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Discussion Questions- DeLillo’s Mao II (1)
Mao II and The Postmodern Novel

[bookmark: _GoBack]DeLillo openly critiques the postmodern novel in Mao II. Not only Bill Gray, being a writer, explicitly articulates and embodies the relation between the professional writer and the market (Mao II is also a novel about writing for the market). The novel itself poses the problem of spectacular authorship (Osteen): Bill, Moon and the Beirut terrorist group are all figures of authority, spectacular authors that shape and morph public affects. Authorship, and with authorship terrorism and mass media, conform the focal points of the text.
     Mao II as a novel that speaks of itself cannot be reduced to a mere metatextual and postmodern gesture. There is a will to action in DeLillo’s prose. Mao II, from its title, contends with both political and aesthetic contemporary discourses. The novel does not emerge in a private, solitary, transcendent space (as the one that Bill Gray seems to guard in the first part of the novel). On the contrary, the novel is a public and immanent space (thus the relevance of DeLillo in a course about American Democracy). The contentiousness of DeLillo’s self-reflective writing is political, localized, and immanent. Mao II is a text that acts as much as it speaks. 
Lastly, the circulating discourses that Mao II critiques and in which it participates are mostly visual. Comparing DeLillo and Baudrillard, Wilcox argues that “both see postmodern culture as an arena of a media-driven consumption of signs, of autonomous and free floating signifiers, artificial codes, and simulational models. Both writers see terrorism as a canny adaptive response to the Western regime of image proliferation, sign exchange, and spectacle” (3). At the center of terrorism and culture, in DeLillo, we seem to find spectacle and the postmodern proliferation of consumable signs. 
I. MAO II AND ANDY WARHOL 
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Mao resurfaces throughout the first part of the novel. He is in Warhol’s New York exhibition (21), then shaking hands with Nixon (70), to then reappear swimming in the Yangtze river (141). All these images of Mao are mediated. They circulate in the mechanically reproduced series of Warhol, and in the televised handshake or river crossing. Even further, these references to Mao, intermediated by the 90s novel, are in themselves free floating signs. Mao never comes to be a historical, biographical subject, he becomes a consumable sign. Scott wonders in the first pages of the novel: “Had he ever realized the deeper meaning of Mao before he saw these pictures?” (21). Although the search for meaning and depth in Scott’s interlocution may be ironical, the is something to be disclosed from the pure image (iconicity) of Mao; the referent, the historical figure, has no longer any significance. Does the intertextual gesture of naming the novel after Warhol’s portraits of Mao contend or ascribe DeLillo to Warhol’s own aesthetic project of popular media and mechanical reproduction? Why Mao II and not Marylin? In sum, why is DeLillo’s novel titled Mao II?
II. SIMULACRA AND THE PROBLEM OF REPRESENTATION
In his 1983 book Simulacra and Simulation, Baudrillard uses the foundational metaphor of the map over the territory. In the consumer society of the postmodern present, only the map, the signifier but not the referent, remains. In his later work on seduction, the philosopher claims that while meaning requires interpretation (thus depth), seduction is a matter of surfaces and appearances: the link between seduction and capitalism is made explicit. If we were to approach DeLillo from Baudrillard’s concepts of simulacra and the free-floating signifiers of the consumer culture, Mao II would participate in the erection, and at the same time in the critique, of circulating signs, codes and simulacra. How does a concept like simulacra help us frame the novel and illuminate its relationship with dominant discourses? But also, what are the limits of a Baudrillardian reading of DeLillo?
III. TERRORISM
Terrorism in the novel is necessarily related to the society of spectacle. As Bill Gray asserts in the novel: 
There’s a curious knot that binds novelists and terrorists. In the West we become famous effigies as our books lose the power to shape and influence. Do you ask your writers how they feel about this? Years ago I used to think it was possible for a novelist to alter the inner life of the culture. Now bomb-makers and gunmen have taken that territory. They make raids of human consciousness (41).
In DeLillo terror(ism) and mass hysteria are aesthetic experiences. They are rendered aesthetic both by their fictionalization in the novel, and by the novel’s own axiology: art and terrorism are authored, and both are concerned with the production, critique, and circulation of signs in the society of spectacle. I would like us to look closely at the relation in Mao II between art and terrorism: what is the why of their identification in the novel?
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