author and reality of what victims may have  

 

experience.  In a review by Josh Lacey that appeared in The Guardian in 2004, Lacey wrote  

 

“Eight pages into his new novel, Frédéric Beigbeder explains why he has written it.  “Since  

 

September 11, 2001, reality has not yet only outstripped fiction, it’s destroying it.  It’s  
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impossible write about this subject, and yet impossible to write about anything else.  Nothing  

 

else touches us.”  You might dispute this- is there really no other subject that has touched us un  

 

the past three years? – but you have to admire Beigbeder’s insistence on his artistic duty to tussle  

 

with the most vital issues of the age” (The Guardian, 2004).  More chilling is the first line of the  

 

novel, which does the job of functioning as both a fictional and a non-fiction narrative “8:30;  

 

You know how it ends: everybody dies” (Beigbeder 1). 

 

6. NON- FICTION 

Perhaps the most interesting example of non-fiction within the 9/11 genre also can be  

 

considered a work of fiction.   I would suggest that for a fictional read; avoid referencing any of  

 

the 1,742 footnotes located in the back of the publication between the pages of 449-567.  The  

 

Norton publication of The 9/11 Commission: Final Report of the National Commission on  

 

Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States, Authorized Edition in July 2004.  The report, all 567  

 

pages of it, is considered non-fiction but the opening lines read much differently “Chapter 1 “We  

 

Have Some Planes.”  Tuesday, September 11, 2001, dawned a temperate and nearly cloudless in  

 

the eastern United States.  Millions of men and women readied themselves for work.  Some  

 

made their way to the Twin Towers, the signature structures of the World Trade Center in New  

 

York City… For those heading to an airport, weather conditions could not have been better for a  

 

safe and pleasant journey.  Among travelers were Mohamed Atta and Abdul Aziz al Omari, who  

 

arrived at the airport in Portland, Maine” (9/11 Commission Report 1).  Compare this to the first  

 

line of the first footnote at the back of the text “1.1 INSIDE THE FOUR FLIGHTS; Boarding  

 

the Flights; Boston: American 11 and United 175.  Atta and Omari boarded a 6:00 A.M. flight  

 

from Portland to Boston’s Logan International Airport.” (1). 1,742 footnotes.449-567.  The first  

 

sentence of the first footnote reads “No physical, documentary, or analytical evidence provides a  
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convincing explanation of why Atta and Omari drive to Portland” (451). 

 

The report received praise for its literary components. Richard Posener from The New York  

 

Times wrote “[it is] uncommonly lucid, even riveting… an improbable literary triumph.”  The  

 

report conquered all of the notable best seller lists and even was named a finalist for the 2004  

 

National Book Awards’ non-fiction category, eventually losing out to Kevin Boyle’s Arc of  

 

Justice: A Saga of Race, Civil Rights and Murder in the Jazz Age.  A government ordered report  

 

was given literary praise for its prose and national recognition in the publishing community.  It  

 

would also be interesting to see what Michael Bernard- Donals would make of this example of  

 

historical truth.  Perhaps his closing words in chapter five summarize how the content of the  

 

report focus be taken as “But it’s the conclusion we have to contend with given the structure of  

 

memory, witness and testimony that has been laid out over the last several years.  If nothing else,  

 

it requires us to recast our thinking about testimony’s relation to witness and to history in order  

 

to be on guard against it,” (Bernard-Donals 97-98).  It may take a few more years before the  

 

content of the commission report is called into question, perhaps when there is a new version of  

 

memory that combats the current. 

 

7. CONLUSION 

There is something else I remember from the day in September.  My parents never called  

 

to see if I was alright.  My American Dream turned into a nightmare and my parents weren’t  

 

there to wake me up and that will forever me my narrative on the subject of September 11
th

,  

 

2001.  Perhaps my parents were still engulfed in their own nightmare from their generation.   

 

Perhaps that is the point of the narratives of  9/11, a cataclysmic event such as 9/11 wasn’t  

 

necessarily needed to wake people up to see that the American Dream was leaving us. These  
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writers shouldn’t hold the responsibility of incorporating 9/11 correctly into any frictional  

 

narrative, they, in my opinion are holding  up a mirror to the American Dream through the  

 

narratives of their work and show that the American Dream isn’t breathing anymore because it  

 

died a long time ago. 
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