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S u m m a r y

Since David Foster Wallace’s death in 2008, a group of interested scholars has 

begun to emerge in the US and across Europe. This study forms part of that 

growing cluster of scholarship. It is the central contention of this thesis that 

Wallace developed a unique philosophy of dynamic communication. This mode of 

thinking combined the philosophy of language he encountered as a technical 

philosopher and the profound observational skill that marked him as a v^^riter. This 

philosophy did not focus on discrete elements of communication -  such as text, 

intent or interpretation -  in literary, spoken or other forms of communication. 

Rather, Wallace outlines and investigates the elusive process by which these 

elements combine to give rise to meaningful communication -  both within and 

without texts -  in the aftermath of postmodernist cynicism.

The study is a broad-spectrum analysis of Wallace’s writing, fictional and 

non-fictional, that comprises four chapters of close textual analysis, along with an 

introduction and a conclusion. The thesis offers a philosophical hypothesis, namely 

that communication arises if, and only if, the combination of the following 

conditions obtains: physical conditions for communication are satisfied on both 

sides of the exchange, and both parties satisfy the conditions of love or 

engagement: that is, they offer something of themselves in order to facilitate the 

process of communication. It further argues that Wallace laid out these 

literary/philosophical concerns at the very beginning of his career, developing and 

testing them over two decades of publication, arriving at a coherent philosophy of 

communication that was prefigured in all his writings as well as his undergraduate 

philosophy thesis. Wallace was a writer who believed firmly in the redemptive 

power of literature. This study argues tha t communication and engagement were 

the two terms most central to his work. The thesis explores the ways in which 

Wallace pushed the boundaries of literary convention like no other writer of his 

generation, and how he engaged with the dominant literary and philosophical 

theories of his era, applying them to the world as he saw it. Wallace’s project of 

communication was multifaceted, being both an exhortation to his readers to seek 

communication with him through his writings, to seek engagement through



dialogue, and to use interaction to locate a coherent self in a world that 

increasingly challenges identity.

The study as a whole presents a vision of Wallace as philosopher as well as 

artist, whose writing was suffused with the questions of language, identity and the 

possibility of redemptive connection. Central to these issues also is the place of the 

author, the onus on the contemporary artist to investigate the possibility of "living 

a compassionate life''.^ The primary concern that emerges from this analysis of 

Wallace’s writing is that strong identity, sincerity and connection are the only 

means by which the damaging recursive interiority of late postmodernism can be 

ruptured, in order for artistic and cultural progress to emerge, a progress that 

moves beyond the endemic cynicism and chaotic stasis of the late twentieth and 

early twenty-first centuries. In view of its recent publication, the conclusion also 

examines how The Pale King may be read in light of the philosophy elucidated over 

the course of the study.

This study offers a vision of Wallace's oeuvre as a unified body of work 

driven by a coherent agenda in which the philosophical and the literary inform and 

complement each other. This overlap of philosophical and literary concerns and 

strategies offers a new perspective on the roles of literature and the author as we 

move towards a post-postmodernist era, demonstrating Wallace’s continuing 

critical importance to the post-postmodernist generation. More specifically, the 

study exposes and explores how Wallace interacts with philosophy throughout his 

work, presenting a unified vision of his philosophy of communication and positing 

love as a catalytic force within this philosophy. The process and philosophy of 

communication discernible in Wallace’s writing offers an opportunity to 

reconsider the roles of author and reader, and of communication generally, in light 

of postmodernism and its aftermath. This thesis articulates and investigates the 

workings of this philosophy by outlining the tenets of academic philosophy that 

ground it and investigating the literary application and exploration of those tenets. 

Taking account of each element of Wallace’s varied career, this study provides a 

broad critical base from which to consider his work in a variety of contexts as 

critical attention to his writing increases.

1 This Is Water (New York: Little, Brown and Company, 2009]
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I n t r o d u c t i o n

" It ' s g o t  s o m e t h i n g  t o  d o  w i t h  l o v e ":

THE PROCESS AND PHILOSOPHY OF COMMUNICATION IN THE WORK OF

D a v i d  F o s t e r  W a l l a c e

The core of this thesis is an investigation of the philosophy tha t drove a w riter who 

thought deeply about language and identity. The central question -  how David 

Foster Wallace’s philosophy of communication developed through his writing -  is 

best addressed by tracing the expressions, explicit and implicit, of that philosophy 

in his writing. The results of this investigation are three-fold. Firstly, by outlining 

the stylistic innovations of Wallace's work, from early to late, a clear link emerges 

between his developing craft and his developing philosophy, allowing for a critical 

reading tha t encompasses both literary and philosophical modes of expression.^

Secondly, the importance of Wallace’s innovations to the emerging 

literature of this century is clearly shown, particularly with regard to the role and 

responsibilities of au thor and reader. Wallace interrogates the systems of 

postmodernist representation by using the devices tha t characterised them, 

offering the possibility of redemption from the recursive solipsism of 

postmodernism without ignoring postm odernism ’s m ost pressing questions. 

Wallace’s position as a pioneer in the literature of the post-postmodern 

generation, whatever it ultimately comes to be called, is left in no doubt following 

this investigation into this unique use of postmodernism’s own innovations in an 

effort to move beyond its limitations. The redemptive possibility offered here is 

accompanied by a new vision of the au thor as philosopher as well as artist,

1 It is perhaps useful at th is point to m ention  in advance the distinction b etw een
"Philosophy" and "philosophy” posited  by Richard Rorty in Philosophy and the M irror o f  Nature; 
that is to say, it is useful to distinguish  b etw een  Philosophy -  a technical academ ic discipline, w ith  
its own jargon and con ven tions -  and philosophy -  th e foundational assum ptions that guide a life 
and work, a moral, ethical and em otional system  o f beliefs rather than an abstract se t  of 
hypotheses. However, to avoid confusion w ith  Rorty’s distinction, the tw o will here be term ed  
academ ic-philosophy and principle-philosophy. The term  "philosophy of com m unication" used  
throughout this thesis should  be taken to signify a principle-philosophy grounded in academ ic  
ideas.
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bringing more than a mimetic gift to art, a vision sharpened by the overlap of 

philosophy w^ith literature in his v^ork. According to Wallace, the duty of good art is 

"to apply CPR to those elements of w^hat’s human [...] that still live and glow 

despite the times’ darkness” (McCaffery, "Interviev^”, 131). Author and reader 

become participants in a dynamic process, sharing responsibility for meaning- 

making that goes beyond image.

Finally, the study outlines Wallace's unprecedented investigation of w hat it 

m eant to be human at the close of the twentieth century, considering the 

combination of literary prose, rigorous academic thought and the embodiment of 

his own theory of love as these elements combine to form a coherent philosophy of 

communication, in which the necessity of love is paramount. This philosophy of 

communication holds tha t love [also termed engagement), raised to a Platonic 

imperative, is the only means by which communication can take place, and hence 

the only means by which both literature and humanity can find any meaningful 

future. That philosophy of communication is the central focus of the present study.

Wallace, hailed by many as the voice of a generation on his death in 2008,^ 

left behind th ree  novels [one incomplete), three short story collections, two non

fiction collections, a book-length introduction to transfinite mathematics and 

Cantorian set theory, and a collaborative work on the rap-music scene of the late 

1980s and early 1990s, besides numerous uncollected stories and essays. 

Posthumous publications thus far num ber three: the unfinished novel The Pale 

King, an undergraduate philosophy thesis challenging the doctrine of fatalism and 

a commencement speech that was turned into a popular hardback entitled This Is 

Water. Wallace’s 1996 novel Infinite Jest has to date been the primary focus of the 

emerging discipline of Wallace Studies.^ In the years since the au thor’s death.

2 Among this number are students of Wallace’s work like Greg Carlisle and Stephen Burn, 
writers including Zadie Smith and Jonathan Franzen, who called him "our strongest rhetorical 
writer" (qtd. in Guy Adams, "The Dark Side of David Foster Wallace", The Independent, 16 Sep. 
2008). Don DeLillo imagined his writing "as the scroll fragments of a distant future” {Five Dials no. 
10, Nov. 2010, 13]. Journalists like David Lipsky of Rolling Stone and critics including Michiko 
Kakutani and A.O. Scott, both of the New York Times have also referred to Wallace in this way.
3 The term Wallace Studies was introduced by Greg Carlisle in his keynote address to 
"Consider David Foster Wallace”, the first conference devoted to Wallace’s work in Liverpool in July 
2009. This paper, which was subsequently published as the introduction to the essay collection of 
the same name, outlined the beginnings of a research cluster for which he proposed the term 
Wallace Studies. The term implies the range of areas covered by Wallace’s work and the consequent 
plethora of subjects of study -  both current and potential -  as well as adverting to the breadth of
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critical attention has intensified and widened rapidly. There exist a number of 

works of criticism that deal specifically with Infinite Jest, including the extensive 

Elegant Complexity, a companion volume by Greg Carlisle, a reader’s guide by 

Stephen Burn, several essays and a num ber of mainly m aster’s-level theses on 

various elements of the novel, including Chris Hager’s on Infinite Jest and American 

fiction after postmodernism. Brooks Daverman's thesis on Alcoholics Anonymous 

as a narrative structure and num erous others. Further, there now exists an essay 

collection -  Consider David Foster Wallace -  tha t undertakes analysis of diverse 

aspects of his writing, from the first novel The Broom o f the System  to his This Is 

Water, delivered as a speech in 2005 and published in 2009, which provides the 

broadest picture to date of Wallace's authorial achievements. Several general 

works on the condition of literature at the tu rn  of the millennium refer to Wallace, 

in passing or in detail, including Jeffrey Karnicky’s Contemporary Fiction and the 

Ethics o f  Modern Culture, Nicoline Tim m er’s Do You Feel It Too? The Post- 

Postmodern Syndrome in American Fiction a t the Turn o f  the Millennium, Greil 

Marcus and Werner Sollors’ A New Literary History o f  America and Jeremy Green’s 

Late Postmodernism: American Fiction a t the Millennium. However, the single 

existing survey of Wallace's writing to date remains Marshall Boswell’s 

Understanding David Foster Wallace, an account of his fiction up to Brief Interviews 

With Hideous Men. While Boswell’s book is admirable, the fact that it covers neither 

the fiction published since 1998 nor the non-fiction of any period means that it can 

only partially fill the requirem ent for a broad and cohesive analysis of Wallace's 

writing career. This thesis is an effort to answ er that need, and so broaden the 

framework within which Wallace Studies operates.

Since the publication of Wallace's undergraduate thesis. Fate, Time and 

Language -  a rejection of Richard Taylor's argum ent in favour of the doctrine of 

Fatalism -  it has become clear that Wallace should be considered a serious 

technical philosopher in his own right.^ James Ryerson's introduction to Fate, Time

influence enjoyed by his work over contemporary literature. For these reasons it is appropriate to 
accord the study of Wallace’s work the status of a coherent discipline.
4 Taylor's 1962 paper, "Fatalism", takes six relatively uncontroversial axioms and draws
from them the conclusion that the occurrence or otherwise of a future event can be shown  
retrospectively to determine the actions of people who intuitively appear to exercise free will. 
Wallace’s dissertation outlines the several responses to Taylor’s original paper, which generally 
take issue with one of the six presuppositions, before offering a rebuttal that allows all Taylor’s 
presuppopsitions and challenges him instead on the idea of physical impossibility, which Wallace

3



and Language articulates the groundings of his writing in the deeply technical 

branch of philosophy known as modal logic [also referred to as modal 

philosophy).^ Ryerson’s introduction, entitled "A Head That Throbs Heartlike”, was 

intended as an entry point into what he saw  as "an overlooked aspect of his 

[Wallace's] intellectual life: a serious early engagem ent with philosophy that 

would play a lasting role in his work and thought, including his ideas about the 

purpose and possibilities of fiction" [FTL, 2].

It is necessary at this point to clarify the title of this study. The phrase 

"philosophy of communication" is intended to convey both more and less than a 

distinct contribution to the academic discipline of Philosophy; that is to say, while 

a philosophical hypothesis is advanced, its investigation is not along the traditional 

lines of academic Philosophy, but takes place in the context of artistic creation. 

Wallace ascribed his move from technical philosophy to writing to the fact that he 

felt more engaged by writing.^ Writing, then, offered a scope for experim entation  

with ideas that philosophy alone did not; namely, an arena in which to explore the 

applicability of theories in varied situational challenges as opposed to the narrow  

constructions of strict technical philosophy. Tellingly, asked in a late interview  

about the philosophical preoccupations of his work, Wallace responded as follows: 

"If som e people read my fiction and see it as fundamentally about philosophical 

ideas, what it probably means is that these are pieces w here the characters are not

subdivides into "physical modality simpliciter" and "situational physical modalities” [FTL, 148-9). 
By this distinction, he shows that Taylor's argument includes a conflation of two kinds of power -  
enduring and situational. Thus, while allowing the precepts upon which Taylor's argum ent rests, 
Wallace undermines his extrapolation from physical to logical by complicating the physical aspect 
of the thought-experiment.

Wallace’s dissertation is highly technical, but contains traces of his later colloquial non- 
fictional style. The present dissertation discusses Wallace’s engagement with modal logic, which, 
broadly speaking, studies the deductive behaviour of phrasing involving modes. In strict terms, the 
branch is concerned only with the constructions of necessity and possibility, but in a broader sense 
it also deals with other systems of logic including belief, time and morality, among many others (see 
the Stanford Encyclopedia o f Philosophy for a definition and list of associated symbols. Hughes and 
Cresswell provide a clear introduction to the field). Modal logic is concerned with the consequences 
of phrasing, and thus includes the work of Frege, Russell and Wittgenstein, which sought perfect 
clarity in communication, the "univocal problems and solutions” (McCaffery, "Interview with David 
Foster Wallace”, 136) that Wallace sought in his early academic career and relinquished through 
his writing. A further exploration of modal logic as it relates to Wittgenstein and thence to Wallace 
is undertaken in Chapter One of this study.
5 See note 4.
6 David Lipsky, Although Of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself [New York: Broadway 
Books, 2010), 261.
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as alive and interesting as I meant them to be"7 This is not a rejection of the claim 

that his work is philosophical, but rather a confirmation that it is not only 

philosophical.

That is to say, Wallace's fiction is more than the simple illustration of an 

idea; it is the wholesale fleshing out of a world-view, the process and the 

philosophy. The title of Ryerson’s essay above suggests one of the most significant 

founding principles of this study; that philosophy and literature are not distinct 

disciplines, but rather complementary modes of expression that overlap and 

mutually reinforce each other. As such, one of the primary goals of this thesis is to 

explore and analyse the interaction of philosophical and literary tropes in 

Wallace's work, rather than identifying the one in opposition to the other.

For Wallace, philosophy functioned not as an academic discipline alone, but, 

like literature, as a way of making sense of the world. A precedent for this position 

comes in the figure of Ludwig Wittgenstein, who argued that philosophy should 

involve more than abstract ephemera, asking: "what is the use of studying 

philosophy if all that it does for you is to enable you to talk with some plausibility 

about some abstruse questions of logic, etc., & if it does not improve your thinking 

about the im portant questions of everyday life".® Wittgenstein goes on to argue 

that the study of philosophy should make the student "more conscientious than 

any [...] journalist in the use of the DANGEROUS phrases such people use for their 

own ends".^ In other words, the end of philosophy, for Wittgenstein, is not simply 

the pursuit of academic study, but the better ability to live in and consider the 

world. This might be presented as a useful perspective on Wallace's approach to 

philosophy, particularly given his frequent engagement with Wittgenstein’s work. 

Similarly, Wittgenstein’s remark might be offered as a guiding principle for this 

study, in which the philosophical ideas introduced in Chapter One inform and are 

informed by the literary context in which they occur. This study is not a 

philosophical reading of Wallace's work, but rather an exploration of how 

philosophical ideas appear in his writing, how they interact and overlap with

7 Otstap Karmodi, "’A Frightening Time in America': An Interview  with David Foster 
Wallace", N ew  York Review o f  Books, June 2011 h ttp ://tin vu rl.com /6vp u lb x .
8 Malcolm, Norman, Ludwig W ittgenstein, A M emoir 2nd Ed. (Oxford: Oxford University  
Press, 1984] 93.
9 Ibid.
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literary creation and how attention to them enriches both an understanding of the 

ideas and the literary experience itself.

This study is concerned with the principle-philosophy -  the founding 

assumptions -  that guided Wallace's writing. However, it is critical to recall that 

Wallace was, by training, a technical philosopher as well as a writer. The principles 

of his writing are very heavily influenced by the academic discipline of 

philosophy.!® The purpose of this study is to explore Wallace's use of academic 

philosophy in his writing, and his use of writing to clarify a philosophical position; 

to find, by way of his engagement with academic philosophy, the guiding principles 

embodied in his writing. In other words, it is rewarding, even necessary, to read 

Wallace's writing as informed by but independent of academic philosophy. In "The 

Empty Plenum", his review of David Markson's Wittgenstein's Mistress, Wallace 

praises the novel for capturing "the consequences, for persons, of the practice of 

theory" and for the "formal ingenuity by which it transforms metaphysics into 

angst and so reveals philosophy as being first and last about spirit” (EP, 220). This 

is a useful approach to Wallace's own engagement with academic philosophy; 

indeed, Wallace often admires most fervently in others that which is most 

admirable in his own writing, and his analysis of the merit of Markson's novel 

describes the balance of academic and principle-philosophy in his own work. It is 

also significant that the novel in question deals primarily with questions of 

communication, identity and isolation, all recurring themes of Wallace's. The 

philosophy of communication explored here takes account of Wallace's choice: he 

became a writer, not a full-time philosopher. The remit of this thesis involves the 

presentation of a hypothesis (philosophy of communication) based on elements of 

academic- and principle-philosophy visible in Wallace's work, and attention to the 

exploration, application and investigation of that hypothesis (process of 

communication according to the said philosophy).

10 A question might be raised as to whether all authors are not in fact philosophers, and vice 
versa. While 1 do not support the hypothesis that all authors are philosophers or all philosophers 
authors, this is a tangential argument. James Ryerson’s New York Times article, "The Philosophical 
Novel", broadly addresses this question. As he says, the two certainly overlap, and it is possible to 
posit a guiding set of principles for any text. A spectrum exists; this, like any other worthwhile 
discussion, is not a question of binaries. However, the purpose of this thesis is to explore the 
embodiment in writing of a principle-philosophy guided by strict academic-philosophy. Along the 
author/philosopher spectrum, Wallace is interesting precisely because he offers a decisive overlap.
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In order to facilitate a discussion of this process, it is necessary to outline 

the abstract hypothesis -  the actual philosophy -  that Wallace developed over the 

course of his career. This philosophy did not focus on any single element of the 

process by which communication takes place in literature, but ra ther centred on 

the process itself, the shifting dynamic of meaningful exchange. Fittingly, Wallace’s 

own early academic-philosophy provides the linguistic framework within which 

his principle-philosophy of communication can be expressed: firstly, there are 

certain conditions necessary for communication to take place, including 

interlocutors or a w ri te r /read e r  relationship, a text or speech act, a common 

language (insofar as a socially constructed language with potentially infinite 

idiolectical resonances can be regarded as common) and the physical capacity for 

the information to be exchanged (literacy, ability to hear, etc.). These conditions 

make up what Wallace suggested be called the "physical modality simpliciter" 

(FTL, 148). The system that exists when these conditions are satisfied gives rise to 

the physical possibility of communication, but is insufficient for communication to 

actually take place. This modality must be accompanied by a "situational physical 

modality" or mode in which the situation-specific conditions must also obtain, 

completing the system of conditions necessary for the desired outcome to be 

possible. In the case of Wallace's philosophy of communication, that situational 

physical modality is term ed love, and signifies a disposition whereby the agent is 

willing to give of herself in order to understand or be understood.

Love, then, is the catalyst for the dynamic process of communication within 

the system of conditions outlined above. Elsewhere, Wallace’s use of the term  

"engagement" encodes a similar process of choice and action, and the use of this 

term throughout this thesis should be read as a synonym for "love”. Indeed, the 

terms "engagement” and "communication” may reasonably be posited as the 

central ideas of his career. What is m eant by the term  "love” here is an instinct to 

sacrifice, a willingness to contribute something of the self so as either to 

understand or to be understood. This concept of love is desexualised, and 

articulated as verb ra ther than noun; tha t is to say, it is an active participation 

rather than a passive response. In the early short story, "Lyndon” from the early 

collection Girl With Curious Hair, distance is described as a measure of love: love 

entails distance because love is always only of the Other. In this vein, Mrs. Johnson
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says that she and her husband "do not love each other anymore. Because we ceased 

long ago to be enough apart for a 'love' to span any distance" [GWCH, 115). 

Paradoxically, then, we cannot love without the isolation tha t it is fiction’s job to 

rupture, because love -  or connection -  can only be between and never within. 

This concept was comically literalised in The Broom o f  the System  by Norman 

Bombardini, and Wallace referred to it in relation to his admiration of 

Wittgenstein: what made Wittgenstein "a real artist [was] that he realized tha t no 

conclusion could be more horrible than solipsism” (McCaffery, "Interview”, 143). 

That is to say, in the absence of the possibility of connection, isolation offers the 

ultimate horror. The absence of an Other -  solipsism -  entails the loss of the Self. In 

other words, the coherence of the self as a teleological imperative is in fact 

completely self-defeating.

What Mrs. Johnson, in "Lyndon", calls her husband’s "great intellectual 

concept: the distance at which we see each other, arrange each other, love” [GWCH, 

115), could equally be called Wallace's great intellectual concept: the paradoxical 

interdependence of isolation and c o n n e c t i o n . i t  is also useful to bear in mind 

Derrida's definition of love in Sau f le Nom: this definition of love articulates the 

sacrificial nature of love, its renunciation of coherence and infinite process of 

surrender. The original French, se rendre, means both to give oneself and to make 

oneself, and thus implies both the destruction and creation of the self. This 

definition of love enriches an understanding of Wallace's explicit connection of art 

with love. In the McCaffery interview, Wallace explicitly connects successful art 

with love: "[...] the big distinction between good art and so-and-so art lies 

somewhere in the art's heart’s purpose, the agenda of the consciousness behind 

the text. It’s got something to do with love" (McCaffery, "Interview”, 148). This

11 Importantly, this does not appear to have been strictly true. As James Ryerson points out in 
his introduction to Fate, Time and Language, Wittgenstein appears to have revised his philosophy 
not out of a horror of solipsism but following a series of technical objections to the scope of his 
argument. This articulation on Wallace's part seem s more eisegetical or even projective than 
accurate, and is perhaps more useful to a reading of his own fear and treatment of solipsism than as 
an interpretation of W ittgenstein’s philosophical progression.
12 This is, of course, not to suggest that Wallace originated the idea of the interdependence of 
self and other; philosophically it is prefigured as far back as Aristotle in his work on friendship (see 
Elijah Millgram, "Aristotle on Making Other Selves” Canadian Journal o f  Philosophy 17:2, June 1987, 
361-376). Similarly, in literature, writers upon whom Wallace explicitly drew, such as Joyce, 
Beckett and Kafka, explored the instability of interpersonal dynamics and identity through a 
fictional lens well before Wallace did. However, the situation of love and other emotions as 
functions of distance, and the related interdependence of isolation and connection, might be 
regarded as one of the clearest articulations of Wallace’s vision of communication.
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passage of the interview with McCaffery emphasises the transaction imphcit in art, 

the process whereby the reader gains something from the text, an emphasis that 

reflects Derrida’s use of the term  se rendre, with the continuous imphcation of 

giving. This "love” is the love referred to in the articulation of Wallace’s philosophy. 

Using the symbolic language of academic philosophy -  avoiding as far as possible 

the ambiguity of literary language -  the central hypothesis of this study might be 

put as follows: x is defined as a successful communication outcome.

a  is a state such that all physical conditions necessary for communication 

are satisfied on the part of the speaker/w riter. Such conditions include the 

capacity to speak/write; articulation of speech act/w ritten  fragment; public 

articulation; presence or projected presence of lis tener/reader and all further 

conditions necessary for communication to be physically possible.

P is a state such that all similar conditions are satisfied on the part of the 

hearer/reader. As in a, these conditions include ability to hear/read; common 

language; access to the speech act/w ritten  fragment at this or any time, and all 

further conditions necessary for communication to be physically possible.

E is a state such that the terms of "love” are satisfied, "love” here being 

defined as above: in short, a sacrificial disposition characterised by a willingness to 

give of the self in order to facilitate communication, consistent with a simultaneous 

renunciation and reinforcement of the boundaried self.

X <=>

This is a statem ent of the hypothesis only, in simple philosophical terms. 

However, as Leland de la Durantaye observes in his article "How to Be Happy”, 

philosophical issues find different levels of meaning in different modes of 

expression. De la Durantaye offers the opening of Virgil's Aeneid and Aristotle’s 

meditation on necessity from On Interpretation as an example of this phenomenon. 

With this in mind, while the hypothesis offered above is a clear articulation of the 

founding question, the investigation and defence of the hypothesis occur in an 

exploration of Wallace’s literary application of the equation, which is the central 

focus of this study. The precise nature of the communication outcome x is not 

fixed, because of the shifting nature of the dynamic, but might accurately be

13 X occurs if, and only if, conditions a , |3 and e are all satisfied.



termed an emergent property  of the communicative dynamic; that is to say, a 

property of the whole system in flux, ra ther than resulting from the action of the 

system on a single component. Wallace’s suggestion that good writing had 

"something to do with love" positions love -  the capacity to surrender and yet 

maintain the self -  as the catalyst (e) in this process of communication: necessary 

to and unchanged by the reaction between interlocutors, or author and reader. 

Simply put, within a relation of dependent oppositionality like w riter/reader, 

where the situational physical modalities and the physical modality simpliciter 

necessary to communication obtain, there is a necessarily sacrificial disposition, 

here termed "love", that m ust also obtain in order for communication to take place. 

Further, the balance of these elements is not fixed, giving rise to the possibility of 

multiple -  though not infinite -  communication outcomes. In this sense, the 

philosophy is also quasi-Bakhtinian; each utterance is pregnant with the possibility 

of perpetual dialogism. In fact, each utterance depends on dialogic engagement for 

success, and remains open to further engagements. Wallace's philosophy of 

communication, then, could be described as a (hypothetically perpetual) self

replenishing dialogical project.

In a 1993 interview, Wallace articulated the vision of communication that 

led to my development of the above hypothesis, speaking of the reader's 

responsibility to take part in a relationship with the writer, to realise tha t "this 

process is a relationship between the writer's  consciousness and her own [the 

reader's], and that in order for it to be anything like a real full human relationship, 

she's going to have to put in her share of the linguistic work" (McCaffery, 

"Interview", 138). It is the definition of love given above that moves this 

philosophy of communication from outright contradiction to workable paradox. By 

reason of love's simultaneous rejection and celebration of the boundaried self, the 

conditions of disconnection and boundaried selfhood cease to be obstacles to 

communication and instead become part of the process. Distance, loneliness, and

14 The term oppositionality as used here and elsewhere signifies an opposing relationship, 
competing but not necessarily confrontational, such as the relationship of light to dark. It refers to 
the play of opposites, rather than to subversive or rebellious interaction or confrontation. Arguably, 
w^riter/reader could be replaced by any self to some necessary other. It is the definition of love 
given by Derrida "se rendre", ŵ hich implies both the sacrifice and maintenance of the self in its use 
of the reflexive "se", that allows the simultaneous coalescence and separation implied by the term 
"dependent oppositionality" here. This definition is taken up in Wallace’s early short story 
"Lyndon”, where love is described as "an arrangement of distance” { G WC H ,  115).
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the horror of soHtude: these are the things tha t make connection possible. In terms 

of the philosophy tha t animated Wallace’s creative endeavours, the  paradox of 

distance is integral to the philosophy of communication that this study outlines. 

Taking on board the idea that love and distance are somehow connected, and that 

meaningful exchange of any kind can take place only between and not within, the 

creative process becomes an exchange of this kind of love. Wallace goes on more or 

less to articulate this: "one of the things really great fiction-writers do [...] is give 

the reader something" [McCaffery, "Interview”, 148). This giving is unselfish and 

must come not from the desire to be loved, but "out of the part of you tha t loves the 

thing, loves what you're working on. Maybe just plain loves.” (148).

In order for the isolated writer to reach the isolated reader, to rupture 

both loci of solitude, allowing communication to take place, there is a necessary 

exchange. Reader and writer enter into a complex relationship, characterised by 

absence. The text, in which a good author offers something substantial to the 

reader, is the only mediator, the language tha t may link the two ends. Imparting 

information (i.e. the author writing the text) is one part of a complex dynamic 

interpretative process, in which all the other steps -  the author having written  the 

text, the reader reading, processing and finally absorbing the text -  are equally 

important. For Wallace, it is in this process that "serious fiction’s purpose [...] to 

give [the reader] imaginative access to other selves” (127) is achievable. The 

connections tha t are explored, albeit sometimes clumsily, in Girl With Curious Hair 

are investigations of this dynamic process. The end result of what might be called 

the process of fiction is the same as Mrs. Johnson’s definition of love as that which 

"joins separate things” [GWCH, 115). Communication, like love, both reinforces and 

comforts the necessary isolation of the mind.

As well as articulating Wallace’s engagement with the process and 

philosophy of communication, this study explores his place at the forefront of a 

generation of writers born into a "postmodern” world. As regards offering a 

comprehensive definition of postmodernism, such a task is beyond the scope of 

this thesis. Indeed, the concept of postmodernism, by its nature, resists definition. 

However, as McHale points out, "we can discriminate among constructions of 

postmodernism none of them any less 'true’ or fictional than the other, since all of
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them are finally fictions”.i5 McHale goes on to outline a range of postmodernisms, 

from Lyotard’s "general condition of knowledge in the contemporary 

informational regime" to Kermode’s articulation, "which in effect constructs it 

right out of existence”. M o s t  importantly, any investigation of postmodernism 

reveals its rejection of absolutes, as well as displaying a willingness to countenance 

oppositional ideas and impulses. It might be said that the only thing critics of 

postmodernism all agree upon is that it is not consensus that is important, but 

debate. These central tropes of pluralism and resistance of hierarchy are integral 

to a consideration of Wallace’s writing: as will become clear over the following 

chapters, paradox and balanced oppositionality are characteristic of his work; it is 

not so much the resolution of conflicting ideas of possibilities tha t occupies him, as 

their coexistence in some unstable equilibrium.

As Nicoline Timmer has pointed out, for writers of Wallace’s generation, 

born into an age of after-ness, what is most significant is not their grasp of 

postmodernist theory as such: "[...] at issue is not w hether what has been 'passed 

dow n’ really catches the gist of original postmodern thought, w hat m atters is what 

has become of these postmodern ideas”.^̂  In other words, it is not so much 

postmodernism in its original form[s) that is significant to an investigation of 

Wallace’s work as it is his engagement with it. In view of this, the guiding definition 

of postmodernism followed by this study is based on Wallace’s own response to it, 

in which likened the self-consciousness that came with postmodernist cynicism to 

the actions of Adam and Eve: "[...] it’s almost like postmodernism is fiction’s fall 

from Biblical grace” [McCaffery, "Interview”, 150]. Of course, this response itself 

participates in the strangely ahistoric nostalgia of postmodernism, yearning for 

some nebulous era of harmony and unselfconsciousness. This statem ent is one of 

the most useful from which to offer an understanding of Wallace’s engagement 

with postmodernism: although he evinced a suspicion of it, he was in many ways 

bound up in its systems, both in ideology and in artistic endeavour. However, his 

participation in postm odernism ’s nostalgic imagining of a lost unity is complicated 

by his complicity with the pluralism and anti-hierarchicalism typical of

15 Brian McHale, Postm odern ist Fiction (London: Methuen, 1987] 5.
16 Ibid., 5.
17 Nicoline Timmer, Do You Feel It Too?: The Post-Postm odern Syndrom e in Am erican Fiction a t  
the Turn o f  the Millennium  (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2010] 15.
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postmodernism, which is itself further comphcated by a desire to move beyond 

postmodernism towards sincere exchange that takes account of cynicism. In 

Hegelian terms, Wallace places the thesis of [nostalgic images of) unity and the 

antithesis of (cynical) plurality in mutual syllogistic refutation. This opposition in 

turn  seeks the synthesis of a paradoxically retrogressive vision of progress where 

postmodernist cynicism and naive ideas of harmony mingle and give way to 

sophisticated exchange. Importantly, this synthesis is not hierarchical but 

pluralistic, allowing for a radicalisation of Hegel’s dialectic of desire in the w ork of 

Baudrillard and Bataille such as that discussed by Pefanis in Heterology and the 

Postmodern, w here "reciprocity is bound up with contestation".^^

Arriving on the late postmodern scene, Wallace represents one of the first 

writers of a generation that straddled postmodernism and what would succeed it. 

The term "late”, used here in reference to both capitalism and postmodernism, has 

the same meaning in both cases, and refers to the point in the development of a 

socio-political or artistic system at which it is hegemonic and tending towards 

decadence, but has not reached the point of breakdown. In other words, "late 

capitalism” refers to Jameson's conception of the phenomenon as increasingly 

bureaucratic and internationalist, with a slight emphasis on the resonances of 

limitedness and morbidity associated with the term "late”. In Postmodernism, 

Jameson referred to the sense of change associated with the term, the conviction 

that a decisive shift had taken place that made late capitalism both a continuation 

of and a break with the late capitalism understood by the Frankfurt School, 

characterised most strongly by the loss of national capitalisms, and thus, 

identities.!^ Similarly, "late postmodernism” refers to the period in which the 

groundbreaking work of the postmodernist founders had become mainstream, a 

point at which the system was beginning to stagnate in its own ubiquity, but at 

which no alternative was yet apparent. As with capitalism, the modes of the 

preceding movement remain dominant, but subject to often-hostile questioning.

Wallace's own relationship with postmodernism was profoundly 

ambivalent, and his engagement with it dominated his stylistic development.

18 Julian Pefanis, H eterology and the Postm odern: Bataille, Baudrillard and Lyotard  (Durham, 
NC: Duke University Press, 1992] 3.
19 Fredric Jameson, Postm odernism , or The Cultural Logic o f  Late Capitalism  (London: Verso, 
1990].
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Where postmodernism is discussed over the course of this study, it refers to a wide 

variety of reactions to the postmodern condition, in vi^hich the individual is both all 

and nothing. Reference to the term as a single unit is not intended to posit a unified 

form of postmodernism; rather, the plurality and anti-hierarchical nature of much 

late twentieth-century representation is, paradoxically, its single characteristic 

feature. The features of postmodernism function as varied sociocultural responses 

to the temporal condition of postmodernity; the two terms, while related, stand in 

a relation of challenge.^o The temporal condition in question consists of mass- 

consumerism and profound socio-psychological uncertainty, characterised by the 

globalised individual; markers of identity such as nationality, taste and career have 

been subsumed into a heavily mediated system of global intra-relations. However, 

it is critical to note that for most of Wallace's career, discussions over 

postmodernity "transpired almost exclusively in the west, notably in France and 

the United States''.^! The idea, in fact, "has been advanced largely by western, 

mostly academic intellectuals [and...] needs to be registered as part of recent 

western h i s t o r y " . 2 2  xhe late twentieth century stood in unprecedented confusion. 

Far from the bright future promised by technology, the reality of the time was, as 

Giles Gunn put it "a world bereft of transcendent meaning or purpose and from 

which we are totally alienated”.̂  ̂ Postmodernism functioned as a response to this 

epoch, a collection of aesthetic, cultural and political reactions, almost on the scale 

of a social movement, that question, critique and challenge in an effort to resituate 

the individual, either within or without the system. This resituation was 

necessitated by the advent of postmodernity’s cataclysmic pluralism, which, in 

acknowledging the coexistence of many vantage points, decentred the idea of "1". 

The various elements of postmodernism are divided across many issues, but are 

united in their invocation of the past, either implicitly by overt rebellion and 

rupture, or explicitly by complicit critique and/or nostalgia. Given the period in 

which Wallace was writing, and the issues with which he engaged, Wallace’s

20 Linda Hutcheon,/I Politics o f  Postm odernism  [London: Routledge, 20 0 2 ] 23-28.
21 Steven Seidman, ed. The Postm odern Turn: N ew Perspectives on Social Theory [Cambridge; 
Cambridge U niversity Press, 1994} 2. In view  of this fact, it is in teresting to recall that the only  
linguistic culture besid es American English to appear in W allace’s w riting is Quebecois French.
22 Ibid., em phasis m ine. W allace dem onstrated a profound and often am bivalent aw areness of  
his Am ericanness.
23 Giles Gunn, The Culture o f  Criticism and the Criticism o f  Culture [Oxford: Oxford University  
Press, 1987} 118.
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ambivalence towards postmodernism is perhaps unsurprising, even natural. As 

Jeremy Green pointed out in Late Postmodernism, "the recent dissatisfaction with 

postmodernism [...] indicates that the great promises that came with the 

introduction of the concept -  [...] announcements of the end of this or that, of 

ideology, metaphysics, the great divide between high and low culture, and the like 

-  have ceased to be compelling”. 4̂ it is these and similar perspectives tha t are 

reflected in Wallace’s approach to postmodernism.

Given the guiding approach to postmodernism outlined here, there are two 

common themes of postmodernist criticism that m ust be articulated in advance of 

embarking on this study: the decentred subject and the alienated self. The 

decentring of the subject resulted from what McHale called "the change of 

dominant"25 from modernist literature to postmodernist. McHale outlines several 

possible hierarchical shifts offered by other critics, but the central point is tha t the 

hierarchy of interpretative devices shifted between the two epochs. Taking up this 

theme, Docherty offers as the change of dominant an "attack on the philosophy of 

Identity ('Know Thyself) and its replacement with a philosophy of alterity 

('Acknowledge the Unknowability of the Other’]". Docherty identifies this alterity 

through the lenses of Bakhtin, as dialogical; Habermas, as intersubjective; and 

Lacan, as psychoanalysis’s projection of the 1.̂ 6 In all cases, the locus of subjectivity 

is deferred, decentred. Thus, in order to locate a Self, it is necessary to interact 

with an Other. This hypothesis goes to the heart of Wallace’s writing, and is 

implicit in his project for art; that is, the simultaneous rupture and reinforcement 

of the boundaried self.

The related theme of the alienated self also pervades Wallace's work. The 

alienation in question is a kind of disengagement, which Wallace refers to in 

various contexts as loneliness, anhedonia and solipsism; all different concepts, but 

all related to a sense of disconnection from the world. This disconnection is the 

primary subject of Infmite Jest, among other works. The concept borrows from 

Jameson’s conception of the end of ego; indeed, there  are distinct reverberations in 

Infmite Jest of Jameson’s suggestion that contemporary society’s liberation "from

24 Jeremy Green, Late Postm odernism : Am erican Fiction a t  the Millennium  (N ew  York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2005} 13.
25 McHale, Postm odernist Fiction, 7.
26 Thomas Docherty, Postm odernism : a R eader  [London: W hitesheaf Harvester, 1992] 17.
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the older anomie of the centred subject may also mean, not merely a liberation 

from anxiety, but a liberation from every other kind of feeling as well, since there  is 

no longer a self present to do the feeling”. Jameson goes on to suggest that feelings, 

or "intensities” have become “free-floating and impersonal, and tend to be 

dominated by a peculiar kind of euphoria”.̂ '̂  For Wallace, this kind of alienation 

was one of the primary characteristics of postmodernism that threatened the 

possibility of communication. Progress beyond the catatonia-inducing euphoria 

engendered by the eponymous film in the novel Infinite Jest, achievable only by 

means of (re)engagement, was a central aim of his philosophy of communication.

Wallace's suspicion of postmodernism was clear. He admired the instincts 

that drove the early work of postmodernism -  the challenging of metanarratives 

and long-established “certainties” -  which he saw as allowing both artistic and 

philosophical freedom; the emphasis on the patricidal impulse in early 

postmodernist thinking did away with various stale traditions and hierarchies. 

However, by the time he began writing, the face of postmodernism was no longer 

that of youthful rebellion. Rather, it had become the establishment it had sought so 

impressively to dismantle. “Postmodern irony's become our environment” 

(McCaffery, "Interview”, 148), was Wallace's take on the prevailing tide of the final 

years of the twentieth century, implying not only that postmodernist 

representation was the dominant mode, but also that it had become so dominant 

tha t writers and readers alike were so familiar with its conventions as to be jaded. 

In other words, the conventions and responses to postmodernist representations 

had become culturally encoded, predictable rather than novel, comfortable rather 

than galvanic. He saw the freedom of postmodernist iconoclasm as a mixed 

blessing, preferring to work by some sort of order: "[...] there 's something about 

free play within an ordered and disciplined structure that resonates for readers. 

And there's something about complete caprice and flux that's deadening” 

(McCaffery, "Interview”, 150). Later, comparing the postmodernist era to a 

debauched party when the parents leave home, Wallace arrives at the conclusion 

tha t the party is over and the young hosts have to assume the role of parents. 

Freedom is represented as a double-edged sword here, as it would be in much of 

his work, most notably Infinite Jest.

27 ]ameson, Postmodernism, 16.
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Double-edged swords, and oppositional multiplicities in general, are 

common features of Wallace’s writing. For example, several critics have remarked 

on Wallace's tendency to switch frequently and rapidly between comedy and 

seriousness: Zadie Smith, quoted on the cover of his final collection of short fiction, 

commented that he was "a visionary, a craftsman, a comedian and as serious as it is 

possible to be without accidentally writing a religious text” (quoted on back cover 

of Oblivion). The oppositional nature of serious literature and irreverent comedy 

w ere  held in a fine balance that in fact enriched his writing more than a resolution 

between the two could have. In "Authority and American Usage”, a later essay on 

language use, Wallace included a digression on the issue of reproductive rights, 

commonly termed a w om an’s right to choose. In this passage he reveals himself to 

be a conservative liberal, in the sense that he is personally conservative (pro-life) 

but socially liberal (unwilling to impose his principles on others). Again, this 

paradoxical plurality was typical of his writing.

Interestingly, it was this postmodernist capacity to balance opposing 

concepts that allowed Wallace to seek progress beyond the bounds of 

postmodernism. Rather than allowing his writing to descend to "complete caprice 

and flux”, to ignore systems and rules, Wallace took on certain elements of 

postm odernist representation, using them to investigate their own foundational 

assumptions, seeking within them a means by which the infinite recursion of self- 

conscious ironic referentiality might be ruptured, searching after a way to disrupt 

the complacent banality of contemporary representations of reality. Of particular 

note are his frequent forays into both metafiction and irony. Jameson’s connection 

of the endless allusiveness of pastiche with the endlessly self-sustaining 

commodity circulation of hegemonic capitalism's provides a lens through which 

these engagements might be explored. For example, Wallace presented an implicit 

challenge to the ahistoricism of Jamesonian postmodernism^^ in Infinite Jest with 

the heavily ironic concept of Subsidised Time, both by reinforcing the all-pervasive 

power of capitalist m arket forces -  here dominating even the concept of time itself 

-  and by disrupting the numerical calendar system with unsystematic names.

28 Jameson, referenced in Simon Dentith, Parody, London: Routledge, 2000 ,155 .
29 Jameson, Postmodernism, 18. The society in Infinite Jest moves the appropriation of the past 
(historicism) that Jameson argues leads to "a society bereft of all historicity” (18], to the point of 
disposing of calendar time itself as an outmoded fetish object.

17



implicitly suggesting that the society in which Infinite Jest unfolds considers itself 

as independent of history. The radical literalisation of postmodern ahistoricism 

represented by Subsidised Time underscores the arrogance of this assumption, 

connected with the end of history and implicit in the very name "postmodernism", 

which implies both progress beyond and independence of historicity while 

simultaneously engaging in nostalgia and stylised r e p e t i t i o n .T h a t  arrogance is 

thrown into sharper relief by Wallace’s refusal to identify clearly the Gregorian 

equivalents of the period covered by the novel, which forces the reader to consider 

a radically dehistoricised period as it might exist outside of theory, also evoking 

Hamlet’s warning tha t “the time is out of joinf'^^ in other words, tha t when time is 

disconnected from itself, the world is uneasy. Several other literalisations of 

postmodernity’s assumption of grand rupture  with the past are visible throughout 

Wallace’s work, including for example Stonecipheco’s pineal-gland baby food in 

The Broom o f the System, an effort to accelerate natural development in infants, but 

Subsidised Time is easily the starkest of these examples. Wallace's use of irony to 

identify problematic absurdity was mainly illustrative, inviting the reader to 

consider the situation rather than offering a challenge or solution.

Besides specific or episodic narrative engagements with elements of 

postmodernism, Wallace makes more systemic structural use of some typical 

features of postmodernism, including metafiction and irony, as noted. The early 

novella, "Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way”, which has as its 

protagonists two graduate students of creative writing and an advertising 

executive, is of course almost wholly occupied with the telling of stories, and is 

thus itself an exercise, at least in part, in metafiction. Wallace would later say that 

he believed metafiction had become "a godawful trap" (McCaffery, "Interview”, 

142] and that "Westward" was useful only in tha t it showed "the kind of 

pretentious loops you fall into now if you fuck around with recursion” (142). In 

o ther words, metafiction as a mode had outlived its usefulness by the time Wallace

30 See Thom as Docherty, "Postm odernism , an Introduction" and Jean-Francois Lytotard, 
"Note o f the Meaning o f 'Post-'", in Docherty, Postm odernism , (14-22; 47-50}. See also Krishnan 
Kumar, From Post-Industrial to Post-Modern Society: New Theories o f  the C ontem porary World, 2nd 
Ed. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005], particularly Chapter 7, "Millenial them es: Endings and 
Beginnings".
31 William Shakespeare, Hamlet, ed. Harold Jenkins [London: Arden Shakespeare, 2003)  
1.5.188. References are to act, scen e and line.
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began to write; sufficient attention had been drawn to the artificiaUty of fiction by 

the 1980s. While Wallace made use of metafiction as one of the modal structures 

within which postmodernist literature operated, it was in the context of an 

overarching desire to rupture the inward-directed circularity of postmodernism in 

general and metafictionality in p a r t i c u l a r . ^ ^  j n  response to Wallace's dismissal of 

late-century metafiction, McCaffery suggests that w hat Wallace is doing is in fact 

his "own meta-metafictional a ttem pt to deal with [...] large areas that are not 

merely metafictional” (136).

Wallace’s use of metafictional devices within the context of overtly parodic 

passages of text results in paraliptical metafictionality; that is to say, the invocation 

of a concept by way of its rejection. In other words, Wallace explicitly repudiated 

metafiction while simultaneously engaging in it. The term "metafiction" in this 

study takes account of Wallace's open hostility to the mode, seen in fictional guise 

in "Westward" and referred to several times in the interview with Larry McCaffery, 

while also acknowledging his persistent return to the mode throughout his career. 

The term refers to the postmodernist predilection in fiction writing for self- 

conscious reflection, particularly regarding the artificiality of the art; art that 

draws attention to itself as art, pre-empting criticism of its artificiality by flaunting 

it, so that, as Robert Scholes suggested, "metafiction assimilates all the 

perspectives of criticism into the fictional process i tse lf ' .M e ta f ic t io n a l  devices in 

literature mirror similar strategies in the self-revelatory architecture that appear 

not just in writing but also in music, visual arts, cinema and architecture itself. 

However, literature's implicit participation in w hat Scholes referred to as "a 

duality that distinguishes existence from essence" problematises its formal 

s t ru c tu re s .W h i le ,  like many strategies central to postmodernism, the centrality 

of metafiction to the postmodern project posed incisive questions regarding the 

mediating linearity and illusory precision of language, the necessarily self-reflexive 

nature of those questions led to a declining cycle of recursive inferiority.

32 Like many elements that could be termed essentially postmodernist, it is important to 
recall that while postmodernism may be partially characterised by metafiction, it does not follow  
that metafiction is a postmodern innovation. Rather, as Patricia Waugh suggests, there is a strong 
case to be made that "metafiction is a tendency or function inherent in all novels” , Metafiction: the 
Theory and Practice o f Self-Conscious Fiction (London: Methuen, 1984} 4, emphasis original.
33 Robert Scholes, "Metafiction", Iowa Review  1.4 (1970] 106.
34 Ibid., 100.
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Wallace engages in a complex way with irony as well as metafiction. Indeed, 

the two are closely related; it might be argued that his passages of explicitly 

metafictional text are always ironised, to the point of being "meta-metafictional", 

as McCaffery suggested (McCaffery, "Interview”, 136). Once again, his use of irony 

tends to be revelatory rather than obfuscatory, aimed at investigating concepts of 

authenticity and sincerity by way of ironic conventions. By drawing metafictional 

attention to his metafictionality, he disrupts the reader's encoded response to 

postmodernist metafiction by simultaneously exaggerating and repudiating the 

mode, creating an environment that "makes fun of itself as it goes along"

Gary Handwerk draws a distinction between ironies. He identifies the 

strands as ethical, romantic, normative and epistemological, finally offering a 

vision of "an irony of consensus”.^̂  By his taxonomy, Wallace’s use of irony 

functions as a response to normative irony, with some gestures towards ethical 

irony. That is to say, there is a narrative layer of normative irony (irony as defined 

by Wayne Booth in A Rhetoric o f Irony, w here identification with the ironic tone 

creates a group or consensus). This familiar irony is subjected to a second layer of 

what might be termed ethical or self-questioning irony. This latter kind of irony is 

concerned, according to Handwerk, with identifying the ironic subject. This will be 

dealt with in greater detail later, but it is worth articulating as an organising 

structure for Wallace's engagement with irony. Wallace's primary response to the 

exhaustion of recursive irony, then, was to overlay an existing, exhausted ironic 

mode with a second layer of ironic perspective repolarising the reader’s response 

to one familiar irony by imposing a second. Examples of this include the heavily 

ironised nostalgic voice of Sick Puppy in "Girl With Curious Hair”, overlaid on the 

existing irony of the reader's projected non-response to his sexual depravity, and 

the irony of Hal's polished internal monologue as against his incapacity to speak, 

challenged by yrstruly's smoothly loquacious externalisation of a chaotic 

internality, among others. In this sense, Wallace exploits the established modes of 

postmodernist representation to expose the weaknesses in their construction, just 

as those modes had been employed to expose the weaknesses in classic 

representational modes.

35 Richard Poirier, "The Politics of Self-Parody", The Partisan Review, 35(3), 339.
36 Gary J. Handwerk, Irony and Ethics in N arrative From Schlegel to Lacan (Connecticut: Yale 
University Press, 1985} 15.
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In "Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way”, the novella that 

dominates Girl With Curious Hair, there is a curious passage entitled A REALLY 

BLATANT AND INTRUSIVE INTERRUPTION in which Wallace indulges in an 

extended ironic meditation on metafiction versus New Realism, in which he refers 

to metafiction as "open(ing) the door to a fetid closetful [sic.] of gratuitous 

cleverness, jazzing around, self-indulgence, no-hands-ism" [GWCH, 265). This 

interruption is one of many metafictional comments on the text, ostensibly 

presenting the position that would perhaps be assumed by the "preceding 

generation of cripplingly self-conscious writers, obsessed with their own 

in terpreta tion” [269), but it also highlights the connection of metafiction with 

disingenuousness and insincerity.

The overall impression created by Wallace's writing is one of a writer with 

a deep anxiety about his own artifice and a deeper need to present himself well. He 

is extraordinarily self-aware, but obsessively worried about appearing self- 

conscious, a concern that spills over into many of Wallace's characters, and is 

directly addressed in a story that appears in The Broom o f the System, as well as 

being fleshed out in a number of stories, notably including "Good Old Neon”, whose 

chief claim to fame is that it is the first of two narratives in which Wallace 

mentions a character named Dave Wallace.^^ His non-fiction reveals a writer 

fizzing with energy and enthusiasm, which results in a style like "the unedited 

camera, the feed before the director [...] starts making choices and cuts [...] 

humane, a big, kind brain tripping over its own lumps”, as his one-time colleague at 

Rolling Stone, David Lipsky, wrote of Wallace's journalism.^® Interestingly, the 

writing appears less concerned with authenticity in the non-fiction than in the 

fiction, which is partly to do with the persona adopted: bright, breezy and 

characterised by "understanding incisiveness” (De la Durantaye, online).^^ 

However, the authenticity question is complicated by the realisation that Wallace's 

persona in these pieces is as disingenuous as any of his narrators, a question 

discussed in Chapter Two of the p resent study.

37 It is arguable that the "Dave" character w ritten by Mark Nechtr in "Westward the Course 
o f Empire Takes Its W ay” may be an early exam ple of this tendency, but the Dave character is never 
given a surname.
38 Lipsky, Although Of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself, x.
39 Leland de la Durantaye, "How to be Happy", Boston Review, March 2011, 
h ttp ://b oston rev iew .n et/B R 36 .2 /le lan d  de la durantaye david foster Wallace.php
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It is mainly in his fiction, particularly his later fiction, that Wallace displays 

the anxiety of authenticity, a concern bound up with a mistrust of language that 

has its roots in the philosophical developments of the twentieth century. His 

stylistic focus is offset by a recursive metacognitive engagement with his own 

desire for authenticity and its effect on the sincerity of his sincerity, or what might, 

appropriately, be term ed metasincerity. He wrote to Elizabeth Wurtzel (author of 

Prozac Nation):

I go through a loop in which 1 notice all the ways 1 am 

self-centered and careerist and not true to standards 

and values that transcend my own petty interests, and 

feel like I'm not one of the good ones. But then I 

countenance the fact that at least here I am worrying 

about it, noticing all the ways I fall short of integrity, and 

I imagine that maybe people without any integrity at all 

don't notice or worry about it; so then 1 feel better about 

myself. It's all very confusing. I think I'm very honest 

and candid, but I'm also proud of how honest and candid 

I am — so where does that put me?'^°

This quote highlights Wallace's connection of narrative with disingenuousness. 

There is a fixation in Wallace's fiction with story-making and story-telling, from the 

relationship between Lenore Jr. and Rick Vigorous in The Broom o f  the System  to 

the video in Infinite Jest that is so entertaining it leaves its viewers catatonic, 

through the stories within "Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way" in Girl 

With Curious Hair, right up to Wallace's final published collection. Oblivion, in 

which Wallace investigates story-telling and self-narration in the early twenty-first 

century. This tendency to continually reframe narrative leads to the sense of 

permanently deferred narrative accountability. It could further be argued that 

Wallace’s two novels are characterised by a lack of strong connections between the 

characters, tha t the novels are rather collections of loosely associated "short 

stories", with different narrative styles and focuses, framed within the boundaries

40 David Lipsky, "The Lost Years and Last Days of David Foster Wallace", The Best American 
Magazine Writing 2009  (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009) 157. This essay was the 
original Rolling Stone profile that would later form the basic of the book Although Of Course You End 
Up Becoming Yourself. This passage does not appear in the book version.
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of a novel. The locus of Wallace’s novels tends not to be a main character or 

traceable thread of narrative, but a place or a period of time and a collection of 

individual stories that orbit that silent centre, in keeping with the postmodernist 

idea of the decentred subject. In the introduction to the posthumously published 

novel The Pale King, Wallace’s longtime editor Michael Pietsch noted that Wallace 

had intended this novel to do just that. Wallace's word was "tornadic”, according to 

Pietsch,'^^ a word that Wallace used within the novel to describe the thought 

processes of one of the characters. This sense of tornadic exposition is one of the 

major links between substance and style in Wallace’s work: the structure of much 

of his work reflects the ideologies that make up the narrative, blurring the 

boundary between narrative and subject.

There are, indeed, several points of contact between Wallace’s style and his 

philosophy. In tandem with his engagement with the principles of postmodernism, 

Wallace explored the postmodern condition through his narrative architecture. 

Two related structural themes that run through the writing are narrative layering 

[itself related to the deferral of narrative centrality and abrogation of 

responsibility in the narrative framing discussed above) and unstable plot 

structures. Both features will be investigated in more detail within the body of the 

study, but it is important to note here tha t they persist throughout his writing, 

independently of length or genre. These features are also tied in with Wallace’s 

preoccupations as an author, primarily the challenge of being human in a late 

postmodern world. The stated purpose of this thesis is to explore the process and 

philosophy of communication in Wallace’s writing; that is to say, not merely to 

show the presence in Wallace’s work of the hypothesis offered earlier, but to 

explore its origins and its applications. As such, much of the work of this thesis 

involves attention to Wallace’s structure and style, as well as to instances of 

philosophically significant narrative exposition. The connection of his writing style 

with the philosophy is of great importance to the thesis as a whole, which seeks to 

situate the philosophy within and alongside the writing. It bears repeating that 

Wallace repudiated philosophy for its own sake, and that he sought to do more in 

his writing than simply illustrate points of ideology. Thus the attention to style in 

this thesis is an effort to reframe the apparent dichotomy of philosophy and

41 Editor's in trod u ction  to  The Pale King, viii.
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writing as a positive duality. Commentary on stylistic elements is intended to draw 

attention to episodes of textual engagement with the central hypothesis, or what 

might be considered the argument for the hypothesis. In other words, by engaging 

in close reading of the texts, the thesis demonstrates how philosophy and 

literature combine and complement each other throughout Wallace’s work.

Wallace was noted for the frequent inclusion of pop-culture references in 

his work, as well as for his tendency to write stories tha t approach reality at an 

angle. Partly because of the unbounded structure of the texts he produced, his 

w ork drew criticism for being " h y s t e r i c a l ” .'^^ Wallace defended himself more than 

once on this count, explaining that he was not an anti-realist, but tha t his realism, 

and the realism of any responsible w riter of this period, had to take account of the 

noisy, linguistically debased milieu of the turn  of the millennium, which he called 

"Total Noise” in "Deciderization 2007: A Special Report”, his introduction to The 

Best American Essays 2007. Having said that, he was careful to articulate the 

responsibility of the writer to transcend the debasement of contemporary life. In 

this regard, he invoked Bret Easton Ellis, but it is not difficult to name 

contemporary writers who do no more than represent a world of consumerism 

and bleak cliche. Wallace held the firm conviction that the w riter’s duty was to 

"apply CPR to those elements of w hat’s human and magical that still live and glow 

despite the times’ darkness” [McCaffery, "Interview”, 131). Literature, for Wallace, 

had a redemptive purpose. That purpose was founded on literature’s capacity to 

reach, to touch. Communication with the reader is the cornerstone of Wallace’s 

artistic progression beyond the limits of postmodernism.

With this in mind, Wallace’s engagement with linguistic philosophy and 

certain areas of what might be called narrative philosophy take up much of the 

exposition of the first chapter of this study and will not be entered into here. 

However, while elements of linguistic philosophy are central to Wallace’s writing, 

it is necessary briefly to consider this engagement in a broader philosophical 

context. A small num ber of scholars have begun to consider Wallace as a 

philosopher, among them Thomas Tracey and Daniel Turnbull. Since the 

publication of Wallace’s undergraduate thesis in the collection Fate, Time and

42 James Wood, "Human, All Too Inhuman", The New Republic, 24  July 2000.  
http://im sc .h ku .h k /b logs/cr it ica lw rit inp /f i le s /2010 /01 /H um an  All Too Inhuman.pdf
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Language, more attention has been paid to the dominant philosophical tropes in 

his work.'’̂  ̂ While this study extrapolates from his explicit engagement with 

linguistic philosophy to the development of his philosophy of communication, 

there are other ways in which Wallace can be considered as a philosopher. It is 

hoped that this study will form one of a cluster of these considerations, galvanising 

a new scholarly dialogue. In particular, there is an argument to be made for the 

consideration of Wallace as moralist and ethicist. '̂*^

It is the position of this study that Wallace’s development of a philosophy 

of communication should be read in tandem with his broader philosophical 

outlook, in the article "How to Be Happy", published in the Boston Review in April 

2011, Leland de la Durantaye discussed Wallace’s ethics in light of the posthumous 

novel The Pale King. In his view, Wallace’s primary motivation is a critique of the 

idea of free will. As already suggested, freedom is a decidedly ambivalent force in 

Wallace’s writing, its threatening side perhaps best embodied in The 

Entertainment at the heart of Infinite Jest, which finds an analogue in Wallace’s 

suspicion in respect of the freedoms offered by unfettered postmodernism. 

Notwithstanding this ambivalence, de la Durantaye is right to put freedom at the 

centre of Wallace’s ethics. As the discussion in Chapter Two of Wallace's 

engagement with political language shows, he was deeply committed to freedom, 

but careful to highlight its connection with responsibility. De la Durantaye 

articulates a connection between Fate, Time and Language and This Is Water, 

clarifying some of the positions Wallace assumes through his use of technical 

language. He draws the conclusion that Wallace saw a liberal arts education as a 

path to free will. Importantly, however, that freedom is not the freedom to indulge 

oneself into a catatonic state, but the freedom of "being conscious and aware 

enough to choose [...] how you construct meaning from experience” [TIW, 54). De 

la Durantaye articulates Wallace’s vision as follows: "[...] freedom is not about 

having as few fetters as possible; it is about leading an examined life. Freedom is

43 Interestingly, Fate Time and Language, despite the fact that Wallace’s thesis is only one of 
several essays on the topic, is published under his name alone.
44 Thomas Tracey’s thesis focuses on Wallace as moralist. Tracey explores Wallace’s work 
with reference to both Wittgenstein and Rorty and the pragmatic tradition, but focuses more on 
context than close textual engagement. It is useful for its consideration of Wallace’s place at the end 
of postmodernism, arguing, like the present study, that Wallace made use of his academic 
background in philosophy to enrich his engagement with the problematic questions of 
contemporary life.
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about being a good person, choosing to be a good person, every day”.'*̂  Freedom, 

according to Wallace, consists in choosing to pay attention to the people around us. 

Communication -  that strange combination of embracing and crossing the borders 

between minds -  is the only possible source of relief from the isolation of our "tiny 

skull-sized kingdoms” {TIW, 117), providing the hope of an escape from the 

solipsism whose th rea t inheres in late postmodernist 'freedom'.

In this regard, Wallace’s philosophy of communication, as suggested, is a 

dynamic one. His articulation of the exchange between author and reader as a 

relationship clearly displays his awareness of the contingent nature of 

communication. Various tropes in his writing reflect this dynamic focus, as will 

become clear over the course of the study. Most significantly, this dynamic 

approach allows for a plurality of interpretation without sacrificing the possibility 

of legitimate meaning. In other words, the freedom Wallace offers his readers is 

not the freedom to indulge, to be spoonfed -  the pursuit of pleasure at all costs 

symbolised by The Entertainment of Infinite Jest -  but the freedom of play within a 

system, the freedom of choice and interaction. Essentially, Wallace’s project is to 

encourage the reader to choose to be engaged. With respect to the process of 

communication, the conditions alone are not enough; there must be a conscious 

choice to take part in the process, an act of love. Further, the result is not fully 

predictable: we are in the realm of alchemy rather than chemistry. Where the 

system works, and where the choice is made to engage, the outcome is unique in 

each reaction.

In order to investigate the development of this philosophy across Wallace’s 

career, this study is divided into four chapters. The main focus is on evidence from 

Wallace’s own writing, necessitating a high degree of close reading and stylistic 

exploration. The first chapter establishes the critical space within which the rest of 

the study operates by articulating some of the tropes that dominate much of 

Wallace’s work. This chapter focuses on a philosophical reading of The Broom o f  

the System  (1987], as well as laying out some of the ideas that informed the work, 

with particular attention to Jacques Derrida, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Paul Ricoeur 

and Richard Rorty. The central argument of Chapter One is that Wallace's earliest 

w ork introduces many of the philosophical and artistic concerns tha t would

45 de la Durantaye, "How to be Happy".
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occupy him throughout his career. From this opening, the study moves to a 

discussion of the non-fiction, proposing an independent schema for reading this 

element of Wallace's work, as it does not strictly parallel the fiction. Nonetheless, it 

argues that the two are intimately connected, particularly in the philosophical 

principles they explore, as will be demonstrated in this second chapter. Particular 

attention in this chapter is given to Wallace's construction of his own identity, an 

issue that arises time and again in his fiction but is here complicated by his 

construction of authorial presence. A third chapter addresses Wallace's most 

famous novel. Infinite Jest, with a thematic and structural exploration of the novel. 

This chapter focuses particularly on Wallace's ideas of identity, isolation and 

exchange, drawing together elements of his political, linguistic and technical 

philosophies to move towards a coherent philosophy of communication. The third 

chapter also discusses the semantic and syntactical fidelity with which Wallace 

represented voice in his fiction, with particular reference to error and identity 

performance. The treatm ent of voice links the third chapter with the fourth, which 

traces the development of voice through the short fiction. This chapter links 

Wallace's stylistic experimentation with the refinement of his philosophy, as well 

as outlining a final structure by which the philosophy of communication may be 

examined.

The conclusion draws together the strands of philosophy that are 

investigated throughout the study to create a coherent picture of the philosophy of 

communication that informed Wallace’s writing. The study as a whole presents a 

vision of Wallace as philosopher as well as artist, whose writing was suffused with 

the questions of language, identity and the possibility of redemptive connection. 

Central to these issues also is the place of the author, the onus on the 

contemporary artist to investigate the possibility of "living a compassionate life".'^  ̂

The primary concern that emerges from this survey of Wallace's writing is that 

strong identity, sincerity and connection are the only means by which the 

damaging recursive interiority of late-postmodernism can be ruptured, in order 

for artistic and cultural progress to emerge, a progress tha t moves beyond the 

endemic cynicism and chaotic stasis of the late twentieth and early twenty-first 

centuries. In view of its recent publication, the conclusion also examines how The

46 This phrase is part o f the subtitle of This Is Water.
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Pale King may be read in light of the philosophy elucidated over the course of the 

study.

This study offers a vision of Wallace’s oeuvre as a unified body of work 

driven by a coherent agenda in which the philosophical and the literary inform and 

complement each other. This overlap of philosophical and literary concerns and 

strategies offers a new perspective on the roles of literature and the author as we 

move towards a post-postmodernist era, demonstrating Wallace's continuing 

critical importance to the post-postmodernist generation. More specifically, the 

study exposes and explores how Wallace interacts with philosophy throughout his 

work, presenting a unified vision of his philosophy of communication and positing 

love as a catalytic force within this philosophy. The process and philosophy of 

communication discernible in Wallace's writing offers an opportunity to 

reconsider the roles of author and reader, and of communication generally, in light 

of postmodernism and its aftermath. This thesis articulates and investigates the 

workings of this philosophy by outlining the tenets of academic philosophy that 

ground it and investigating the literary application and exploration of those tenets. 

Taking account of each element of Wallace's varied career, this study provides a 

broad critical base from which to consider his work in a variety of contexts as 

critical attention to his writing increases.
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C h a p t e r  O n e

T h e  b o o k , t h e  b r o o m  a n d  t h e  l a d d e r :

PHILOSOPHICAL GROUNDINGS 

I n t r o d u c t i o n

"Some words can literally make things real" [Broom, 285). So says Rick Vigorous, 

one of the more voluble characters in Wallace’s first novel, The Broom o f the 

System  (1987). Rick is a character obsessed with words, like his paramour, the 

novel’s befuddled protagonist, Lenore Beadsman. This quixotic first novel has been 

critically overlooked, having only sundry reviews, a single chapter in Marshall 

Boswell’s Understanding David Foster Wallace (2003) and, more recently, two 

articles in the essay collection Consider David Foster Wallace in its critical retinue. 

Though less famous and in some ways less accomplished than Infinite Jest (1996), 

Broom  is in many ways a crucially important text, as important as Infmite Jest -  

indeed, arguably more so -  to understanding the trajectory of Wallace’s career and 

the development of his guiding principles.

Wallace wrote The Broom o f the System  as an undergraduate at Amherst, 

w here he was double majoring in Philosophy and English. Broom was a response 

of sorts to the highly technical philosophy upon which his final-year dissertation 

focused. In many ways, Broom embodies the thrust of this thesis: the novel is not 

based on ideas of academic philosophy, but is heavily influenced by them. Wallace 

incorporates these ideas into a recognisable, complexly real world, testing and 

moulding them to find a way of living in the world. Broom also marked a shift in 

Wallace’s thinking; from exploring the clarity and precision sought by modal logic, 

he began to move away from thinking in terms of "distinct problems and univocal 

solutions” (McCaffery, "Interview”, 136), coming to believe that the purpose of 

fiction is to connect with the reader, seeking some difficult balance between 

confirming the reader’s isolating selfhood and the possibility of "some sort of 

identification with another human psyche” (126-7). As such, developing and
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perfecting a guiding philosophy and method of communication was of primary 

importance to Wallace as an artist and philosopher.^ In one guise or another, this 

pursuit was an influence on Wallace’s writing at every stage in his career. The 

purpose of this chapter is to clear the theoretical space in which the rest of this 

study operates, to lay out the foundations of Wallace’s philosophical framework. In 

so doing, the chapter addresses some of the dominant philosophical ideas with 

which Wallace grappled in his writing. The twin perils of solipsism and quasi- 

Orwellian groupthink motivate Wallace’s search for a balanced approach to human 

connection, and the unifying theme of all his writing is, inescapably, 

communication and its complex relationship with language and emotion.

Profoundly concerned with the place and purpose of writing, all of 

Wallace’s work is pervaded by a sense of the importance of communication. While 

language has been a focus of philosophy since Socrates asked for a definition of 

knowledge, the twentieth century saw a marked departure  from both the Platonic 

model of reality as reflective of an ideal realm and the Enlightenment vision of 

reason as the ultimate power. As postmodernist thought became mainstream, the 

certainties of T ru th ’ and 'Reason’ were further and further undermined. As 

Christopher Norris put it, "no longer can we fall back on those old 'meta-narratives’ 

or enlightenment myths of information, grounded as they were (or claimed to be) 

in a capacity to distinguish truth from falsehood, progress from reaction, 

knowledge from the various kinds of pseudo-knowledge (or mere 'ideology') that 

passed themselves off as the real thing”.̂  The focus of philosophical discourse 

moved away from the search for cosmic and ontological truths, unsure that they 

existed at all. By the same token, the validity of language as a means of expressing 

coherent truths came into question, as its accuracy could not be examined but 

from within its own borders. Issues of authenticity and the relation of language to

1 This seem s a sweeping ambition, but would animate Wallace’s writing from beginning to 
end, both fiction and non-fiction. In his essay "The Empty Plenum”, on David Markson's novel 
Wittgenstein's Mistress, Wallace discussed that novel as a sort of thought experiment, in which a 
person is forced to live in a world that follows the rules of W ittgenstein’s atomism. The book, he 
says, "transforms metaphysics into angst, and so reveals that philosophy is first and last about 
spirit” [EP, 43. This statement seem s to confirm that Wallace sought in his linguistic philosophy a 
means by which to live in the world.
2 Norris, Christopher, What's Wrong with Postmodernism: Critical Theory and the Ends of 
Philosophy. (London: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1990] 165.
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reality w ere  of central importance to this debate, and are the ones with which this 

chapter is chiefly concerned.

While this study is concerned with the philosophy of communication -  i.e. 

the abstract and concrete elements of the production, transmission and 

in terpretation of information -  reference to linguistic philosophy clarifies the 

broader issues of communication. Given Wallace’s early engagement as a technical 

philosopher with modal logic, it is necessary to keep in mind an outline of the 

linguistic philosophy that contributed to his philosophy of communication. 

Wittgenstein and a number of his contemporaries, most notably Gottlob Frege and 

Bertrand Russell, sought to consider language on its own terms, by creating a 

language of logic free from the associations of meaning and experience, and with 

the precision and clarity of mathematical symbols and formulae. Modal logic is a 

strict technical branch of analytic philosophy, relying heavily on symbols and 

equations tha t sought to clear language of its ambiguities, to speak as logically as 

possible, to separate the words they used from the heavy burdens of their implicit 

meanings and value judgements. Many of its proponents were also interested in 

mathematics, as Wallace was. This overlap of mathematics, language and 

philosophy led to the symbolic language of modal logic. Gradually, however, it 

became clear that ambiguity was and must remain an integral element of 

communication. While it may be tha t the approach of Wittgenstein and his 

contemporaries seems to a student of literature to take all the pleasure from the 

study of language, the stated aim of this style of philosophy -  i.e. to understand the 

functions and uses of language -  is one that is critical to our understanding of the 

way we think and live, even if we do not always recognise it. Language is the 

primary tool of philosophy as well as of literature, and given that the purpose of 

both disciplines is the meaningful communication of ideas, it is vital tha t their 

practitioners should be aware of what is implicit in their choice of words.

Given this chapter’s purpose, it is appropriate tha t Wallace’s first novel, The 

Broom o f  the System  be its focus. The novel tells the story of Lenore Beadsman, a 

telephone operator from Ohio, and her search for a coherent identity. As Wallace 

put it, it is the story of "a character in a story who’s afraid she’s really nothing more 

than a character in a story" (McCaffery, "Interview”, 142). While it is undeniably a 

less accomplished and virtuosic work than much of Wallace’s later writing. Broom
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does not deserve to be dismissed as a footnote to Wallace's real achievement, a 

light-hearted romp through the pitfalls of communicating in modern America.^ 

Rather, it should be seen as an agenda of sorts, laying out the questions Wallace 

v\^ould pursue for the rest of his writing career, expressing concerns about his craft 

and about the direction being taken by what he saw as an increasingly baffling 

society. The chapter focuses on three theorists whose ideas appear in The Broom o f 

the System and recur throughout Wallace's oeuvre: Ludwig Wittgenstein, Paul 

Ricoeur and Richard Rorty. In a section on each thinker, it lays out the 

development of the ideas that bear most significantly on Wallace’s work, followed 

by an analysis of how the ideas apply to The Broom o f the System. Reference is also 

made to a number of Wallace's later works, but extensive treatment of these pieces 

will be reserved for the relevant chapters later in the study. Of the three 

philosophers, Wittgenstein will receive the most attention, as Wallace’s 

engagement with him informs his engagement with the other two thinkers, both of 

whom share ideas with Wittgenstein. The Broom o f the System laid out Wallace's 

theoretical framework, and the attention to it in this chapter is intended to outline 

a sort of roadmap of Wallace's main concerns, to be referred to in later chapters. 

The chapter begins by sketching some of the founding concerns of twentieth- 

century linguistic philosophy, before moving into sections on each of the three 

philosophers mentioned and their presence in The Broom o f the System, which 

prefigured Wallace’s further engagement with their ideas later in his career.

Besides engaging explicitly with the influence of these three philosophers, 

this study incorporates aspects of the method of deconstruction espoused by 

Jacques Derrida. Derrida is not included as a philosopher in this chapter because it 

is the literary, or methodical, side of deconstruction that is of relevance here, 

rather than the philosophical challenge to metaphysics. The methods and 

strategies of deconstruction are relevant to a reading of Wallace’s work seeking to 

uncover his philosophy, but the broader phenomenological mindset is of less 

relevance than Wittgenstein’s analytic philosophy, which dominated Wallace’s 

early work; Ricoeur’s theory of balanced narrative identity, the search for which 

pervades his characters, or Rorty's perspectives on contingency, truth and the self.

3 The critical tendency to overlook this novel is both explicable and excusable on the
grounds the Wallace himself repudiated it, but the fact that a work is not beloved of its author is not 
sufficient reason to ignore its foundational importance to his career.
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While Derrida’s philosophy crosses paths with Wittgenstein’s in places, his anti

metaphysics perversely privileges metaphysics by its focus, which Stanley Cavell 

opposes to Wittgenstein’s focused defence of "the ordinary against [...] 

philosophy's metaphysical flight from the ordinary”.'̂  However, what Cavell calls 

the "procedures” of deconstruction, with their quasi-hegemonic domination of late 

twentieth century thought, echo throughout Wallace’s writing. Patricia Waugh’s 

characterisation of deconstruction as "not so much a way of analysing the world as 

a way of living in the world" is perhaps a useful distinction: deconstruction is not 

an abstract mode of thought, but the practical application of a set of 

phenomenological tools.^ It is the tools that occupy the attention of parts of this 

study, and not the outlook in the service of w^hich they were developed.

As regards particular elements of deconstructive method that will be 

referenced throughout the study, they will be addressed as they arise. However, a 

small num ber of key concepts could prove beneficial if kept in mind throughout. In 

Of Grammatology, Derrida introduced his reading of the Heideggerian strategy of 

over-writing, which he called "sous-rature". Derrida invoked Heidegger's tactic in 

Zur Seinsfrage [The Question of Being] of writing the word Being only v\/ith a cross 

through it: Bcmg.̂  Derrida argues that "the presence of a transcendental signified 

is effaced while still remaining legible [....], is destroyed while making visible the 

very idea of the sign".'^ The effect of this stratagem was to emphasise the 

inadequacy of the term; the word was “inadequate y e t  necessary".^ Importantly, as 

Derrida conceives of the device, this over-writing is not wholly negative: it is not 

an act of deletion, but of superscription. The common translation ‘sous-rature’ as 

'under erasure' usefully indicates the never-complete process of meaning. 

However, the implication of deletion (i.e. movement towards total absence) 

undermines the sense of absence-in-presence inherent in the original French, 

which might be translated also as ‘crossed out' or 'overwritten'. This second

4 Stanley Cavell, Philosophical Passages: W ittgenstein, Emerson, Austin, Derrida (Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishers, 1995) 46.
5 Patricia Waugh, Literary Theory and Criticism: an Oxford Guide [Oxford: Oxford University  
Press, 20 0 6 ) 307.
6 Martin Heidegger, The Question o f  Being, trans. Jean T. W ilde and William Kluback (N ew  
York: NCUP, 1956) 33.
7 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Maryland: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1976) 23.
8 Madan Sarup, An Introductory Guide to Post-structuralism  and Postm odernism  (London: 
Harvester W heatsheaf, 1988) 35.
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definitional element -  what might be called a sense o f 'b o th /an d ' -  is significant to 

the possibility of multiplicity and interpretative synergy implicit in the idea of 

using destructive processes to construct anew^, and should be borne in mind u^hen 

considering Wallace’s exploitation of the processes of deconstruction to find new 

sources of meaning. The effect of sous-rature, then, is not deleterious but 

cumulative, allowing for the layering of plural and frequently contrary elements of 

meaning. Sous-rature and the implication of oppositional plurality in any piece of 

text is one of the more significant elements of the deconstructive method.

The definition of love given by Derrida in Sau f le Norn has already been 

invoked in the introduction as a guiding definition of this thesis. That definition is 

explored in context in Chapter Four, in a discussion of the short story "Brief 

Interview #20”. Given the way the complementary ideas of love and exchange 

frame Wallace’s writing project as a whole, it is useful to recall Derrida's definition 

of the one by the other. Indeed, this definition is foundational to the argum ent of 

the thesis. The twin implications of se rendre -  that is, the giving of the self implied 

by rendre and the simultaneous reiteration of separateness by the reflexive se -  

symbolise the delicate dynamic of the philosophy of communication under 

discussion in this study. The love that Derrida defines, this balance of self and 

other, corresponds to Wallace’s vision of the contract of exchange with the reader, 

in which we see the paradox of mental access to another mind and simultaneous 

reiteration of the self by that very access.

Interestingly in light of this thesis’s title, Nicholas Royle mentions the 

following unpublished quote in After Derrida, which he attributes to the 

eponymous theorist at an ICA conference in 1985: "deconstruction is love”,  ̂

offering a decisive link between Derrida’s method of deconstruction and the idea 

of emotional connection. However, this link is complicated by two typically 

aphoristic phrases -  "how to love anything other than the possibility of ruin?” and 

"when we love we love till death".^° The latter phrase chimes strongly with 

Wallace's (negative] statement that "we love things to death, now” (McCaffery, 

"Interview”, 135), during his exploration with Larry McCaffery of the 

contemporary state of postmodernism. While the two phrases use markedly

9 Nicholas Royle, After Derrida (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995] 140.
10 Ibid., 68 ,135 .
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similar language, Wallace’s emphasis indicates an opposing perspective to 

Derrida’s: the former indicates the endurance of love unto ruin (thus making ruin 

the object of love), whereas the latter hints at the destructive power of too much 

love; by engaging too enthusiastically with a concept, it is possible to neutralise it. 

Love, as will become clear, is an exceptionally powerful force for Wallace, 

necessary and constructive at one level, but utterly destructive at a certain pitch.

Following on from the idea of sous-rature, a secondary aspect of the 

deconstructive method that is significant here is that of implicit hierarchies: 

Derrida’s approach opposes and demolishes the boundaries of traditional order, 

undermining traditional value hierarchies, a trait clearly discernible in numerous 

art forms in the second half of the twentieth century and beyond (think of 

Duchamp and Warhol in the visual arts, the Bang on a Can composers’ collective, or 

the ostentatiously inelegant architecture of Frank Gehry, for example).

Derrida’s deconstruction of hierarchies, however, does not necessarily 

imply collapse or homogeneity, but can allow for play. The concept of the play of 

oppositional impulses allows the freedom to not only escape from traditional 

hierarchical restriction, but to find new modes of artistic expression by rupturing 

the boundaries of tradition. The resistance to boundaries and hierarchies were in 

turn philosophically influenced by leftist political theories like Marxism, giving rise 

to a counter-establishment artistic agenda that called into question that 

foundational assumptions of capitalism, power and historiography and 

interrogated the comfortable assumptions of order and truth that characterised 

much of what had come before, from the unselfconsciousness of classical realism 

to the sometimes archly highbrow frame of modernist reference.

Deconstruction, then, as one of the central methods of postmodernist 

discourse, allowed artists and critics to interrogate the given in new and excitingly 

democratic ways -  at least initially. However, the fact that deconstruction does not 

entail homogeneity does not mean that homogeneity cannot result from it. 

Following the early, instructive forays into deconstruction -  the Becketts, the 

Gaddises, the Barths and their groundbreaking, if not always satisfying works -  the 

rebellion became the establishment and lost its edge. The politically and 

artistically thrilling freedom implicit in deconstruction’s opposition to hierarchy 

was its undoing: its appealing combination of iconoclasm and jouissance -
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playfulness -  resulted in the wholesale adoption of deconstructionist principles by 

artists and critics alike. Consequently, the initial power of deconstruction -  its 

opposition to the mainstream -  was dulled. It was into this environment of 

decadence, instability and atrophy tha t Wallace entered at the beginning of his 

career. It is perhaps interesting that deconstruction foretells its own great 

challenge: Derrida’s idea of sous-rature makes explicit the necessity of opposition 

for fullness. Unopposed, univocal, the hegemony-challenging deconstruction, 

paradoxically, itself became hegemonic, and so homogenous. Wallace's estimation 

of the progress of postmodernism explicitly references this process of 

neutralisation by absorption: "[...] prescient art suffers death-by-acceptance” 

[McCaffery, "Interview”, 135). In the face of postmodernism's endgame, with the 

uncertainty of deconstruction the only certainty, it is tempting to reduce the term 

"deconstruction” to "destruction”, as Paul Bove has done in his work on Heidegger 

and poetics, robbing the term of the creativity implicit in the second syllable, 'con'. 

However, this temptation should be avoided when it comes to considering 

Wallace's writing, which requires consideration of both the beginning and the end 

of deconstruction, both destruction and construction.

W i t t g e n s t e i n

Wittgenstein’s work, which ranged from the almost-hostile hermetic aphorisms of 

the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus to the expansive and lucid Philosophical 

Investigations, has been the subject of many academic analyses, both particular and 

general, of which A.C. Grayling’s Wittgenstein [1988] and David Stern's 

W ittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations (2003) are particularly accessible for 

non-philosophers with an interest in a broader understanding of his philosophy. 

This study addresses only those ideas relevant to a study of Wallace's work, 

particularly The Broom o f the System. However, it is worth mentioning one feature 

of particular relevance here: Wittgenstein underwent an absolute change of focus 

when it came to the functions of language over the course of his career, moving 

from modal, which favoured closed systems of exchange, to pluralistic, which 

focused on the social aspect of language. There are three main ideas expounded in 

Wittgenstein's work that merit discussion here, and the development of each will
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form the first part of this section. These ideas are as follows: "meaning-as-use”, 

"language games" and "family resemblances".

Before discussing each of these, it is important to introduce ostensive 

definition, which Wittgenstein challenges in Philosophical Investigations. Ostensive 

definition comes close to the form of meaning-making Wittgenstein privileged in 

the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, viewing language as imagistic. However, 

Philosophical Investigations opens with a quote from St. Augustine’s recollection of 

his own language acquisition, suggesting that the names of things, and the act of 

naming, were the tools for building meaning. Augustine recalled imitating the 

adults in his vicinity, who pointed to an object and made a sound, which the boy 

Augustine gradually learned to associate with the object. Language, in 

Wittgenstein's early work, the Tractatus, was described as a structure built on the 

awareness of these names and the manipulation of related information. The 

position would quickly become problematic for Wittgenstein, as he realised that 

the functions of language could not be limited to simple information transfer and 

moved from the theory of "meaning-as-use” to that of language games. Ostensive 

theory, as this more mature work would contend, was not without merit, but could 

not be said to cover all the functions of language visible in the world. As such, 

Wittgenstein recognises with the opening of Philosophical Investigations that the 

Tractatus was an incomplete analysis of language.

The concept of "meaning-as-use" arises from Plato’s Theaetetus dialogue. 

Socrates asks of Theaetetus, "what is knowledge?"^i His hapless interlocutor ties 

himself in knots trying to define knowledge, but can only manage to furnish 

examples of knowledge, such as geometry, or craftsmanship. Socrates scornfully 

congratulates Theaetetus on his "generosity", and goes on to explain that he was 

looking for a unitary definition of knowledge. Wittgenstein’s theory is founded on a 

persuasive, though implicit, defence of Theaetetus’ answer. It is at the same time a 

rejection of his own earlier suggestion in the Tractatus that ostensive definition -  

i.e. naming -  is the root of language mastery. This is an issue that dogged 

Wittgenstein, and was the focus of his philosophical about-face, a process mirrored 

in Wallace’s philosophical development. In the Philosophical Investigations,

11 Plato, Theaetetus, ed. Bernard W illiams, trans. Levett. (Cambridge: M.J. Hackett, 1992]  
143d-145e.
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Wittgenstein points out that there exist any number of complex composite articles 

that would paradoxically be complicated by oversimplification, drawing on 

concrete examples including a chair, a chess-board and, most significantly for this 

study, a broom. The problematic conception of the primacy of elemental or Adamic 

naming frustrates Wittgenstein into the passage at §139 of Philosophical 

Investigations, w here he finally asks "isn’t the meaning of the word also 

determined by this use?"i2

The point here is to undercut the Augustinian approach to language 

learning as quoted in the beginning of the Investigations, where Augustine talks 

about learning by imitating the adults around him. Wittgenstein memorably upsets 

this philosophical apple cart with the introduction of language games, an idea 

closely connected to the meaning-as-use framework. He gives the example of a 

chessboard, with a player who is unfamiliar with the game. If this player is shown a 

piece and told "this is the king”, tha t statement, in order to be of any use at all, 

must presuppose a familiarity with the rules of the game, the context within which 

the "king" exists. Wittgenstein expands the game idea further to account for the 

different functions of language; just as there are countless different card games, 

ball games, drinking games, each quite unlike the others, yet all recognisable as 

games, so there are unnumbered permutations of language use. Wittgenstein gives 

a list of examples, and it leads to the question of what they have in common, these 

language games. Here Wittgenstein proposes the idea of "family resemblances”: 

there may not be one defining feature of language. Instead, language uses resemble 

each other in a wide variety of ways but with no central sine qua non feature. 

Wittgenstein also suggests that language itself -  the whole panoply of language 

functions and aims and uses -  be regarded as a language game in itself. Notably, 

however, Wittgenstein did not posit the existence of anything outside of language, 

any meta-structure, going so far as to reject such an idea with the phrase "the 

limits of my language are the limits of my world”. Far from permitting a privileged 

perspective, the concepts outlined above present a vision of language that is 

contingent, contextual and utterly defiant of any attem pt at delineation.

12 Ludwig W ittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G.E.M. Anscom be. 2nd ed. (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1958] 54.
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Notwithstanding the foregoing points of connection between Wittgenstein’s 

later philosophy and the later methods of deconstruction, Norris posits the idea of 

language games as a challenge to deconstruction. In his view, Wittgenstein sees the 

problems of philosophy as arising "from the failure to recognise [the] multiplicity 

of language games. [...] If our ways of talking about the world are a m atter of tacit 

convention, then scepticism is simply beside the point, a misplaced scruple of a 

false epistemology”.i3 This anticipates Rorty's (neo)pragmatism in its dismissal of 

the self-sustaining questions of academic philosophy (see subsequent sections). 

Norris’s argument follows the logic he sees in Wittgenstein: the challenge to 

deconstruction is not a challenge to its validity, but to its relevance.

The theory of ostensive definition, which Wittgenstein (following 

Augustine) posited in his early work as the basis of language acquisition, falls on 

the fact that it depends on a prior awareness of the operations of language. This 

position supports the school of language acquisition theory that states that 

language is hard-wired into us from birth. If the chess player does not know that 

he is playing chess and have at least a preliminary grasp of the rules of play, the 

king remains a jagged toy, whose movements, even if explained, are meaningless, 

so it makes sense to assume that we have an innate consciousness of the basic 

function of language. However, this school of thought is challenged by the 

possibility of socially constructed language acquisition, in which the learner comes 

to understand the function of language along with the tools necessary to use it, 

rather than building on an innate awareness of language.^^ This position is the one 

evinced by Wittgenstein’s later writings, maintaining as they did the contingent 

nature of speech and communication. Interesting to note here is Wittgenstein’s 

theory that a private vocabulary -  i.e. a language intelligible only to a single 

individual -  is impossible: communication is based absolutely in the reciprocity of 

language. Reciprocity is one of the features of human language that distinguishes it 

from most animal forms of communication. It is this reciprocity -  which of course 

could not exist in a "private" language -  tha t causes the misunderstandings that are 

critical to understanding how we see the world. In Wittgenstein’s final language

13 Christopher Norris, Deconstruction: Theory and Practice (London: Methuen, 1991) 130.
14 The details o f language acquisition remain a subject for debate, and are not strictly  
relevant to this study except in reference to the developm ent of W ittgenstein’s philosophy. As such, 
the relative m erits of either v iew  will not be explored here.
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system, the missteps are as interesting and as important as the rules and the 

logical progressions. Errors and confusions tell us as much about language and its 

functions, and our relationship with it, as does the most perfect fluency.

A point of minor importance in Wittgenstein's work is the concept of a 

logical contradiction, which is a sentence that has no truth-value. The example 

given in the Tractatus is the sentence 'The present King of France is bald”. This 

sentence is syntactically sound, but since there is no King of France, the referent is 

empty and so the sentence is void. It is not untrue, merely hollow. This kind of 

sentence, one that holds no truth-value, was termed "non-sense” by Wittgenstein. 

A contradiction is a proposition that is always untrue -  or logically impossible, in 

philosophical terms -  because of a vacant referent. These should not be confused 

with antinomies, another kind of contradiction, in which oppositional states of 

being give rise to a question that cannot be answered. Finally, tautologies were 

propositions that were inevitably true and needed no truth-value analysis. Wallace 

made use of all these concepts: consider, for example, LaVache’s renaming of the 

telephone to avoid talking to his family -  a sleight of hand resulting in a logical 

contradiction -  echoed later in a more serious way by the empty referent of The 

Entertainment in Infinite Jest (see Chapter Three), or Vlad the Impaler, a cockatiel 

whose pineal gland is stimulated so that he speaks words without referent, merely 

echoing -  or parroting -  the words of the people around him. Wallace was also 

given to the literalisation of ideas: Lenore, the character in a story who fears that 

she is just that, is a living tautology. Similarly, Bombardini literalises the 

interrelationship of self and other. In Broom and throughout his career, Wallace 

used non-sense, confusion and absurdity to force us into considering our use of 

language, thus making these things counterintuitively important uses of language.

W i t t g e n s t e i n  i n  W a l l a c e

The Broom o f the System is a quixotic novel with Wittgensteinian logic as its hero 

and villain. Naturally enough, given its title and Wallace's early engagement with 

modal logic, Wittgenstein looms large in the novel. Broadly speaking, the novel 

focuses on Lenore Beadsman, a telephone operator and heir to a family fortune. 

Her great-grandmother, whose disappearance marks the beginning of the story, is
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also named Lenore Beadsman, which evokes Wittgenstein’s early ideas about the 

impossibility of confusing object-names.

The title refers to an exposition on the idea of "meaning-as-use" that occurs 

in Philosophical Investigations (see particularly §60], which exposition is itself 

repeated in Broom. Briefly, the passage questions the essential nature of a 

broomstick: is it the broom twigs or the broom handle? The essence, Wittgenstein 

contends, depends on what purpose you have in mind for the broom. If you wish to 

sweep the floor, one concludes, the twigs are the essential part. However, if you 

intend to break a window vi/ith it, you might conclude that the shaft of the broom is 

the essence of its 'broom-ness'. In this somewhat clumsy way, Wittgenstein, and 

later Lenore’s father, Stonecipher II make the point that language is necessarily 

fluid and depends for its meaning on the context in which we use it, and that the 

most "fully analysed” [i.e. most explicit] way of describing something is not 

necessarily any easier to understand than the customary expression, in this case 

"the broomstick and the brush which is fitted on to it” versus "the broom".i^ 

Besides the very obvious nod to Wittgenstein in his repetition of this definition, 

Wallace’s particular attention to this point is interesting in a num ber of ways.

Firstly, in the context of Broom itself, the title highlights the importance of 

language games and word-play in the novel, both absolutely central conceits, as 

well as gesturing towards Occam’s Razor,^^ another philosophical theory explicitly 

referenced in the novel, in this case by Lenore's brother LaVache, one of the 

characters who most closely identifies with Wallace himself,i^ in the novel. The 

second interesting aspect of Wallace’s focus on the component parts theory is that 

it implicitly advises an approach to language that Wallace himself eschewed at 

almost every available opportunity: simplicity.

15 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, trans. G.E.M. Anscombe. 3rd ed. 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1978] §3.3.

16 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §60.
17 This is usually spelled Ockham’s. "Pluralitas non est ponenda sine necessitate" is attributed 
to William of Ockham, a fourteenth-century scholastic. The principle, which translates directly as 
"Plurality is not to be posited without necessity” (my translation] is often paraphrased as "The 
sim plest solution is the best”.
18 This is not a terribly flattering image, if such it is; LaVache is breathtakingly and 
offhandedly intelligent but also a deeply introspective, drug-addicted weirdo with a leg-fixation 
that borders on schizoid behaviour, and who never does any work. He does, however, attend 
Amherst, Wallace's own alma m ater and the university from which he graduated summa cum laude 
in Philosophy as well as English. Irrespective of his similarity to the "real” Wallace, LaVache is 
markedly similar to the Dave Wallace character in The Pale King.
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While Broom is the most overtly Wittgensteinian of Wallace’s works of 

fiction, and the one that will be examined in detail here, the same philosophical 

concerns arise again and again throughout his work. Besides the fiction, Wallace 

engages with Wittgenstein directly in his review of David Markson's Wittgenstein's 

Mistress, which provides valuable insight into Wallace’s own ideas about 

philosophy generally, and Wittgenstein’s philosophy in particular. Perhaps most 

significantly, Wallace articulates his vision of what philosophy should be and do: 

make "what is designed to be a mechanism pulse, breathe, suffer, live, etc." (FP, 

220). From Wallace’s engagement with Markson’s novel, it becomes abundantly 

clear that he sees philosophy not as "elaborate empty exercise" (220), but as an 

exercise in humanity, a way of coping with reality. Besides explicitly displaying 

Wallace’s general vision of philosophy, the article evinces a deep interest in the 

work of Wittgenstein, whom Wallace calls both "one of the smartest & most 

important contributors to modern thought" and "a personally unhappy son of a 

bitch" (220). He goes on to argue that the world depicted by Markson would 

initially be, for Wittgenstein, "logical heaven" (223), but that it would quickly 

become hell, a view echoed in his own engagement with solipsism and connection.

Wallace uses the review of Wittgenstein’s Mistress to explore some of the 

ideas that animated his own later work -  the picture theory of language, the 

disavowal of the Tractatus and Wittgenstein’s movement, which Wallace mirrored, 

from monadic to pluralistic visions of communication structures. Overall, the 

references to Wittgenstein’s work in the review are considered engagements with 

the major points of his philosophy, as well as profoundly and openly admiring of 

his work. Wallace is particularly interested in what he sees as the implication of 

solipsism in Wittgenstein’s work. Furthermore, early in the review Wallace 

discusses the writing instinct in light of the narrative structure of the novel, a sort 

of "objectless epistle" (225), admitting that he, like the protagonist, Kate, feels the 

need to inscribe, not with the hope that what he writes will be lucrative, but that it 

might be "simply received, read, seen" (221). He follows this theme throughout the 

review, suggesting that Kate’s obsessive connection of facts (like the names Gaddis 

and Gaddi) is an attempt to replace the apocalyptic absence of any real connection: 

Kate writes because she is lonely.
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In terms of the present study, Kate’s actions (or the way Wallace views 

them, at least) perform half of the equation given earlier for successful 

communication to be possible: she is physically capable of communication, and her 

epistle to no one is the embodiment of her sacrificial disposition, the act of love 

required to catalyse the reaction. The absence of an other to listen, or even to fail 

to listen, is the failure of the hypothetical process, and the tragedy of the review, if 

not the novel itself. Wallace’s review, then, articulates several of the concerns that 

will be traced through his work in this study, and provides a useful touchstone for 

his appreciation of Wittgenstein’s work and the place and purpose of philosophy in 

general.

Similar [though less explicitly Wittgensteinian) concerns animate much of 

Wallace's later fiction, as will become clear. However, Lenore Beadsman is the 

character most overtly concerned with authenticity in the whole panoply of 

Wallace’s profoundly complicated characters. Lenore exists in an almost- 

recognisable world [Ohio of 1990, future at the time of writing) where the search 

for integrated self-hood, for authenticity and demarcation of identity and for any 

kind of coherent meaning, is frustrated by a society that trades in aphorism, where 

contemplation and profound thought are encouraged by means of the "otherness, 

blastedness, [...] sinisterness” [Broom, 55) provided by a man-made black-sand 

desert, called [pun very much intended) the Great Ohio Desert, or G.O.D., and 

w here  a city is designed in the shape of a film star.^^

The central action of the story, as mentioned before, is precipitated by the 

disappearance of Lenore’s great-grandmother and several other patients from the 

Shaker Heights Nursing Home, and encompasses university Greek life, a potentially 

evangelical parrot with a sudden and mysterious ability to talk and the crossing of 

wires both literal and figurative. It is an elegantly baffling novel that, tongue firmly 

in cheek, depicts the confusion and chaos of the end of the twentieth century. 

Broom  is stylistically appropriate to its confused and somewhat madcap narrative; 

the novel moves between years with great frequency and contains lengthy, 

involved digressions, before ultimately petering out midsentence. Wallace’s 

characters do not so much try to fight against the system in which they exist, as

19 Graham Foster, "A Blasted Region: David Foster W allace's Man-made Landscapes”, in 
Consider David Foster Wallace, ed. David Hering, (USA: SSMG, 2010). Foster’s essay explores the 
existential im plications o f this bleak and blasted patch o f land.

43



simply to come to term.s with it and work out how to function autonomously 

within it, which ambition is constantly thwarted by the labyrinthine twists and 

turns of modernity, in commerce, communication, the splintering family and most 

of all the changing place of the individual.

Lenore Beadsman is the youngest daughter of Stonecipher Beadsman III, 

business tycoon. Her dysfunctional family is dominated by her great-grandmother 

Lenore Sr., who at the age of 92 is almost entirely cold-blooded and lives in a 

nursing-home, w here she is "more or less the ringleader” [Broom, 36) according to 

the officious little Mr Bloemker, manager of the facility and embodiment of 

bureaucratic argot. Lenore is in a relationship with Richard "Rick" Vigorous, part 

owner of a publishing company with a silent partner named Frequent. Rick is 

pathetically, neurotically attached to Lenore, from whom he wishes to feel no 

separation. Perversely, Rick and Lenore share a therapist. Dr. Jay, who has 

unprofessional and fairly obvious designs on Lenore. Weaving in and out of the 

story are several characters from Lenore’s life, including her flatmate and co

worker Candy Mandible, her sister's former roommate Mindy Metalman and her 

husband, Andy "Wang-Dang" Lang and Norman Bombardini, the morbidly obese 

owner of the building that houses Frequent and Vigorous. The Broom o f the System  

is a complex exploration of the struggles of these characters to make sense of their 

world -  in this case, mainly Ohio -  and find their place in it, with each one coming 

to terms with individual challenges to their identity. The novel does not at any 

stage cohere into a straightforward plot, which in itself speaks to Wallace's 

apparent conviction that life is not lived in a linear or sensible way. He once 

mentioned an ambition to write "about w hat it feels like to live. Instead of being a 

relief from w hat it feels like to live”,2o an ambition certainly in evidence in this first 

novel. Besides the formal innovation characterised by its lack of linearity, The 

Broom o f  the System  is interesting for a num ber of reasons, not least that it lays out 

many of the concerns tha t would recur time and again in Wallace’s work 

throughout his career.

Wittgenstein functions as a shadow character in this novel. Lenore Sr., we 

are told, was one of the last students of Wittgenstein during his days at Cambridge. 

Wittgenstein, ra ther than actually appearing in the novel, is, as Marshall Boswell

20 Lipsky, Although Of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself, 39 .
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points out, represented by Lenore Sr. in the n o v e l , a  point that is worth bearing in 

mind in reference to Wittgenstein’s early "picture-theory” of language. Searching 

her room, having been informed of her great-grandmother’s disappearance, young 

Lenore observes that "she didn't take the Investigations, v^hich is like her prize 

possession because it’s autographed” [Broom, 40). This, of course, is impossible. 

Wittgenstein, as mentioned earlier in this chapter, did not publish the 

Investigations in his lifetime, so it could not have been autographed. It is 

interesting, if inexplicable, that Wallace included this irrelevant detail as a 

[presumably] deliberate mistake.^2

The older Lenore's disappearance is the first in a series of increasingly 

convoluted events that lead to no certain resolution. This surface narrative, a sort 

of light-hearted consumerist whodunit, flits through the popular culture of the 

1980s, punning unrepentantly and riffing on multiple themes of alienation and 

confusion in any given paragraph, as in the conversation about designing the 

G.O.D.: "A blasted region. Something to remind us of w hat we hewed out of. A place 

without malls. An Other for Ohio’s Self A place for people to wander alone. To 

reflect. Away from everything" [Broom, 54).

The designers of this desert, of course, are corporate men with profit in 

mind. The whole world of the novel is designed to the last detail -  the city of East 

Corinth is in the shape of jayne Mansfield -  which makes alienation merely another 

source of income for the city’s wealthiest families, including Lenore's, from whom 

she seeks to distinguish herself. Citizens who wish to "find themselves" or explore 

their psyches may do so in any number of ways, not least by wandering in the Great 

Ohio Desert, or G.O.D, or by seeking treatm ent from therapists or doctors. Therapy, 

a pastime for which Wallace appears to have had little regard, is common in Broom, 

and is often used as a revelatory plot device.^^ The primary therapist figure in

21 Marshall Boswell, Understanding David Foster W allace [South Carolina: U niversity of South 
Carolina Press, 2009) 23.
22 It is possib le that Lenore m eans a copy of either [or both) of w^hat w ere called the Blue and 
Brown Book, which w ere sa m izd a t copies o f w hat w ould eventually  be collected and published as 
Philosophical Investigations. These books, so-called for their blue and brown bindings, w ere  
distributed am ong W ittgenstein’s students at Cambridge, and so it is plausible that Lenore Sr. m ight 
p ossess an autographed copy of either book. Be that as it may, Lenore [or W allace) is definitely  
m istaken in the above passage.
23 W allace’s therapists are not treated with great respect in this or any of his work: in this 
case. Dr. Jay is revealed as a fraud. In the stories "The D epressed Person” [Brief Interview s With
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Broom, Dr Jay, is portrayed as something of a snake-oil merchant, who discusses his 

patients with each other and has a methodology based almost completely on the 

obscure writings of one Olaf Blentner, who turns out not to exist, even in writing. 

These illusory writings focus on 'hygiene anxiety’ and the Self/Other membrane. It 

is ultimately revealed that Dr. Jay has been hired by Lenore Sr. to complicate 

Lenore Jr.’s search (whether with the ultimate intention of helping or hindering her 

self-discovery is unclear). His insights are trite and his methods questionable (for 

example, patients are belted into their seats), but some of the issues that come to 

light during the intermittent transcripts of his sessions are relevant for what they 

say about Wallace’s philosophical concerns, which we will come to shortly.

Before discussing in detail the issues of linguistic philosophy that are in 

evidence throughout this novel, it is worth noting two other extremely important 

features with regard to Wallace’s developing voice: the layered narrative structure 

and the colloquial style. These features were ones Wallace would spend his career 

refining and developing, but it worth noting their roots in this initial novel. These 

are the two defining characteristics of Wallace’s style, as will become apparent 

over the course of this study. The narrative structure mentioned above, whereby 

the surface narrative holds the reader’s attention but conceals or distracts from 

the serious substance of the story -  in this case the individual’s search for linguistic 

and personal clarity against an increasingly argot-driven society -  is here visible in 

its most primitive form. Rather than weaving the story around the surface 

narrative, as he does in later work, Wallace has the vital narrative information 

emerge in asides between plot events. This stylistic tool grows subtler and more 

skilful, eventually developing into a fully formed skeletal narrative structure, 

which allowed Wallace’s later w ork to take on its stratified richness. This strategy 

is most visible in the short fiction, growing subtler and more refined as his career 

progressed, from the episodic -  here -  to the intricate tissue form seen in the later 

short fiction. The term  ‘skeletal’ is used to evoke the intimate connection of the 

strata of narrative: not simply the weaving of two stories together, the skeletal 

structure incorporates intricate linguistic patterning and narrative slippage, 

depending on the careful construction of tenor and vocabulary and building a

Hideous Men] and "Good Old Neon" {Oblivion) the therapists are killed off, and in the form er story  
even this is relegated to a footnote.
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delicate balance of narrative architecture in which the strands of narrative are not 

merely surface and depth -  the one shielding the other, as it were -  but are as 

intimately connected as a body with its skeleton. The precise construction is 

explored in a series of close readings in Chapter Four.

Stylistically speaking, Wallace also prefigures his later style in The Broom o f  

the System. Much of the story is told, if not through direct dialogue, then through 

the internal monologues of several characters. The voices are each distinct, but 

share an important feature; they are more or less unfiltered. In other words, they 

replicate the tics and vocal patterns of a real, extra-fictional voice. As Wallace’s 

career developed, he used less and less third-person narrative in his short fiction, 

relying instead on using narrative voice as a revelatory tool, with an increasingly 

impressive grasp of the vagaries of voice. This style, which is discernible in other 

writers of his generation -  most notably Dave Eggers and Wallace's friend 

Jonathan Franzen -  has not been discussed in the detail it deserves, and the closest 

it has come to being defined is the dismissive term "hysterical realism" suggested 

by James Wood.^^ l suggest tha t it should rather be termed "replica realism”, for its 

tendency to replicate the details of common speech. This feature of Wallace’s 

writing constitutes a large part of w hat 1 consider to be his crucial contribution to 

contemporary literature. The style in question reads in some ways as a stream-of- 

consciousness narration, but on closer inspection reveals itself to be intently 

focused for all its prolixity. Challenged in interview on the realism or otherwise of 

his writing, Wallace argued that he was presenting the reality in which he lived. 

Defending his widespread use of pop-culture references, he said, "I’ve always 

thought of myself as a realist [...]. It’s just the texture of the world 1 live in".2s In 

other words, Wallace’s aim was not to winnow out detail but to absorb it, to 

present the felt reality rather than the filtered story. It is undeniably the case that 

the twenty-first century unfolds against a frenetic, loud and bewildering backdrop, 

but replicating the hysteria of a real situation does not make writing hysterical. As 

such. Wood’s suggestion of "hysterical realism” is too narrow in its scope to cover 

the complexity of this emerging style. Wallace’s defence of his realist bona fides, in

24 Wood, "Human, All Too Inhuman”.
25 Laura Miller, "The Salon Interview: David Foster W allace”. Salon, 9 (March 1996]  
<http://v^vyy^.salon.com /09/features/vyallacel.htm l> .
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the Miller interview and prior to that in the McCaffery interview, articulates the 

conviction that the breathless, jargon-riddled texture of his writing and the writing 

of those who followed him are not only natural and realistic but somehow 

profoundly authentic, the only responsible way to honestly represent a world 

characterised by what he would come to call Total Noise in “Deciderization 2007".

"[L]ife is words and nothing else” {Broom, 119). So Lenore muses to Dr Jay 

during one of their sessions. Words and meanings are key to Lenore’s life and all 

her relationships. Her affair with Rick, to whom she is only mildly attached, is 

punctuated by her requests for stories. Rick, as head of Frequent & Vigorous, 

naturally has access to all kinds of stories, filtered through his readers. These he 

stores up to relate to Lenore as requested. Most of the stories he tells her have to 

do with communication and problems of image. There is a man suffering 

unspeakably from "second-order vanity''^^ and a woman whose severe binge- 

eating and over-sleeping melancholia endangers the lives of those she loves, who 

find it impossible to express themselves and assert their identities in a way that 

will allow them to live happy lives. Rick uses the stories to keep Lenore close to 

him. He expresses a desire in one of the internal monologue sections to subsume 

Lenore, to "have her inside of and contained by" him [Broom, 72). Rick is conscious 

of the power tha t words hold over Lenore, and uses tha t power quite shamelessly. 

The desire he expresses privately, to "own her" [Broom, 72) is one that is 

expressed in a much cruder way by Norman Bombardini, the enormous, miserable 

tycoon who threatens to fill the universe with himself by eating his way to infinite 

size [literalising, as Wallace pointed out, "the other original option”, which is "to 

expand the linguistic self' to include all things, and as such all meaning. [McCaffery, 

"Interview", 1 4 3 ] ) . Rick's desire to consume, to subsume, is related to his 

inability to communicate; if Lenore is part of Rick, he will not have to explain 

himself to her, or seek explanation or, significantly, reassurance, from her. For 

Rick, then, words function as a weapon. They are things he can use to control and

26 Vanity and the preoccupation w ith  self-presentation  -  w hat W allace term ed "second-order 
vanity” here -  w ould  recur several tim es in the short fiction ("Suicide as a Sort of Present” and 
"Good Old Neon" are particularly good exam ples] and in Infinite Jest, as w ell as echoing W allace’s 
own repeated references to authenticity in in terview s and essays.
27 Bom bardini’s project o f expansion sits as an absurd challenge to the idea of love, m eaning  
and identity as functions o f distance, which W allace w ould su ggest in "Lyndon" [Girl With Curious 
Hair], im plying the n ecessity  of isolation for com m unication, a central -  though appropriately  
paradoxical -  e lem en t o f W allace’s em erging philosophy of com m unication.
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shape his life. In an interesting contrast to this, however, we are shown a series of 

story sketches written by Rick himself, which are of low standard and repetitive, 

turgid style. Despite his consciousness of the power of prose, Rick finds it 

impossible to provide Lenore with any original words, and so the demise of their 

relationship is inevitable. Rick’s desire to subsume Lenore into himself, mirrored 

in Norman Bombardini, embodies the problem that dogs the title of this thesis: the 

nature of love. Rick wants to collapse Lenore's identity completely into his, 

obliterating the individual self he professes to love. However, love, as Wallace 

articulates it and as it is defined here, entails separateness; the sacrificial love that 

allows for dynamic communication cannot exist within one identity. The very idea 

is made obviously absurd by articulation; communication takes place between 

people, not within the kind of single unit of personhood that Rick envisages.

Lenore, in contrast to Rick’s search for dominion, is struggling within 

language to locate the point at which what can be said about her life becomes 

distinct from her life itself; in other words, Lenore is seeking to feel engaged with 

her own existence. Her education at the hands of her great-grandmother has left 

her existentially insecure, and more importantly, linguistically bewildered. Even 

her name is a matter of confusion; sharing a name with so domineering a lady as 

her great-grandmother has left Lenore with no real sense of her own identity, thus 

disengaged or alienated from her self. This in itself could be a nod to W ittgenstein’s 

early ostensive approach to language, which stipulated that no two objects could 

have the same object-name, and that any two tha t shared a label would be 

differentiated by context. This is true, to some extent, but the Lenore/Lenore 

relationship demonstrates just how closely two identical labels can be linked by 

circumstances as well as semantics. Naming was extremely important to Wallace 

throughout his career, so the doubling of the protagonist’s name is no mere family 

convention. The reader’s attention is drawn to the detail early on in the narrative, 

when Lenore arrives at the Shaker Heights Nursing Home reception. She tells the 

receptionist, whom she does not know, that she is Lenore Beadsman. The 

receptionist, who is aware that her great-grandmother is missing, which at this 

time Young Lenore does not know, takes offence at w hat she perceives to be 

Lenore’s poorly chosen jest, and a darkly comic m om ent ensues. This doubling 

problematises the Wittgensteinian theory of ostensive meaning mentioned earlier,

49



the idea that the basic components of language are names, which we combine to 

form propositions about the world. The question is complicated by the meaning- 

as-use paradigm: if we use a name to refer to one thing, the name becomes the 

name of the thing for which we use it. However, if the thing itself changes its 

function, does its name remain the same? This is a theory Wittgenstein revisited in 

his later work, showing that a name is necessarily independent of a thing, given 

that it still refers to the thing even if the thing is absent. A person’s name, for 

example, is still their name after death.

Wittgenstein’s theory of meaning-as-use can be extended to imply that 

one’s name is one’s meaning. Nomination, in an early-Wittgensteinian sense, 

entails enfranchisement, and a useless thing, by extension, has no need of a name. 

Wallace would comment on this in his review of Wittgenstein's Mistress, referring 

to the protagonist’s "prolonged musings on the ontological status of named things” 

(fP, 237), in particular the status of those names in the absence of the thing itself. 

The obvious application of such a nomination-as-enfranchisement/validation 

theory in Broom is to Lenore Sr.’s life of inactivity in the nursing home, highlighted 

by Lenore’s father [Broom, 150]. She is not useful, so she has no meaning; 

therefore she has, and needs, no name, which means that Lenore is the only 

Lenore. Patrick Swinden invokes Peter Strawson’s reading of Kant when he says 

that purpose is "one of the three distinctively adult a ttributes”. I t  is significant 

that Lenore Sr. never reappears in the novel; having been relegated to the position 

of signifier, with two names [Lenore and Gramma] and no function, she must 

become abstract. It is for this reason that her disappearance, which seems like a 

bad thing, the central problem of the narrative, can in fact be read as a generous 

act; a name m ust cleave to s o m e t h in g , s o  if the name Lenore no longer cleaves to 

her, as it cannot in her useless life and subsequent relegation to the abstract, it is 

left to Lenore to appropriate the name and mould it to her own identity, to as it 

were become Lenore, which is the real outcome of the novel. Lenore Sr.’s 

disappearance, Boswell points out, gives Lenore Jr. the space to recognise tha t "the 

meaning of her name does not depend on the existence of some stable outside 

referent -  here, the great-grandmother -  but ra ther on its own volition within a

28 Patrick Swinden, Literature and the Philosophy o f Intention (London: Macmillan Press, 
1999) 1.
29 Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, §3.203.
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system of relations".3° 1 would quibble with the term  "volition", and would suggest 

rather that Lenore’s name becomes the external referent of an internally 

consistent set of features, identifying a self-contained agent in reference to her 

surroundings and relationships. This appropriation and understanding of her 

name is impossible until Lenore has stabilised tha t set of features to which the 

name Lenore comes to refer, as she does in her search for the physically and 

semantically absent "outside referent”, Lenore Sr.

This point is reinforced by the actual instability of that referent. Besides 

sharing a Christian name with her great-granddaughter. Old Lenore is referred to 

on more than one occasion as "Gramma” by Lenore. This is a none-too-subtle 

reference to Gramma Beadsman's obsession with linguistic structure, and more 

particularly, her use of language -  grammar -  to manipulate Lenore. More 

importantly, however, it also points up another problematic aspect of ostensive 

naming as mentioned above: if each object has a single, "fully analysed” name, how 

can people have nicknames? This problem, particularly the fact that a person can 

have as many nicknames as acquaintances, and more, highlights the conclusion 

that Wittgenstein would approach in his later life; that names -  and by extension 

the whole of language -  are a function of their circumstances: contextual, 

contingent and fluid. This issue of naming is most prevalent in regard to Lenore's 

search for self-definition, but recurs in other areas of the plot throughout the 

novel. The association of naming with power and will would recur throughout 

Wallace’s work, becoming particularly significant in the consideration of the power 

dynamics between characters, a concern prefigured in Broom by the comparison of 

Lenore’s relationships with Rick and, later, Andrew Lang.

One character whose whole raison d'etre seems to be his nickname, which 

highlights the delicate balance between high farce and high philosophy with regard 

to naming and reference, is "Biff’ Diggerence. Biff plays no more than a cameo role 

in the novel, appearing in the opening scene and mentioned in one much later 

scene, but he perfectly illustrates the ease with which Wallace, throughout his 

career, zigzagged between conventions and tones to pioneer a style of writing that 

owed a lot to the first and second waves of modernism, as Boswell puts it, but 

struck out on its own path, to be followed at some distance by the generation of

30 Boswell, Understanding David Foster Wallace, 36.
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millennial writers dismissed by James Wood as "hysterical”. Biffs name is a 

spoonerism whose very clumsiness makes it funny. Biff could be said, in view of 

this, to perform no function other than the satisfaction of a whim of Wallace's 

humour. Wallace commented in the McCaffery interview that he “love[d] gags" 

[McCaffery, "Interview”, 142), which seems to be borne out in the otherwise 

arguably unnecessary inclusion of Diggerence’s character. Taking this position. Biff 

fulfils the notion that Broom is "in many ways a compendium of gags”, an 

observation that precedes the statement that the novel is "at once both a slapstick 

bildungsroman and a serious inquiry into language and its relationship with the 

world".3i This is a point that Boswell brings up a few times, the way Wallace flits 

between crude comedy and high philosophy. Boswell’s approach to this tendency 

in Wallace’s work makes it appear contradictory, but the relationship between 

comedy and seriousness is more complex than Boswell’s articulation makes it 

appear.32 Wallace’s work in fact explores the deeply serious by means of the light

hearted, which is what makes his non-fiction in particular so accessible. In other 

words, Wallace’s idiosyncratic writing style, particularly his use of silly jokes and a 

colloquial voice, in fiction and especially non-fiction, allow him greater freedom to 

discuss the more highbrow concerns like complex philosophy and science without 

alienating readers. This feature is visible in Wallace’s later work in a more refined 

incarnation, but it merits observation here that, once again, a career-spanning 

tendency is prefigured in Wallace’s earliest work.

Names and identifying labels feature strongly again when Lenore visits her 

sister Clarice and her family, the Spaniards. In this case, the family puts on a family 

play arising out of family therapy, where Wallace once again, but more gently.

31 Boswell, Understanding David Foster Wallace, 21.
32 In fact, balancing contradictory impulses in his work would become more and more central 
to Wallace’s writing. The capacity to simultaneously express both one concept and another, often 
opposing, ahgns Wallace's work in part with the Derridean ambition of erasing boundaries by 
recognising that any concept is necessarily associable with its antithesis. Wallace’s non-fiction in 
particular was notable for its consistent multiplicity, invoking the "flickering of presence and 
absence together" (Sarup, Poststructuralism and Postmodernism, 36) that characterises 
deconstruction -  in other words, the implication of one thing by its opposite. However, Wallace’s 
blurring of boundaries is tempered by a consciousness that boundaries are necessary to identity, 
and that the Derridean abolition of hierarchies is at once progressive and dangerous to the self in 
and after the postmodern age. This consciousness places Wallace’s writing firmly at the end of 
postmodernist thought, seeking a means of progression beyond deconstruction. Consequently, 
Wallace exploits the Both/And dichotomies he encounters to rupture the cycle of deconstruction, 
turning difference into plurality, which in turn becomes the means by which meaning can be 
restored to literature.

52



displays his contempt for that pastime. Each family member has a mask of his or 

her own face, and two other masks of nondescript faces. During the family drama, 

the family name is altered slightly to Snapiard. The central focus of the drama is, 

interestingly, identity and self-definition. This conceit draws attention again to the 

concept of naming as meaning, as discussed earlier with regard to nicknames. The 

family assume their characters and an "audience-disc" is inserted, bringing up on 

screen the image of an auditorium that gradually fills with people, a virtual 

audience for their family theatre. The story deals explicitly with a group called "the 

family m em bers” who love their fellow family members to distraction, so much so 

that they define themselves only as family members, to the detriment of their own 

identities as people. For this section, the "actors" are in nondescript white masks. 

Each m ember of the (actual) family has a number of lines to speak. The 

performative nature of identity is obviously central here, and the tone of comic 

absurdity showcases Wallace's tendency to explore areas of serious philosophical 

concern with a light touch. This literalised exercise in performative identity looks 

forward to the performativity integral to the AA system illustrated in Infinite Jest. 

The drama wanders through each family m em ber’s searches for individuality and 

wholeness as something other than family members. The thrust of the drama is 

that the "family members" -  the characters of Alvin, Clarice, Spatula and Stoney as 

masked dramatis personae -  discover that "what they needed to get their feelings 

of being themselves from was themselves" {Broom, 172, italics original]. At the end 

of the performance, "Alvin, Clarice, Stoney, and Spatula took off their Alvin-, 

Clarice-, Stoney-, and Spatula-masks, and stared deeply into the empty eyeholes of 

their own faces" [Broom, 173). The family removes their masks and move from 

characters to people, restored from their pseudo-selves as Snapiards to their 

actual selves as Spaniards by the performance of self-definition. This is an explicit 

enactment of the theory that identity and wholeness and names cannot be 

bestowed by external referents, but must be located within the self, the better to 

enable the object to claim its name. Further, this family drama reinforces the 

interdependence of isolation and connection, insofar as the family m em bers’ 

identities are balanced between individual and group. This idea recurs in various, 

often complicated, guises throughout his work and is of central relevance to the 

balance of boundaried self [isolation) and relational other (connection) that is
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central to Wallace’s philosophy of communication. This idea of a nexus of self tha t 

informs and is informed by others was one developed by Paul Ricoeur, and will be 

explored in the next section of this chapter.

One other, minor example of the importance of names is a tangential 

subplot that occurs around the time of the drarna/therapy session explored above. 

Immediately prior to the scene of the performance, Alvin Spaniard is watching a 

television program about the Russian child-gymnast, Kopek Spasova, who is 

visiting Ohio with her father and manager, Ruble Spasov. The family name is of 

little literary interest, but the first names are notable for their relation to each 

other: the Russian version of dollar to cent. This playful relation of names may be 

no more than a flourish on Wallace's part, but its proximity to the family therapy 

scene tempts a more intention-based reading; after all, very little in Wallace’s work 

is irrelevant. The familial relationship of father and daughter is defamiliarised, and 

thus highlighted, by the concurrent relationship in a different context of their first 

names. This semantic relation of family members, particularly in view of its 

juxtaposition with a scene heavily focused on family and identity, recalls 

Wittgenstein’s theory of "family resemblances". It is significant that Lenore’s eldest 

brother, Stonecipher III, has distanced himself from his family and name by not 

one, but two name c h a n g e s ^ ^  (LaVache, his middle name, and "Antichrist", his 

college moniker), with the expressed aim of establishing a new identity. "As the 

Antichrist", he explains to Lenore, "[...] it’s gloriously clear where 1 leave off and 

others begin" [Broom, 250). With this in mind, it is also interesting to note that the 

whole novel turns on Lenore’s struggle to disentangle herself from her family, 

which is ultimately fruitless. Every event, every character, every part of the book 

ultimately relates to the powerful hold her family has on the city of Corinth.3“̂ The 

upshot of the story is that while Lenore can assume a solid and inalienable identity 

and assume her name with certainty, she remains a function of her circumstances 

and the network of language games within which she exists and operates.

While names are used by the characters to identify themselves and take 

charge of their own identities, they are also used to signify possession and

33 Interestingly though, LaVache continues to define himself in opposition to his family.
34 Ancient Corinth, on an isthmus between mainland Greece and the Peloponnesus, was said 
to have been founded by Corinthus, a descendant of the sun-god Helios. This is interesting, although 
trivial, because the name Lenore means "bright light”.
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relationship. The very first scene is one in which autograph-hunting plays a 

memorable role. Lenore, her sister Clarice, whom she is visiting at Mount Holyoke 

College, and Clarice's roommates, are the recipients of an unannounced visit from 

two Amherst undergraduates, Andrew "Wang-Dang” Lang and Bernard Werner 

"Biff' Diggerence. They are pledges to the entertainingly-monikered Psi Phi 

fraternity and have been given the task of securing "the signatures of no fewer 

than fa h v  [five] of Mount Holyoke's loveliest before sunrise” [Broom, 17]. The 

scene is comic, if slightly uncomfortable -  the boys are demanding signatures on 

their wealthy posteriors -  but it is worth noting the immediate focus on names and 

labelling. This is a good example of the tendency mentioned earlier to disguise the 

message of an episode in an entertaining cover story. It would, however, be 

inaccurate to say that the cover story is a mere stylistic flourish, with no function 

other than paralipsis; rather it is a case of layering the meaning, of the authorial 

misdirection that would become one of Wallace's signature manoeuvres. It is also 

significant for the inscription element of the episode: the privileging of speech over 

writing or vice versa was integral to the post-structuralist movement and to 

deconstruction, which challenged the logocentrism of the modernist era. As such, 

the signatures at the centre of this scene subtly align Lenore with the method of 

deconstruction, with its implications of plurality and instability, in keeping with 

both her unstable identity and the implications of being a character in a story who, 

being written, cannot speak.

As well as names themselves, signatures and initials play a crucial role in 

establishing possession and position, from the early scene in which Andrew and 

Biff insist that the girls sign them, to the very end, w here  Rick Vigorous is known 

simply as R.V. It is perhaps significant, as Boswell points out, that the first 

signatory of the Amherst boys in the first scene, Mindy, eventually becomes Lang's 

(ultimately estranged) wife. However, this seems an incomplete tracing of the 

pattern; she is possessed by Lang, and eventually discarded by him, at which point 

she takes up with Rick, the obsessively word-oriented writer with the palpable 

possession anxiety. Mindy, inscribed and so claimed by Lang, matches up with 

Rick, who is anxious to possess, to claim. In balance with this, Lenore, who 

dramatically, even violently, refuses to be signed, and has resisted Rick’s attempts 

to claim her, is drawn to Lang, who does not possess her, but more importantly has
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no desire to do so. This point is reinforced in Rick's peculiar dream of the four of 

them, in which Lang signs his initials on a drawing of Lenore, bringing the two- 

dimensional Lenore to life. She then signs him, in an echo of the first scene. The 

voluntary nature of both signings constitutes the creation of a shared system 

within which they understand each other, as Dr. Jay explains to Rick in the  "rap 

session" dealing with the dream [Broom, 344). The pattern of inscriptions here 

might also be read as an oblique reference to Benjamin’s theories of inscription: 

Lang's inscription of his initials on his drawing of Lenore in Rick's dream is a 

literalisation of de Man's materiality of inscription.^^ Rick's dream makes visible 

the act of inscription, and its immediate result, which of course is bringing the 

drawing to life. De Man illustrates the concept of the materiality of inscription by 

reference to Victor Hugo’s poem "Ecrit sur la vitre d'une fenetre flamande", or 

"written on a Flemish window pane”. This title makes explicit the act of writing; 

the titular reference to framing and the actual framing of the poem by the title 

make the physicality -  or materiality -  of the poem its central image. The poem 

resonates strongly with the writing/picture image of Rick's dream, inviting a 

consideration of writing, and particularly the idea of signature, as material acts. 

Prior to the introduction of this concept and its controlling image, de Man makes 

brief reference to Cartesian consciousness and its relevance to the dream-state: 

"Descartes found it difficult to distinguish between waking and sleeping because, 

when one dreams, one always dreams tha t one is awake [...] the hypothesis of 

dreaming undoes the certainty of sleep".^^ Applied to Rick’s dream, this hypothesis 

frames his dream as narratively significant but independent in its distance from 

the events of the "real-life" plot.

The signing dream is significant not just for the act of inscription, but also 

for its nature. The power of names to confer meaning is one with which Wallace 

engaged as a critic in "The Empty Plenum". In a footnote to this essay, which 

frequently alludes to The Broom o f  the System, Wallace observes that "themes of 

nomination-as-enfranchisement, presence-as-privilege, also run through much of 

the feminist theory with which this novel’s author [David Markson] reveals himself 

familiar" [EP, 237), which seems to confirm Wallace's own subscription to, or at

35 Paul deMan The Resistance to Theory (M inneapolis: U niversity o f M innesota Press, 2002]  
51.
36  Ibid., 49.
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least awareness of, those themes. Having said that, Wallace's fictional engagement 

w ith  the issue of nomination-as-enfranchisement was by no means as simple as his 

remarks here imply. The scene w ith  the Amherst boys, for example, exposes a 

problematic aspect of Wallace’s concept of nomination-as-enfranchisement as it  

relates to Lenore’s appropriation of her own name, which is best expressed by 

Wallace himself, in the essay on Wittgenstein's Mistress. His observation on that 

novel’s protagonist, Kate, feeling "a twinge of envy whenever she countenances the 

possibility of things existing w ithout being named or subjected to predication" 

[237] highlights contradictory impulses in female protagonists, both Markson’s 

Kate and his own Lenore, to take possession of the ir own names but also to reject 

the Adamic imposition of these names. Wallace makes much of the "Evian” aspects 

of Wittgenstein’s Mistress, but does not explicitly refer to the masculine nature of 

Adamic language and its capacity to reduce the female to passive, subject to male 

observation, which seems strongly implied here. Lenore seeks at once to take 

possession of her own name, as has already been discussed, in order to establish 

her autonomy, and to reject the Adamic nomination, which I argue functions not as 

enfranchisement but as an act of subjugation, practiced by Rick. Thus, by 

vo luntarily applying her name, Lenore rejects Rick’s claim on her, which is im plic it 

in his repeated use of her name and appropriates it, bestowing its power according 

to her own volition, on Andy, thus paradoxically neutralising the naming act. This 

connection of naming w ith  power is further discussed in Chapter Four as it  relates 

to the power balance of the story "Brief Interview #20", in which the narrator 

obsessively repeats the name of the woman he has fallen in love w ith, m irroring 

Rick's repetition of Lenore’s name, as well as the story "Oblivion", in which the 

wife subconsciously views herself from her husband's perspective. Naming in 

these stories is an act of attempted appropriation that is ultim ately met either by 

repudiation (the woman reclaiming her name and repudiating the appropriative 

gesture of the man) or identity collapse (the woman losing control of her 

autonomous identity, resulting in the total collapse of the self). Again, the love that 

Wallace referred to as integral to good w riting  is a dynamic, not a conflation. Love 

that seeks possession (Rick) aims at collapsing one identity into another, obviating 

the emotional connection -  love, or engagement -  between distinct selves. This 

kind of relationship leads to identity confusion; love that seeks partnership (Andy)
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allows for the flourishing of independent but linked identities, communicating 

rather than narrating, shifting instead of trying to fix, a version of the love referred 

to in the title of the present study as opening lines of communication.

In Wittgensteinian terms, by entering a system in which she stands as an 

independent entity in relation to another independent entity (Lang), Lenore 

establishes herself as the mistress of a language game rather than its pawn, which 

sets her free. It is this independence that bothers Rick, who desires to possess, not 

to share: who, in other words, seeks an ostensive, or Adamic, use of language 

instead of a relative one in which communication, rather than ownership, is the 

goal.^^ Rick's dream of his scriptive displacement by Lang is prefigured by an 

actual event in the Flange bar at Amherst, which is where Rick and Lang originally 

meet. Rick goes, significantly, to the bathroom, in search of the initials he had 

carved on the door as an undergraduate, only to find tha t they have been 

obliterated by Lang’s powerfully carved initials. In this way the function of 

signatures and initials as claiming what is signed, be it space, flesh or person, is 

made clear in advance of Rick’s possession-anxiety dream. The darkly comic 

dreamscape hearkens back unmistakably to Wittgenstein’s early discussion of 

names and belonging in the Tractatus.'^^ The issue of initials recurs once more in 

the closing scene, where Rick, designated by his possessive initials, is embarking 

on a sexual relationship with Mindy Metalman, symbolically superseding Lang’s 

earlier signatory possession of her. Boswell incorrectly posits another initials 

incident, specifically that Lang’s initials (A. S. L.] and Lenore’s (L. S. B.) are a sort of 

yin and yang of each other. This would be a convenient feature, were it not for the 

fact that Lenore’s name is merely Lenore Beadsman, not, as Boswell says and 

others, like D.T. Max in an article in The New Yorker of March 2009, have repeated, 

Lenore Stonecipher Beadsman. Stonecipher is the first name of the eldest boy in 

each generation (Lenore’s bro ther LaVache, father and grandfather, specifically], 

and generated the name of the company, but is not a middle name. In the scene

37 The issue of nomination-as-enfranchisement vs. nomination-as-possession and the 
associated gender politics are made very clear in Brief Interviews With Hideous Men, particularly in 
the story "Brief Interview # 2 0 ”. The relation of language to gender is critical to any reading of 
Wallace, and will be dealt with more fully in the chapter on short fiction. The power of names and 
naming, while never simply positive or negative, is pervasive in Wallace’s writing, and should be 
borne in mind at all times.
38 Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logic-Philosophicus, §3.3 and 4.21-4.243.
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between Lenore and LaVache, he points out that "everybody in the family with 

male genitals is Stoney" {Broom, 2 5 0 ) , indicating that the name is a straitening 

burden of imposed identity. LaVache's multiple monikers help to emphasise 

Wallace’s distrust of the ostensive theory of language: nothing, not even names, 

can be regarded as linguistically fixed.

While the instability of language and the arbitrary, contingent nature of 

language games are made clear by all the implications of names and naming, these 

features are further and more starkly highlighted by the intermittent appearance 

in the text of antinomies. An antinomy, as mentioned earlier, is a problem of 

language similar to a paradox: it is a contradiction, real or imagined, that arises out 

of the application of reason to a logical statement. The first antinomy is a comic 

strip depicting a barber, shaving clients, then shaving himself and in the final 

picture having his head explode. It appears early in the book, shortly after the 

news of Lenore Sr.'s disappearance, and is explained by Lenore Jr. The man in the 

picture, she says, is the barber who shaves all and only those who do not shave 

themselves. His head is exploding because if he shaves himself then he has taken 

himself out of the group of people who do not shave themselves, thereby breaking 

the rule of his work. Similarly, if he does not shave himself, he is breaking the rule. 

The resultant existential bewilderment causes his head to explode.'^° This is one of 

the Wittgensteinian contradictions that give rise to non-sense, mentioned in the 

last section. The sentence is logically sound, but gives rise to a false-false 

conclusion, making it a nonsensical statement. Antinomies are also a feature of 

mathematics, specifically what is called naive set theory. The barber antinomy is 

known as Russell’s paradox. It was discovered by Bertrand Russell, one of 

W ittgenstein’s mentors. He explained it as follows: "the classes tha t are not

39 This is a mistake that has become commonplace, and is, given the aforementioned 
importance of naming, a serious error. The name Lenore Stonecipher Beadsman appears on the 
dust cover of the novel but nowhere in the novel, and Stonecipher’s status as an exclusively first 
name would seem to be confirmed by the above quote.
40 Antinomies are also a feature of mathematics, specifically what is called naive set theory. 
Russell's paradox "arises within nai set theory by considering the set of all sets that are not 
members of themselves. Such a set appears to be a member of itself if and only if it is not a member 
of itself, hence the paradox" (http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/russeII-paradnxA. This paradox was 
discovered by Bertrand Russell, one of Wittgenstein’s mentors, in 1901. In fact the example of the 
barber given here was originally offered by Russell. Naive set theory was the branch of 
mathematics to which Georg Cantor’s work applied, which Wallace later addressed in Everything 
and More, making this an early explicit example of Wallace's connection of mathematics with the 
philosophy of language.
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members of themselves [...] m ust form a class. I asked myself w hether this class is 

a member of itself, or not. If it is a member of itself, it m ust possess the defining 

property of the class, which is to be not a m ember of itself. If it is not a member of 

itself, it must not possess the defining property, and therefore be a member of 

itself. Thus each alternative leads to its opposite and there is a contradiction''.'^^ In 

fact the example of the barber given here was originally offered by Russell, and he 

developed it by applying Georg Cantor’s work on naive set theory and the idea of 

the infinite to the work of Gottlob Frege.'’̂  ̂Wallace would later address this issue 

in Everything and More, making this an early explicit example of Wallace’s 

connection of mathematics with the philosophy of language. In fact, Russell’s 

explicit connection of his paradox with Cantor's work reinforces the idea of a 

consistent philosophical paradigm across Wallace's work.

The second antinomy is a picture of a man with a stick, facing up a hill. The 

assumption is that he is walking up the hill. However, Lenore points out tha t it 

could just as easily be a man sliding backwards down the hill. The fact tha t the 

picture could logically represent either or both makes it a tautology, the 

Wittgensteinian counterpart of the contradiction mentioned above. This image is 

actually directly referred to in Philosophical Investigations^^ Interestingly, Wallace 

challenges its validity by referring to advances in technology that render our 

understanding of seemingly simple problems different in unpredictable ways, in 

this case suggesting that the man on the hill may have been dropped from a 

helicopter. The rules are changed, the goals shifted and we m ust keep up with the 

frantic pace of progress. This suggestion, vaguely Alice-in-Wonderland though it 

may be, does draw  attention to Wallace’s point tha t nothing about language is 

static, and tha t the problems will change as solutions arise. This position was one 

maintained by Richard Rorty in the vein of Wittgenstein, w hen he suggests that we 

do not solve philosophical problems, but rather change the questions. This point

41 Bertrand Russell, My Philosophical Development [London: Unwin Books, 1959) 58.
42 Russell wrote to Frege regarding the paradox in 1902, challenging one of his founding
principles and seeking clarification. Frege responded that the paradox stood and added an 
appendix to that effect to the second volume of Grundgesetze der Arithmetik. Letter to Gottlob 
Frege, Friday’s Hill, 16 June 1902, in The Selected Letters o f Bertrand Russell Volume 1: The Private 
Years,1884-1914, ed. Nicholas Griffin (London: Allen Lane, 1992) 246.
43 Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, §139[b].
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will be addressed more fully in the section dealing specifically with Rorty’s 

philosophy.

By posing these antinomies, which come from Lenore Sr. each time, Wallace 

is drawing attention to issues of sense and nonsense, but also, importantly, 

illustrating the function of language games. For this reason the second antinomy is 

the more important: Lenore's proposition of the Martian who does not understand 

the sign because it does not know about gravity underscores Wittgenstein’s point 

about the necessity of knowing the rules of a game before you can manipulate its 

pieces. The antinomies tend to appear as clues, although in the end they lead 

nowhere in Lenore’s search for the elderly fugitive. 1 suggest that the reason the 

antinomies appear in this way is that they preface episodes in which the instability 

of meaning becomes important, and as such function as signposts rather than 

clues. Their lack of usefulness in Lenore’s search highlights the danger of over

interpretation. In an extensive conversation with LaVache on the subject -  he has 

received a drawing of a man on a dune of black sand, which is taken to indicate the 

G.O.D -  he asks Lenore "how would you like [the drawings] to function?" (Broom, 

245), hearkening clearly back to the meaning-as-use paradigm. It is also LaVache 

who explains this concept in the novel. If we take LaVache to be the closest thing to 

Wallace’s own voice in the novel, his attitude here is critical to an understanding of 

the novel -  and its search -  as a whole. LaVache has very little sympathy for Lenore 

Sr.’s games, and is impatient with the whole concept of life-as-speech-act. His -  and 

by extension the author’s -  attitude would seem to be tolerant of language games 

and layered meaning, but unwilling to allow the sequor ad absurdum  approach 

espoused by Lenore Sr., who functions more or less as a mouthpiece for 

Wittgenstein.

The meeting with LaVache, which is where the main discussion of the 

antinomies takes place, is the most overtly philosophical passage of the novel, and 

the fact that it takes place in Amherst makes it hard not to read the section as one 

outlining Wallace’s own views. However, given the emphasis within the text on the 

dangers of over-interpretation, it is important not to get carried away with such a 

reading. It is certainly true that the text interrogates a number of aspects of 

W ittgenstein’s philosophy, and most unambiguously in the scenes involving 

Lenore and LaVache. Lenore, according to LaVache, has "decided that [she is] not
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real" (Broom, 248), or that she is "really real only insofar as [she is] told" [Broom, 

249), charges which are borne out by any number of other passages in the text, 

most obviously Lenore's "rap sessions" with Dr. Jay, and indeed by Wallace's own 

admission in the interview with McCaffery. In view of this, LaVache, while he is 

deeply peculiar, is rendered the more credible thinker, and is without doubt 

presented as the most intelligent character in the novel, so his reading of events is 

one of the book's more compelling constructions. On the basis of the two drawings, 

LaVache proposes that Lenore view the whole mysterious situation as part of a 

sinister game being played by Lenore Sr. Its outcome, he posits, is that Lenore Jr., 

by trying to consider her own existence, renders herself irrevocably Other, and so, 

if we take the original premise (that "all Lenore is is her act of thought" [Broom, 

247]) to be the case, Lenore is nonsense, and as such cannot possibly exist. 

LaVache arrives at this conclusion by way of a typically complex but indisputably 

logical thought process. In a sense, he is treating Lenore's search, and indeed life, 

as an antinomy in itself; by applying logical thought to a set of circumstances he 

arrives at a patently impossible conclusion: that Lenore is both Self and Other, 

both Lenore and not-Lenore, which maps directly on to Wittgenstein’s 

qualification for nonsense (a proposition being both p and not-p). As we have said, 

this being the case leads directly to her non-existence, which is made ridiculous by 

the manifest fact of her (fictional) existence. In view of the above, the antinomies in 

this scene function as suggested earlier, as signposts to the unravelling of logical 

meaning, rather than as clues to the disappearance of the senescent philosopher.

It is also worth noting that the application of the Russell paradox to 

Lenore's situation at once links and divides mathematics and the philosophy of 

communication: in mathematics, the insolubility of the paradox is its defining 

feature. However, in a philosophical -  specifically existential -  scenario, the same 

antinomy becomes a dynamic, rather than a paradox, mapping on to the Both/And 

mindset that characterised postmodernist thought, particularly pragmatism and 

deconstruction. The inclusion of the self/other element of the paradox in LaVache's 

reasoning looks forward to the paradoxical dynamic interdependence of isolation 

and connection that make up a central element of Wallace's philosophy of 

communication. In this dynamic reliance, Lenore is implicitly contrasted with
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Norman Bombardini, whose intention is to make his unilateral existence so 

immense tha t it needs no Other for definition.

It is interesting, too, that LaVache says to Lenore during their meeting "you 

are the family" [Broom, 249), in the context of language games, implying that 

Lenore's function, and so meaning, is inextricable from her family. LaVache says 

this in his capacity as the heir, the inheritor of the name Stonecipher, which he has 

decisively rejected. Interestingly, he follows this immediately with a suggestion 

tha t Lenore should substitute "Company" in place of "family". 

LaVache/Antichrist/Stonecipher III is sufficiently comfortable in his existence to 

manipulate language to his own advantage (like calling a telephone a "lymph node" 

to avoid contact with his family), and in this way he is, ironically, the character 

who most closely resembles Lenore Sr., whom he calls a "ring-tailed bitch” (243) 

and professes to hate. Lenore, on the other hand, spends too much time searching 

for immutable meaning and ends up mired in a swamp of possible interpretations. 

The name Stonecipher, to refer back to an earlier point, has a significance of its 

own, in its paradoxical references to solidity and mutability. Boswell somewhat 

bizarrely asserts that "no cipher can be written in stone".'*'^ This is both untrue in 

actuality (what prevents the carving of a symbol into stone?) and misleading in 

terms of the name Stonecipher, to which it clearly refers. Particularly in the 

context of LaVache, the name Stonecipher fits neatly into the above reading of his 

character: he is stonily certain of his identity, which makes him uniquely able to 

manipulate signs and meaning. This extends to the name of the company owned by 

Lenore's family, Stonecipheco: the company, magnificent in its success and reach, 

no longer needs to announce or define itself, and trades in a wide variety of 

incarnations, quietly infiltrating every aspect of life. It is this twinning of certainty 

and flexibility that allows the stronger characters -  Lang, LaVache and the 

company, for example -  to flourish in a world of interpretative entropy, and gives 

rise to the obsessive desire for stability that reduces Lenore and Rick to confused 

immobility, as the fear of instability becomes fear of any movement at all.'^̂  The

4 4  Boswell, Understanding D avid Foster Wallace, 39.
45  This is a position assum ed by Richard Rorty in the book Contingengcy, Irony and Solidarity 
(1989), which will be d iscussed  later in this chapter. In brief, recognising the contingency o f life can 
lead to w hat Sartre called "meta-stability", o f which the associated problem  is im m obility ow ing to 
an insubstantial sen se  of self. See Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony and Solidarity, [London: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989) Chapter One.
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final word on antinomies and their function in the story may as well come from 

LaVache, who, having reached the conclusion that Lenore is self-alienating, as 

represented by the barber and the hiker, closes with the typically unanswerable 

"KA-BLAM [...] There go the old crania” [Broom, 248).

R ic o e u r

Paul Ricoeur’s work on identity and communication challenged the view that 

identity was unitary and cohesive. A distinguished writer on many subjects, it is 

his work on hermeneutics, which commenced around 1960, that is of relevance 

here. As regards the remit of this study, Ricoeur would be better termed a 

philosopher of narrative than a philosopher of language. Two of his ideas in 

particular have relevance for a study of The Broom o f the System, and would recur 

throughout Wallace's career. They are the central tension of same and self in the 

concept of identity, which Ricoeur laid out explicitly in the Gifford Lecture Series of 

1985-86, but which were prefigured in work prior to those lectures, and the 

concept of narrative identity. A brief outline of these ideas and their development 

will precede a discussion of their relevance to a reading of The Broom o f the 

System.

The early part of Ricoeur’s career as a philosopher involved work in the 

area of existential phenomenology, but the work for which he is better known 

came after a period of transition in which he moved towards a vision of human 

experience as constructed, discordant and confused, one in which "action is [...] 

symbolically mediated”'̂  ̂ -  that is, mediated by language and, crucially, by 

narrative. In this same speech, Ricoeur points out that even as infants, we are born 

into a world that is full of the narratives of our forebears, and that as such, even 

before our own acquisition of language, we are creatures of story and symbol.

Ricoeur gave a series of influential lectures in 1985-86 entitled "Oneself as 

Another”, laying out some of the positions he had developed on the subject of 

identity and the individual. While the proceedings of these lectures -  the Gifford 

Lectures -  which took place in Edinburgh, were not published until 1990, the 

direction of debate in the field of linguistic philosophy was unmistakable during 

the years leading up to Ricoeur's publications, and the content of these lectures.

46  Paul Ricoeur, On Paul Ricoeur, ed. David W ood (London: Routledge, 1991] 182.
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even prior to their eventual publication, would have been discussed in many 

university philosophy departments; it is therefore likely that Wallace knew of his 

work. Moreover, in The Broom o f the System, LaVache makes the statem ent that 

"we are ourselves Other” [Broom, 248], which is strikingly evocative of Ricoeur's 

lecture series. Later, in Infwite Jest, reference is made to the Gifford Lecture series 

[IJ, 543]. Therefore, it seems reasonable to assume that Wallace was familiar with 

Ricoeur's work.

In Oneself as Another, Ricoeur posits the existence of two separate and 

opposing strands of individual identity, the idem and the ipse. In Ricoeur's 

conception of the self, "the narrative constructs the identity of the character"'^^; we 

use stories about ourselves to make sense of the world and our place in it. This 

idea of narrative identity, to which we will return shortly, is suggested and 

complemented by the idea of a dual-self in constant conflict. Ricoeur rejects the 

idea of an independent self, without reference to the world around it, but does not 

hold that the self is entirely contingent, either.^^ The idem, which provides the self 

with its spatio-temporal identity, is the anti-Cartesian element that is a function of 

its culture and surroundings, the inherited and imposed. The ipse, then, is the 

unique, spontaneous element of the character, the creative and self-determining. 

The idem takes its cue from the Latin for "same", and it is the part of the individual 

tha t relates to other people, the commonalities that give rise to societies, and 

indeed the need for language. The ipse, by contrast, is self-sufficient and self- 

referencing, the element of character that makes us different from each other. If 

the self consisted only of idem, the similarity tha t unites us, individuality would be 

a non-concept, and there would therefore be no use for the concept of other. By the 

same token, if the self consisted purely of ipse, the spontaneity and difference that 

divides us, difference would be a useless concept because there  would be no 

similarity to impose hierarchy on difference. The salient point is that self and other 

are not purely oppositional."^^ Quite the contrary: rather, they are interdependent

47  Ricoeur, On Paul Ricoeur, 195.
48  Typically, W allace literalises both options in Broom: the form er in Norman Bom bardini’s 
Project Infinite Yin, and the latter in Lenore’s existential m isgivings and Rick’s reliance on narrative 
to establish  relationships.
49 This is an idea with peculiar resonance for an American writer, living in a country w hose  
creed is E Pluribus Unum, which celebrates both unity and diversity. The form ation o f American 
identity  concerned Wallace consistently throughout his career.
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and mutually defining, like the se rendre of Derrida’s definition of love. Without 

elements of each, the self has no meaning. As such, the implications of Ricoeur's 

title are multiple. Firstly, self will always be at odds with same: there will always 

be chaos in the individual, caused by the tension of commonality and difference. 

Secondly, for the individual to find meaning s /he  must be able to compare 

experiences and evaluations with an other, so tha t individuality is dependent not 

only on similarity but also on plurality. Finally, the individual must accept h is /he r  

position as an other as well as a self. If the second consequence of this paradigm is 

true -  that the fractured and struggling self must rely on others to make sense of 

itself -  so must the self function as other for the others that are also selves in their 

own right. In other words, the self, far from being a coherent entity, does not 

merely rely on the other for definition; it actually necessitates the existence of an 

other. This balance is the one of the linchpins of Wallace’s philosophy of 

communication and must be considered when addressing the repeated questions 

of identity that arise in his writing.

In outlining his position, Ricoeur calls on a rich tradition of philosophers 

from Socrates to Nietzsche, but admits tha t his starting point has been the original 

doubter of objective truth, Descartes.^° Descartes first posited the "cogito 

argument", in the Discourse on Method, later coining the Latin phrase "cogito, ergo 

sum ”, with which the world is more familiar, in the Principles o f  Philosophy, and 

from here uses the so-called "cogito argument" to assume the reality of all he saw. 

Ricoeur critiques this argument, showing that Ego is meaningful only in the 

context of ipse, and that the thinking Ego mediates the perceived ipse, through 

which the Ego in turn  is mediated in his own eyes. A scientific parallel to this 

phenomenon is that of double-refraction, where a beam of light that is refracted

50 Paul Ricoeur, Soi-meme Comme un Autre [Oneself as Another], trans. Kathleen Blarney. 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992] 5.
51 Rene Descartes, "Principles of Philosophy", in Descartes: Selected Philosophical Writings, 
trans. John Cottingham, Robert Stoothoff and Dugald Murdoch (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1988] 162. The line is here translated as "1 am thinking, therefore 1 exist” (emphasis mine].
52 While Ricoeur's lectures expand upon the phrase "we are ourselves Other" [Broom, 248], 
the idea of oneself as another also evokes Rimbaud’s dictum that "Je est un autre" (1 is another] 
Letters to Georges Izambard (14 May 1871] and Paul Demeny (15 May 1871]. Arthur Rimbaud, 
Rimbaud: Complete Works, Selected Letters: A Bilingual Edition, ed. Wallace Fowlie (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2005]. Rimbaud’s famous statement occurs in the context of discussing 
the nature of identity and its relationship to thought, a post-Cartesian conflation of existence and 
thought that prefigures Wittgenstein and both anticipates and challenges Ricoeur’s ipse/idem  
theory, which itself explicitly invokes Descartes’ cogito argument.
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once splits into a spectrum, but reverts to a solid beam when it is refracted a 

second time. Thomas Docherty explores a paradox that arises from Ricoeur’s 

theory of dual identity in Alterities, wherein to identify in the other a means by 

which to establish a coherent self -  as Ricoeur's theory would suggest is necessary 

-  means to posit the other as existing to satisfy that need: "[...] it is as if they exist 

only for the present moment in which the subject identifies itself'.^^ In other 

words, identifying the other as necessary to the self leads, paradoxically, to 

solipsism; that is, the belief that the other is in fact a projection of the self. 

Docherty evades the necessary conclusion of solipsism by positing the idea of 

alterity to supplant that of otherness. Alterity implies the inaccessible self that 

inheres within another, thereby protecting some element of the other from use in 

reference to the self

The second theory arising from Ricoeur’s work with relevance in Wallace’s 

is the influential theory of narrative identity. As well as positing the existence of a 

dual identity, Ricoeur theorised that this identity was partly given and partly 

made, which resonates clearly through The Broom o f the System  and much of 

Wallace’s later work, as we will see. In Ricoeur’s view, the inevitable tension 

between idem and ipse is partially resolved by the use of narrative. The idem is the 

part of our identity that is given -  cultural history, family and so on -  and so it 

appropriates and is mediated by other people's stories. The ipse, on the other hand, 

is unique to the individual, spontaneous, creative and self-creating. It writes its 

own story, and turns to the narratives of others for reference. "It is to narrative 

that the registering of human time is entrusted”.̂ '̂  We use narrative to create an 

ordered "human time” out of the inchoate, uncontrollable cosmic time, as well as to 

impose some commonality on "felt time" (i.e. the personal experience of the 

passage of time, which is by no means linear). As Ricoeur put it himself,"[...] do 

not human lives become more intelligible when they are interpreted in the light of 

the stories that people tell about them?”^̂  He goes on to argue that "self-

53 Thomas Docherty, Alterities: Criticism, History, Representation (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1996} 7.
54 Maria Villela-Petit, "Narrative identity and ipseity by Paul Ricoeur." Online Originals [2009]
http://tinyurl.com /m oc3ga.
55 An important point here is that Ricoeur was writing in French, in which the words for
"story” and "history” are the same, "histoire”.
56 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 188.
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knowledge is an interpretation; self-interpretation, in its turn, finds in narrative 

[...] a privileged mediat ion”. W h a t  necessitates narrative identity, in his 

philosophy, is the inevitable discord betv^^een the discontinuity of the changing 

person over time and the perm anent selfhood that means the child and the man 

are the same person in some u^ay. This was a theory introduced in Kant’s Critique 

o f Pure Reason, b u t  because it was not specific to identity, the inevitable tension 

of the perm anent and the mutable self was not really addressed. For Ricoeur, this 

tension, and the tension of idem  and ipse, necessitate the mediating influence of 

narrative, public and private.

Public narratives like novels and histories, published works of all kinds 

from train timetables to the Bible, function as a means by which we define 

ourselves. Our shared plots, which have to do with the idem, privilege certain 

external events in past, future and imagination, and reconfigure them so that they 

contribute to a shared present. This pattern is easiest to see in non-fiction 

narratives, based upon factual data and arranged into some sort of quasi-linear or 

cause-and-effect structure with an overarching metanarrative. Certain elements of 

the data are ignored or elided; certain elements are highlighted, as is in keeping 

with the message of the text. The same pattern exists in fiction writing, with the 

difference that the text is based on imaginary events, so the "reconfiguration” is 

less about suppressing facts or opinions, and more about constructing them.

The narrative is a persistent and ill-understood feature of human nature. 

George Orwell's essay "Why I Write” presents four reasons why people write: ego, 

aesthetics, historical impulse and political agenda. All of these reasons are 

subsections of the impulse to make sense. The very phrase we use -  to make sense 

-  implies that sense is not extrinsic, but must be brought into being by way of 

articulation. Public narratives, Ricoeur believes, exist to create a coherent history 

by means of which we can relate to the present. Myths of creation, for example, 

show each element of the world as part of the whole but as separate entities within 

a great system. Such stories at once unite us to and separate us from what we are 

not, making us more ourselves. In other words, we use the plots we invent to

reconfigure our experiences into viable public selves.

57 Ibid.
58 Im manuel Kant, Critique o f  Pure Reason, trans. and ed. Martin W eigelt (London: Penguin,
2007) §A104, A352.
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Ricoeur is less forthcoming on the temporal experience of the ipse. In The 

Course o f  Recognition he refers to our ongoing struggle for mutual recognition, 

which is “a struggle against misrecognition of others at the same time that it is a 

struggle for the recognition of oneself by others".^^ While this hints at an internal 

consciousness of the necessity of narrative to "the dialectic of order and disorder”, 

demonstrating an awareness of the way our identities engender "second-order 

stories, which are themselves intersections between s t o r i e s " , i t  remains focused 

on the public, interpersonal nature of these intersecting narratives. Importantly, 

however, another, altogether more private form of story-telling exists and is at 

least as important. Referring again to Orwell's essay, Ricoeur claims early on in the 

piece that he had "the lonely child's habit of making up stories" and inhabiting 

realities of his own making. This common trait represents that more private story

telling referred to above. An individual's internal experience of time is anything 

but steady, and when the complicating factors of memory and association come 

into play, it is tempting to say with Nabokov, "1 confess 1 do not believe in Time''.^^ 

We cannot deny the effect of time on physical things, but by the same token, we 

cannot see those effects reflected in any predictable way in our own minds. 

However, we think in a linear fashion, as a rule. The "if...then" paradigm associated 

with linear temporal experience is crucial to human behaviour, which is, at 

survival level, based on a fairly rational analysis of necessity, cause and 

consequence. Because anything above this survival level thought process involves 

reflection, memory and an abstract awareness of the disjunction between inner 

and outer time, a discord arises. Narratives allow us to cobble together the 

inchoate episodes of our lives and fix them into a temporal span, lending them a 

basic if illusory harmony. Wallace challenges this linear temporal inclination in the 

short story "Good Old Neon" from Oblivion, in which the deceased narrator 

explains "Words and chronological time create all these total misunderstandings of 

what's really going on at the most basic level" {Oblivion, 151).

In a Ricoeurian paradigm, then, narratives are devised to impose a 

comprehensible order on otherwise troublingly scattershot lives. Story becomes

59 Paul Ricoeur, The Course o f  Recognition, trans. David Pellaur (M assachusetts, Harvard 
U niversity Press, 2005] 258.
60 Paul Ricoeur, Paul Ricoeur: the H erm eneutics o f  Action, ed. Richard Kearney [London: Sage 
Publications, 1996] 6.
61 Vladimir Nabokov, Speak, M emory [London: Penguin, 2000] 139.

69



the anchor of identity, and understanding of ourselves and those around us as 

characters, stems from this basis. It is not sufficient to say tha t w e  tell each other 

stories in order to present ourselves. We tell ourselves stories in order to locate 

ourselves, w ithout which process the idem gets into trouble because we cannot 

differentiate ourselves from others. In this way the two theories mentioned earlier, 

the conflicted self and the mediating function of narrative, strengthen and enrich 

one another. The clear focus on narrative-performative identity in Broom would be 

taken up in much of Wallace's later work, particularly in the sections in Infinite Jest 

connected with the Alcoholics Anonymous system.

R i c o e u r  IN W a l l a c e

Within ten lines of dialogue in the "cuddling" scene, in which we are introduced to 

Lenore’s relationship with Rick, Lenore says "A story, please" [Broom, 22). The 

offhand nature of the words clearly indicates tha t this is not a new or a rare 

occurrence in their relationship. Rick obliges with the story referred to earlier 

about a man suffering from "second-order vanity", which is characterised by an 

obsessive need to disguise vanity. Like most of his stories, it involves a couple and 

a problem. The stories are essentially a way for Rick to compensate for his sexual 

inadequacy, his belief that he is fated forever to "poke [his] nose into the foyer of 

the Great House of Love, agitate briefly, and make a small mess on the doormat" 

(60). Defecation imagery aside, it remains a disturbing attitude to love, a 

possessive, obsessive need to own. This lack of sexual ability, perceived or actual, 

is a physical manifestation of the fact tha t Rick is not enough for Lenore. The 

overwhelming desire for stability of meaning evinced by Rick, especially in light of 

Lenore’s volatile relationship to language and identity, give rise to an untenably 

constraining relationship, in which Lenore "feel[s] like a butterfly on a board" 

(287). Since he cannot fulfil her -  in other words adequately perform his sexual 

function and so achieve meaning as w hat he wishes to be, which is Lenore's lover -  

he seeks to possess her and so impose meaning on her with him as the referent 

instead of Lenore Sr., whose influence he resents quite fiercely. His quest for 

possession of Lenore jr., apart from his own frequent admission of the desire, is 

characterised by his constant narration of their relationship through the formulaic 

stories he receives for consideration by the Frequent Review, the quarterly
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magazine of which he is pubhsher. They are stories of love, mainly tragic, but 

fulfilling, "stories that are not [his] ow n” in more ways than one (7 4 ) .^ 2

The definition of self by other is repeatedly addressed by Wallace at a 

number of stages in the text, m ost clearly by LaVache and by the Spaniards in their 

family drama. LaVache's argument that “w e are ourselves Other” {Broom, 248) is 

here pointing out the futility and ultimate self-destructiveness of relying too much 

on interpretation, as w e have said, and if w e apply Ricoeur’s theory of identity to 

Lenore's quandary of confused selfhood, she em erges as lacking ipseity in her 

character. In other words, her reliance on the stories of others is too strong, and 

she has not yet created a story of herself. Her confusion, in this reading, is perfectly 

natural: by means of the zrfem-identity w e can use the stories and speech-acts of 

others to relate to our own experiences and further solidify our /pse-identity. 

However, the stories of others cannot be used to create  an /pse-identity, and as 

such, over-reliance on external narratives renders a character one-sided and 

dysfunctional.

Stories, in Broom, mostly occur in or around Lenore and Rick, and in the 

case of the therapy-addicted Spaniard family. Lenore's relationship with Rick is 

founded on stories; she, searching for a centre to her character, seeks by her 

pursuit of narrative to make sense of the world, which seem s to her to be entirely 

made up of narrative. In this she would be applauded by W ittgenstein and 

challenged by Ricoeur. The understanding of the self is inescapably mediated by 

our interaction with signs and symbols; to this extent W ittgenstein’s assertion that 

w e are only what can be said of us fits with Ricoeur’s view. However, w hile the self 

is greatly influenced by and dependent upon the circumstances in which it exists 

and functions, it is not a pure function of external influences. Lenore devours the 

stories Rick tells her, seeking herself in them. Rick, by contrast, the publisher and 

writer, seeks to write a satisfying story about himself, with Lenore as the heroine. 

Dotted throughout the novel appear a number of abortive stories w ritten by Rick 

about the character Monroe Fieldbinder -  a thinly-veiled version of him self -  a sort 

of hard-boiled detective figure with a wry sm ile and a mysterious past. The stories

62 In v iew  of this phrase, it appears that Boswell's assertion  that the stories Rick tells are in 
fact w ritten by him is w ithout foundation; there is one ep isod e in which Rick gives Lenore a story  
he has written, but he explicitly states m ore than once that the stories he tells her are received  
subm issions.
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are extremely formulaic, lacking in direction or originality, which indicates the 

same Ricoeurian malady as Lenore: an unbalanced zdem-identity. However, where 

Lenore searches for her self-determination in the language games of her great

grandmother, Rick seeks to bend language to his will to fashion the part of him that 

is missing and to generate a personal narrative in which Lenore becomes the only 

external referent, the only context. This is not to say that Wallace's stories are 

specifically illustrative, but it is interesting tha t he uses internally-framed 

narratives to investigate the uses of narrative itself.

Rick's possessive attachment to Lenore is a kind of relationship that recurs 

throughout Wallace's writing, in which one party seeks to dominate the other. This 

dynamic does not allow for communication, but tries to collapse identities into 

each other. In the final analysis, both Rick and Lenore are using stories to define 

Lenore: Rick so that he can control her, Lenore so tha t she can be free.

In this context, it is particularly notable that as Lenore's self-assurance -  or 

what Ricoeur would call her attestation^^ -  grows over the course of the novel, her 

desire to hear stories grows less. When she and Rick are in the G.O.D, late in the 

novel, he offers her a story, which she rejects. Once she embarks on a relationship 

with Lang, the incidence of stories is remarkably low. Having located her self and 

claimed, as discussed earlier, the identity of Lenore Beadsman -  making, as Dr. Jay 

points out to a distraught Rick, the symbol of herself real "because its reference is 

real" [Broom, 346) -  Lenore no longer feels the overwhelming need to be narrated. 

In other words, because Lenore has a self to which the name Lenore can refer 

independently of w hat is said about her, she has located the ipseity that was 

lacking when she relied on Rick for validation.

In contrast to Lenore, Rick's reliance on stories grows throughout the novel. 

Before Lenore's quest for her great-grandmother begins, Rick has supplanted his 

need for ipseity by focusing on Lenore as the centre of his life. As the tale 

progresses and Lenore begins to move away from him, Rick becomes more and 

more inert, and is thus reduced, in a Ricoeurian sense, from the state of a person to 

the state of a character, a reduction that is explicitly prefigured in the family drama

63 Attestation is the balance o f the idem  and the ipse. More specifically, it is the b elie f o f a 
character in herself, which cannot be verified by empirical investigation or extrinsic proof, but is 
based on confidence. Ricoeur introduced the term in Oneself as Another  (21 -23), the published  
version  of his Gifford Lecture series.
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enacted by the Spaniards. The difference between character and person is defined 

by the ability to initiate action and generate genuine emotion, as well as the feeling 

of independent selfhood. This is reflected in the text in the increasing reliance 

displayed by Rick on external narratives, either in the context of his relationship 

with Lenore, where he clings to them as an increasingly ineffective means of 

controlling her, or in his private life, where he retreats further into his Fieldbinder 

stories and grows more and more interested in his dreams. When, in Part 2 of the 

novel, he is faced with Lenore's freedom from his "network”, as Dr. Jay puts it, Rick 

refers to Lenore as "the object of [his] adoration and the complete reference and 

telos of every action" [Broom, 347], and so when Lenore removes herself from that 

central position (this action elevating her from character to person) Rick is left 

without a solid identity. Following this, he enters into a relationship with Mindy, 

the cipher of Lang's abandonment, a perfect candidate for his narrative definition 

and consequent possession. It is telling that the final scene of the novel is one 

between Mindy and Rick, in which they are discussing whether or not he will tell 

her about Lenore and Lang. Rick’s constant narration of life continues to the end: 

ultimately, ironically [at least in relation to Ricoeur) his obsessive reliance on 

narrative is the defining feature of Rick’s character and the thing that gives him the 

ipseity he needs for balance. Rick turns out to be literally incapable of solitude. 

While Lenore achieves self-actualisation, and so ceases to rely on narration, able 

instead merely to use it, Rick must always have someone to tell. As such it is fitting 

that Rick should close the novel by explaining to Mindy: "You can trust me [...] I’m 

a man of my" [467), cut off before he can say "word". These two relationships 

illustrate successful and unsuccessful love [in the sense in which it is used in the 

title of this thesis): Lenore and Andy are two individuals sharing a relationship, 

which allows them to communicate successfully; Rick is the dominant character in 

his relationship and so he speaks at, and not with, Mindy. Although his character 

will never become a person, Rick finds an unstable security with the vacuous 

Mindy, and Lenore is free to pursue her independent ipseity with the "blond 

bestower of validity” [Broom, 347). The progress of their relationship is 

appropriately silent.
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R o r t y

Richard Rorty was a fashionable thinker in the late twentieth century. He 

distinguished between philosophy as a pursuit (of which he approved) and 

Philosophy as an academic discipline (of which he was critical, even scathing). 

Rorty followed a similar trajectory of thought to Wittgenstein’s, moving from the 

position that all philosophical problems are mere problems of language to a 

conviction that language is a system of contingencies. He, however, took this one 

step further, holding that the search for truth was the primary obstacle to 

philosophical equilibrium because it was a social construct. Truth, in a pragmatic 

paradigm, is "manifested and pluralized by processes of communication’’̂ '*; it is not 

something to be discovered, but something to be made.^^ In his influential 1979 

book Philosophy and the Mirror o f Nature, Rorty argued that the difficulties of 

philosophy arise from the misguided conviction that language did, or aimed to, 

represent reality as a m irror -  that, indeed, it should share with reality, as 

Wittgenstein maintained in the Tractatus, a common mode of expression.^^ Rorty 

gestured in much of his foundational thinking towards the writing of Wittgenstein, 

but extended the social nature of language to interrogate ideas of truth and 

knowledge from a neopragmatic perspective.

Rorty held tha t the traditional aims of philosophy -  to determine the cosmic 

truth of questions of moral and material import and, in the case of epistemology, to 

legitimate mankind’s claims to uniqueness and to knowledge -  were erroneous 

and self-defeating. Modern epistemology, in particular, was as much an effort to 

legitimate philosophical enquiry as to legitimate the claims arising from such 

investigation. Rorty holds tha t not only is there no discoverable (and the key is 

discovery, after all) Truth, bu t that the problems that Philosophy was trying to deal

64 Lenore Langsdorf and Andrew R. Smith, "The Voice of Pragmatism in Contemporary 
Philosophy of Communication", in Recovering Pragmatism's Voice: the Classical Tradition, Rorty and 
the Philosophy o f Communication, ed. Lenore Langsdorf and Andrew R. Smith [New York: SUNY 
Press, 1995] 10.
65 Arguably, Rorty may be read as an heir to W ittgenstein’s idea of language as praxis as 
mediated by the work of Pierre Bourdieu, who Ivan Snook argues sought to de-intellectualise the 
study of language and recognise it as serving "essentially practical ends”. "Language, Truth and 
Power: Bourdieu’s Ministerium", in An Introduction to the Work o f Pierre Bourdieu: the Practice o f  
Theory, ed. Richard Marker, Cheleen Mahar and Chris Wilkes (London: Macmillan Press, 1990] 160- 
179. Bourdieu’s work on the practical philosophy of language mediates som e of the oppositions 
between Rorty and Wittgenstein.
66 Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logic-Philosophicus, §2.12, 2.2.
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with were in fact illusory, or, more precisely, were direct consequences of the 

paradigms under which they were being investigated. In Rorty's own words, as 

Philosophy evolved, "philosophical problems appeared, disappeared, or changed 

shape, as a result of new assumptions or vocabularies”.̂ '̂  To put it simply, 

philosophical problems are the direct offshoot of Philosophical vocabularies. Since 

different vocabularies are incommensurable, Rorty uses the term "edification” to 

mean the project of finding new and better vocabularies, which "may consist in the 

hermeneutic activity of making connections between our own culture and some 

exotic culture or historical period [...] but may instead consist in the 'poetic' 

activity of thinking up such new aims”.^̂  The point of this project of edification, he 

goes on to suggest, is "to keep the conversation going rather than to find objective 

truth”.69

One of the central elements of Rortian pragmatism'^° is the notion of "anti- 

representationalism", which challenges one of the central tenets of realist 

philosophy: the idea that the mind is similar to a mirror, accurately reflecting the 

state of the world as it is in some extra-perceptual sense. Rorty traces the 

development of this idea of the ocular mind in Philosophy and the Mirror o f Nature, 

w here he posits that Man’s "glassy essence” is an invention of the seventeenth- 

century western intellectual. Describing a thought-experiment with "Antipodeans” 

-  people who appear to be like humans but do not experience in the way humans 

do, or rather, do not express themselves the way we do -  Rorty proposes that we 

cannot know whether they are the same as us or w hether we have privileged 

access and they do not. The Antipodeans, he suggests, describe their experiences 

(pain being the one used most frequently) in neurological terms, and do not 

understand the concept of "feel”. How, Rorty asks, do they know themselves? How 

do we know that they know themselves? If their pain is described in exclusively 

neurological terms, how then can they have a reflective mind? Rorty goes on to

67 Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror o f  Nature  (Oxford: Blackwell, 1980] xiii.
68  Ibid., 360.
69 Ibid., 367.
70 Rorty has been term ed a pragmatist, a neopragm atist and a linguistic pragm atist by
different critics. However, the scope o f this study does not include a detailed analysis o f Rorty's 
w hole philosophy, but rather explores its place in W allace's philosophy of com m unication. As such, 
the term  pragm atist w ill be used alone, with the cavea t  that it is not intended to im ply that Rorty is 
a sim ple pragmatist, but that his w ork forms part of a pluralistic d iscourse denoted  by the broad 
term  pragmatism.
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dismiss the idea of incorrigible knowledge and the concept tha t there must exist 

some external reality that presents itself to us for us to register, feel and expressJ^ 

There follows the explicit development of Rorty's epistemological behaviourism as 

an alternative to the traditional theories of identity based on the "glassy essence" 

paradigm. Later, in The Consequences o f  Pragmatism, Rorty explains how the 

rejection of the ocular metaphor in favour of the more pragmatic epistemological 

behaviourism maps on to his discussion of pragmatist versus realist. The 

pragmatist’s view is tha t the mind mediates the world, where the realist's view is 

that the mind mirrors the world. Rorty contends tha t we have no way of knowing 

w hether this is the case, but is unperturbed by his ignorance, explaining that the 

problem is irrelevant, because even if the mind were a mirror, "can one ever 

appeal to non-linguistic knowledge in philosophical a r g u m e n t ? " . ^ ^  jn  other words, 

the problems we see, w hether or not we see them clearly, must be articulated by 

means of a vocabulary. Rorty’s question is markedly evocative both of 

Wittgenstein’s articulation of limits and Derrida’s infamous maxim "il n'y a pas de 

h o r s - t e x t e ” ,'^ 3  carries with it the pragmatic implication that the question of 

w hether or not our knowledge of the world is objectively accurate is ultimately 

irrelevant, and tha t our focus should be on efficacy rather than accuracy. The 

question, Rorty proposes, is w hether philosophy should seek universal "natural 

starting points”, or whether "all philosophy should do is compare and contrast 

cultural traditions”.’̂'* The mirroring notion, which Rorty challenges most strongly 

in part two of Philosophy and the Mirror o f  Nature, is a deconstruction that would 

prove very important to Wallace’s philosophy, both in his early work, as we will 

see shortly, and later on in his career.

Rorty's pragmatism arose out of the tradition of classical pragmatism 

developed by Dewey and Peirce, among others.'^^ Classical pragmatism, as the

71 Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror o f  Nature, 88-97.
72 Richard Rorty, The Consequences o f Pragmatism  [Sussex: The Harvester Press Limited,
1982} xxxvi.
73 Derrida, OfGrammatology, 158-9.
74 Rorty, The Consequences of Pragmatism, xxxvli.
75 The work of Charles Sanders Peirce, in fact, links many of Wallace’s philosophical concerns.
Peirce’s writing encompassed pragmatic philosophy and the philosophy of communication -  in
both of which fields he is regarded as a founder -  as well as early work in both formal logic and 
transfinite mathematics, all of which were direct influences on Wallace’s work. Peirce is not 
discussed in detail in this thesis, as he is not directly referenced in Wallace’s work, but his influence 
on Wallace’s work merits consideration by other scholars.
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name would suggest, is more phenomenological than epistemological or 

ontological; that is, it is concerned more with experience than with knowledge or 

truth. It is not, however contiguous with the discipline of phenomenology (as 

exemplified by Ricoeur’s work on time and narrative, for example) by the direction 

of its intent: pragmatism is results-oriented, assessing theories by their 

consequences, and so motivated by observable outcomes ra ther than the "tyranny 

of method".^^ However, Rortian pragmatism diverges from its classical roots in 

several ways, particularly in its disdain for metaphysics and its replacement of the 

subject with an ethnocentric sensibility. Lenore Langsdorf suggests that the 

fundamental divergence in the conception of communication as on the one hand 

based in poiesis (classical) and on the other based in praxis (Rortian).

Rorty’s radical (neo)pragmatism earned him a reputation tha t broke the 

traditional boundaries of the academic world, making him more accessible to the 

non-academic philosopher, but it also aroused the suspicion of members of the 

academic community, and gained the label of "anti-philosopher". Rorty maintained 

that his position did not render philosophy itself useless, but advised that instead 

of seeking to solve philosophical questions, we should seek to restate them in 

another vocabulary, thereby dissolving them. The concept of different vocabularies 

owes much to the early Wittgensteinian concept, discussed earlier, of language 

games, but Rorty takes the idea further, maintaining that society itself consists of a 

vocabulary, and proposes a paradigm he calls "epistemological behaviourism”, 

which explains "rationality and epistemic authority by reference to what society 

lets us say, instead of the latter by reference to the former".^^ This paradigm 

results in a form of pragmatism that accepts the ambiguities and limitations of 

philosophical inquiry, but instead of giving the pursuit up as a bad job and turning 

to hedonism, which might seem like the obvious choice, Rorty turns the outcome 

on its head, proposing that consequent on this fact, knowledge becomes a process 

of social construction, a linguistic project of sorts, and as such is limited only by the

76 Isaac Catt, "The Cash-Value of Communication: And Interpretation of W illiam James”, in 
Langsdorf and Smith, Recovering Pragm atism 's Voice, 106. Pragmatism assigns value to theories on  
a consequential basis; this is not to suggest that it im putes the consequence as causative, as fatalism  
does. W allace provided a linguistic refutation of Richard Taylor's "Fatalism" vi îth his undergraduate 
thesis, Fate, Time and Language.
77 Lenore Langsdorf, "Philosophy of Language and Philosophy of Communication: Poiesis and 
Praxis in Classical Pragm atism ”, in Langsdorf and Smith, Recovering Pragm atism 's Voice, 195-211 .
78 Rorty, Philosophy and the M irror o f  Nature, 174.
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vocabularj^ amid which the process takes place. For Rorty, the most important 

thing is to keep the conversation going. He assumed what his colleague E.D. Hirsch 

called

a radical view in epistemology. That radical position, 

once stated, offered endless opportunities for writing 

ever more on the subject—for continually responding to 

technical attacks, with much fun in the doing, and with a 

guarantee of ongoing labor. If somebody criticizes such 

a position on a technical point then one can concede 

something and modify one’s position slightly, or one can 

attack with counterarguments, or one can expatiate a 

new direction and on and on.

In other words, Rortian pragmatism involves a self-perpetuating but always 

reactive dialogic project.

In view of what Rorty sees as the incommensurability of different 

vocabularies, he is forced to view truth and knowledge as constructs of whatever 

vocabulary is seeking them. A corollary of this view, however, is that each 

vocabulary phrases its own inescapable problems. This is a view Rorty clarifies in 

Contingency, Irony and Solidarity, in the section entitled "The Contingency of 

Language”. Throughout this section, Rorty discusses the nature of truth as a 

property of statements, not of facts; for example, the colour of an object is not true 

or false, but the s tatem ent tha t such an object is blue has the property of truth or 

falsehood.^o He argues further that language is made, not discovered, and as such, 

truth is a creation, not an extrinsic reality. He sums it up most definitely in the 

following sentence: "since truth is a property of sentences, since sentences are

79 E.D. Hirsch, "Rorty and the Priority of Democracy to Philosophy". New Literary History 39:1 
(Winter 2008] 41.
80 This distinction hearkens back to W ittgenstein’s Tractatus, and Rorty calls on Wittgenstein 
several times throughout this chapter. The communal nature of meaning implicit in this outlook 
also echoes W ittgenstein’s theory of communal meaning, expressed later in Philosophical 
Investigations. However, it would be inaccurate to call Rorty a Wittgensteinian. Rather, he 
investigates and accepts some of W ittgenstein’s theories, along with the theories of Peirce, Dewey 
and Heidegger, as foundational to his own.
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dependent for their existence on vocabularies and since vocabularies are made by 

human beings, so are tru ths”.̂ ^

In their essay "On Ethnocentric Truth and Pragmatic Justice”, Andrev^^ Smith 

and Leonard Shyles address the idea of "this speaking one’s truth".^^ "phis essay 

articulates not only the philosophical weakness of extrinstic truth, but its 

experientially problematic nature: speaking what one believes to be the truth can 

invite suffering of all kinds, as any number of histories attest. Further, Smith and 

Shyles identify a significant corollary of contingent truth. It is not merely the case 

tha t "speaking one’s truth" can be difficult in one’s own time; there are also 

multiple instances in which "one person’s perception and expression of truth was 

ridiculed and invalidated by his or her contemporary community or inquirers -  or 

inquisitionists -  only to be validated and praised in the future by persons who 

investigated the same, or similar, issues”.

In response to the situation of contingent truth, Rorty describes the kind of 

person who can cope with it: the Liberal Ironist. The Liberal Ironist does not 

expect rational answers, much less "right” answers, to complex moral questions -  

there  is no "order beyond time and change which both determines the point of 

human existence and establishes a hierarchy”.̂ "̂  Instead of worrying about the 

Truth as extrinsic, awaiting discovery, the Liberal Ironist seeks coping strategies 

for the world as it appears to her.

The conditions for ironism are laid out in Contingency, Irony and Solidarity 

as follows:

1. She has radical and continuing doubts about the final 

vocabulary she currently uses, because she has been 

impressed by other vocabularies, vocabularies taken as 

final by people or books she has encountered;

2. She realizes that argument phrased in her present 

vocabulary can neither underwrite nor dissolve these 

doubts;

81 Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony and Solidarity  (London: Cambridge University Press,
1989) 21.
82 A ndrew  R. Smith and Leonard Shyles, "On Ethnocentric Truth and Pragmatic Justice”, in
Langsdorf and Smith, Recovering Pragm atism 's Voice, 71.
83 Ibid.
84  Rorty, Contingency, Irony and Solidarity, xv.
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3. Insofar as she philosophizes about her situation, she 

does not think that her vocabulary is closer to reality than 

others'; tha t it is in touch with a power not herself.^^

This state of mind is a destabilising one, as Rorty admits, since it can put "ironists" 

in danger of becoming w hat Sartre called "meta-stable”;^̂  that is, unable to take 

themselves or anything seriously because of their acute awareness that they and 

the world are mediated by language and that nothing about them cannot be 

restated and so changed. However, Rorty glosses over this, appearing to assume 

that any ironist will be sufficiently "meta-stable” to realise that the cause of her 

discomfort [the lack of a stable self} is merely the result of a subconscious reliance 

on the metaphysical notion of the extrinsic self. Ultimately, Rorty sees the 

personality of the Liberal Ironist as the only truly viable character in a world 

where incommensurable vocabularies and constructed truth are accepted as the 

norm.

The two ideas outlined above are the ones that most directly bear on 

Wallace's work, but Rorty's philosophy as a whole is the one that Wallace seems to 

return to most frequently over the course of his career. Throughout Broom and a 

good deal of Wallace's later work -  both fiction and non-fiction -  the ideas of 

pragmatism recur time and again. That is not to say that Wallace was a disciple of 

Rorty’s, but rather tha t the apparent outcomes of his investigations, political, social 

and linguistic, often echo Rorty's neopragmatic perspective. Having said that, there 

are significant points of departure  that allow for a vision of Wallace as a thinker in 

his own right. Having interrogated the philosophical questions arising in daily life, 

Wallace appears to favour the view that instead of finding the answers to the 

questions that plague us, we should simply find ways to cope, to accept the 

confusions and flaws we cannot escape.

R o r t y  IN W a l l a c e

85 Ibid., 73. Rorty’s idea o f the Liberal ironist takes much from Kierkegaard’s idea of the ironic 
subject, w herein  he proposed  that such a subject w ould be out o f step w ith his ow n generation, 
reflecting critically on his ow n milieu. See S0ren Kierkegaard, "The Concept o f Irony”, in The 
Essential K ierkegaard, ed. Howard V. and Edna H. Hong (N ew  Jersey: Princeton University Press, 
2000] 24-28.
86 Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness, trans. Hazel E. Barnes. (London: Methuen and Co., 
1972] 57-60.
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The two ideas explored in the previous section are strongly present in The Broom 

o f the System. Firstly, the concept of created truth is one of Lenore's critical 

discoveries along her journey of self-creation. It is Lenore’s desperation for 

immutable truth tha t frustrates her capacity to live contentedly. I suggest that this 

is a crucial secondary function of the antinomies mentioned earlier in this chapter; 

by highlighting the instability of language -  and, in Rortian terms, posing some of 

the inevitable problems that arise v\/ithin a specific vocabulary (the vocabulary in 

which Lenore is seeking self-validation) -  the antinomies serve to hint to Lenore 

tha t simple and unalterable truth is a hollow aim. Lenore must instead learn to 

cope with the incomprehensible and the merely bizarre. Rorty’s point about the 

creation of truth, as opposed to its discovery, is borne out by Lenore's eventual 

adaptation to plurality and mutability. It is this that allows her to lay 

incontrovertible claim to her identity. Lenore does not locate her identity, or locate 

the truth about the disappearance of her great-grandmother and the other inmates 

of Shaker Heights Nursing Home. Rather, she constructs a vocabulary in which 

their disappearance is a fact instead of a problem, and in which she can manage the 

challenges to her personal stability.

A second instance of the communal construction of truth in The Broom o f  

the System  comes in the shape of the otherwise baffling Vlad the Impaler, Lenore’s 

peculiar pet bird. Vlad’s sudden acquisition of language is one of the central 

mysteries of the plot. It turns out that Stonecipheco, the Beadsman family business, 

is testing baby food with pineal-gland additives, which foster the rapid 

development of linguistic skills in young children. The problem with this, which 

Vlad embodies, is that the acquisition of a language without understanding its 

function and context can lead to misuse of that language, with -  in this case -  comic 

results. Vlad literally parrots words and phrases he has heard spoken, but with no 

concept of their meaning or value. Because his early experiences with language are 

a combination of Candy and Lenore’s loose banter, Candy's frequent, formulaic 

breakups and their landlady’s religious outbursts, Vlad comes out with sentences 

tha t fit quite neatly into the evangelical vocabulary. The viewers of the Rev. Sykes 

Show take Vlad’s frequently obscure statements as evidence of divine inspiration. 

The whole Vlad subplot initially appears a ridiculous conceit, but viewed in light of 

this vocabulary theory it begins to make sense. Vlad’s words have no intention
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behind them, but within the vocabulary of the television show, his words take on a 

significance peculiar to the circumstances. The Vlad scenario also highlights what 

Rorty would regard as the misguided tendency to seek extrinsic (in this case 

divine) meaning in things tha t manifestly lack intentional significance, such as a 

cockatiel whose language centre has been stimulated into imitating words the rest 

of his brain does not comprehend.

Besides the subplot of Vlad the Impaler, clashing vocabularies are ever

present in the text, from the fraternity house argot of the Amherst boys in the 

beginning to the gulf-bridging stories that Rick tells Lenore. Wallace's peculiar skill 

with voice enabled him to highlight, even at the beginning of his career, the various 

and conflicting ways we use language: to identify or differentiate, to soothe or 

inflame, reveal or conceal. This would be the primary concern of his writing over 

the two decades that followed: the unbridgeable chasms between what is said, 

what is heard and what is meant, as well as the im portant question that Rorty does 

not address, of deceit, intentional or otherwise. Rorty’s failure to address the 

implications of deceit here is interesting, though not uncommon. As David Simpson 

observed in "Lying, Liars and Language", "Lying is a form of behaviour which 

receives relatively little attention as a feature of linguistic interaction (other than 

as a moral aberration)”.®̂ However, Wallace explores deceit in great detail, in 

Broom and later in his career. Perhaps the most memorable clash of vocabulary 

and honesty comes during Lenore's meeting with her brother LaVache, whose 

approach to truth is comical but telling. LaVache, as mentioned earlier, calls a 

phone a "lymph node” to avoid talking to his family.

This manipulation of language conforms to a Wittgensteinian analysis, as 

mentioned earlier, particularly as regards the use of non-sense and shifting 

referents, but extends also to challenge Rorty's assumption of vocabularies. In 

LaVache’s "final vocabulary", he refers to an object whose name (within the 

vocabulary of his upbringing and society) he knows, by another name of his own 

choosing, which refers back to Wittgenstein's concept of a private vocabulary, as 

earlier discussed. As such, when his father asks if he has a phone, LaVache claims 

that he is not lying. However, this begs the question of intentionality. If LaVache

87 David Simpson, "Lying, Liars and Language". Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 
52:3 (September 1992]: 623, h ttp ://w w w .istor.org/stab le/21Q 8211.
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understands his father's intention when he asks whether his son has a phone, and 

replies in the negative, which negative holds true in his private vocabulary, though 

not, as he is aware, in the social vocabulary his father is speaking, is he not 

intentionally deceiving his father? This is a problem thrown up by Rorty’s theory 

of vocabularies, which was never addressed by him but which Wallace highlighted 

in a number of ways. Rorty allowed for no hierarchy of vocabularies, and as such, 

instead of rendering communication clearer in its contingency, he complicates it 

further by allowing it to be utterly malleable. It seems from Wallace's treatment of 

the theme, here and elsewhere, that he believed, if not in total stability, then at 

least in the necessity for an accepted vocabulary. If we can reasonably assume that 

we share sufficient common ground with our interlocutors to foster meaningful 

communication, then the social construction of truth is feasible. However, if our 

vocabularies become so tractable that we can never know what is intended even 

on a concrete level, we can never hope to communicate meaningfully and so never 

construct any kind of truth.^^

The fact that it is a phone that Wallace uses to suggest the monumental 

instability of Rorty's theory underscores the relevance of the passage to 

understanding communication; because he refuses to call a phone a phone (i.e. to 

enter into the social vocabulary], LaVache's family is unable to communicate with 

him. The scene between Lenore and LaVache highlights this repeatedly in 

LaVache's offhand treatment of language and meaning, even in his demurral on the 

nature of "work". In response to Lenore’s question of whether her roommate 

"seduced" LaVache, he tells her "a really important part of being here is learning 

how to lie. 'Strategic misrepresentation', we call it" [Broom, 237). Later in the same 

scene, LaVache responds to Lenore with the words "all sorts of different truths in 

that statement" [252) which seems a fairly open reference to Rorty's conception of 

constructed and multifaceted truth. By means of this scene specifically, and the

88 This is an exaggerated representation o f Rorty’s opposition to truth; he w as not so much 
anarchically anti-truth as m erely uninterested in truth because it is not efficacious. Christopher 
Norris points out that Rorty is less trenchant than jean Baudrillard, w ho m aintained an "extreme 
oppositional stance toward every last truth claim ”. Norris, W hat’s W rong With Postm odernism , 165. 
Norris argues that Rorty and Baudrillard do share an im portant anti-hierarchical aspect that fits 
w ith predom inant postm odernist objections to orders of knowledge; however, w here Baudrillard is 
deconstructive [i.e., in terested  in dism antling erroneous assum ptions o f m etanarrative authority), 
Rorty is pragm atic (i.e., concerned w ith finding a practical alternative to the fallen en lightenm ent 
m etanarratives]. Thus, w hile their perspectives are sim ilar in regard to hierarchy, their goals are 
quite different.
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whole conceit of the book, Wallace both proposes and undermines the outcome of 

Rorty’s dogma of pragmatism.

Lenore’s obsessive focus on determination and definition gives way to a 

desire merely to manage the spasmodic weirdness of modernity, which maps well 

on to Rorty’s advice for life, but because the vocabulary in which she and others 

are operating is unfixed and unpredictable (witness the crossed lines of 

communication in the offices of Frequent & Vigorous), she cannot manage even 

this. Rorty's position is undermined by his lack of attention to the philosophical 

implications of the wilful falsehoods perpetrated by almost everyone in the world.

Despite the mysteries unfolding chaotically around her, Lenore’s search is 

for herself more than her great-grandmother. The conditions for ironism were laid 

out earlier in this section, and Lenore fulfils all of these criteria, but she falls into 

the danger mentioned earlier of Sartrean meta-stability, reaching the other side of 

ironism. Her awareness of incompatible vocabularies ceases to be helpful to her 

and becomes problematic in itself, ultimately making her "a character in a story 

who’s terribly afraid that she’s really nothing more than a character in a story” 

(McCaffery, "Interview", 142). Being so aware of her own contingency and the 

contingency of others makes Lenore a cipher in her own eyes. She is mistrustful of 

her own self-image because the final vocabulary she currently uses is not one of 

her own creation and is consequently uncomfortable and insufficient. She does not 

trust her own capacity to work, or rather talk, her way out of the existential mire 

into which she feels she has wandered because she does not have any way of 

thinking about her thinking, as LaVache points out when they are discussing the 

antinomy of the barber (again evoking Wittgenstein, and indeed Russell, by way of 

Derrida).

Finally, Lenore is unconvinced of the reality, not only of her vocabulary, as 

Rorty suggests, but of her very identity, as shown in a rap session with Dr. Jay, 

when she makes clear that she does not believe her life is any more real to her than 

is the life of a character in a story of Rick's to the character [Broom, 116-122). In 

other words, Lenore is concerned that she is real to herself only to the same extent 

that a character in a story is real to itself within the confines of the story. If 

Lenore’s life is only, after all, all that can be said about it, how can she be sure she 

is real? This problem is most clearly stated in the above scene, but arises several
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times throughout the novel, in Lenore’s existential instability, in Rick’s incapacity 

to v^rite his own story satisfactorily, in the rather clunky imagery of crossed wires 

and in the  pineal-gland food subplot, where the stimulation of vocabulary without 

understanding lurks as an underlying moral swamp.

The irony implicit in Lenore’s meta-stable condition -  that she is, of course, 

a character in a story -  highlights the question of fiction’s interaction with reality 

(typically, for Wallace, without offering guidance as to an answer). This boundary 

is explored by Peter Lamarque in his essay "Fiction and Reality”, in which he 

discusses the paradox, central to literature, that, despite knowing that fictional 

characters are just that, we "acquire beliefs about them and even argue about their 

true na tu re”. L a m a r q u e  argues that the difference between a human character 

and a fictional character is merely the plane of revelation. That is to say, the 

character is a set of abstract qualities. Both a human character and a fictional one 

comprise such qualities, but where the human character becomes manifest in 

behaviours, the fictional character is "a set of properties identified by descriptions 

under the conventions of storytelling”.^̂  By formulating his argument along these 

lines, Lamarque sidesteps the issue of existence -  that is, the difference between a 

real person and a fictional one. His argument regarding character invokes this 

division, but evades the central point of controversy: this difference is intuitively 

qualitatively obvious, but only insofar as we can trus t our perception. This is 

precisely the concern expressed by Lenore as to whether her life consisted only of 

w hat might be said about it. It also links Rorty’s liberal ironism with Ricoeur's 

differentiation of character from person by the term attestation, discussed in the 

last section. Interestingly, resolution is offered in the novel in a somewhat ironic 

form: the plane of Lenore's existence ceases to trouble her and she comes to accept 

her personhood. However, Lenore’s acceptance of her autonomous existence 

within a fictional system problematises the idea of autonomous existence within 

any system, closing the novel not with a resolution, but with a transfer of the 

original problem.

Though pervasive in The Broom o f the System, Rortian tropes are secondary 

here to Wittgensteinian ones. This is not always so; Rorty is a much stronger

89 Peter Lamarque, "Fiction and Reality", in Philosophy and L iterature  (Scotland: Aberdeen  
U niversity Press, 1983] 52.
90 Ibid., 69.
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presence in Wallace's later work too, both in his insistent interrogation of the 

construction of truth and identity throughout his fiction and non-fiction and in his 

use of story, and narrative voice in particular, to problematise perceived truth. 

Furthermore, one of the most important features of Wallace’s later work was the 

contingency of identity on self-presentation. The search for a meaningful self is 

most in evidence in Wallace's short fiction, but pervaded Infinite Jest and the non

fiction as well. The construction of a suitable vocabulary was of primary 

importance to Wallace, but w here he perhaps outstripped Rorty was in his 

treatm ent of the unravelling of mendacious vocabularies by means of a skeletal 

narrative, where errors and flaws in a vocabulary reveal the underlying truth. In 

this vein, Rorty's influential Philosophy and the Mirror o f Nature provides the title 

of one of Wallace's more harrowing short stories. This story, the slow, unsettling 

revelation of a disturbed and disturbing character, unfolds in fits and starts, 

consistent with this "skeletal narrative” structure, which is also visible in 

embryonic form throughout Broom. This structure, one of the defining features of 

Wallace’s fiction, combines Wittgensteinian attention to error with Rortian 

mistrust of received truth to create a narrative style that presents unfiltered 

experience in as raw a way as possible, leaving it to the reader to fill in the copious 

blanks. This is in evidence in Broom, where at no point does the story reach, or 

even approach, a satisfactory conclusion. Rather, the events are presented by a 

number of distinct voices and we draw  our own conclusions. Is Gramma Beadsman 

alive or dead? Will the pineal-gland baby-food be allowed? What happened to John, 

anyway? These questions are all left to our fancy; just as we construct meaningful 

temporal experience out of impersonal cosmic time, just as our truth depends on 

our interpretation of symbols, so too does the truth of the novel.

C o n c l u s i o n

Boswell calls Broom "first and foremost a work of metafiction''.^^ While Wallace 

certainly interrogates the workings of fiction, it is perhaps more useful to think of 

Broom as "meta-metafiction”, as Larry McCaffery suggested of "Westward the 

Course of Empire Takes its Way". More specifically still. Broom uses metafictional 

devices, like story-telling and sudden perspective shifts, in the context of an

91 Boswell, Understanding D avid Foster Wallace, 31.
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investigation into the u^orkings of language as a v^hole; fiction and stories are a 

mere subsection of the novel’s actual remit. It is im portant to note Wallace's 

mistrust of metafiction as leading inevitably to the demise of literature, a view he 

articulated in the essay "E Unibus Pluram" [Supposedly, 21-82) and the McCaffery 

interview. Wallace’s open desire to move forward from the generation of writers 

who had come before, to re turn  literature to its mediating function as a bridge 

between complex reality and confused interiority, does not sit well with the 

inward-directed quest of metafiction’s self-revelation. Rather, Broom sees the 

exploration of the (possibly apocalyptic) limits of metafictional experimentation.

Broom, foremost among all of Wallace’s work, is marked by Wallace’s 

tendency to first posit philosophical questions, and then literalise or in some way 

embody them, either narratively or structurally. For example, the metafictional 

devices embody the postmodernist self-reflexivity that troubled Wallace in a 

structural form; Norman Bombardini and Rick respectively represent unbalanced 

ipse and idem strands in a narrative incarnation, and Lenore is a narrative 

literalisation of excessive Rortian pragmatism. This literalisation is part of a 

process of investigation: Wallace presents a hypothesis in narrative or structural 

form, testing the literalised hypothetical product to retrospectively postulate 

causality. This has elements in common with abductive reasoning, which was part 

of the classical pragmatism of Charles Pierce that Rorty both embraces and 

repudiates. Abductive reasoning takes an effect and retrospectively estimates the 

cause. Significantly, this kind of reasoning was integral to the doctrine of fatalism 

Wallace challenged in Fate, Time and Language. The difference between abductive 

reasoning and fatalism is the pragmatic outlook: in fatalism, the occurrence of B 

necessitates the cause A, whereas in pragmatism, the occurrence B suggests the 

cause A. Therefore, even Wallace’s early technical philosophy shows inclinations 

towards a pragmatic outlook rather than a staunchly causative one.

The "direct and immediate concern with fiction-making itself’ that Larry 

McCaffery said characterises the metafictionist,^^ though present in Broom, is 

superseded by a much more pressing concern: how to live in a linguistically 

unstable world. Wallace explores, and indeed exploits, the conventions of

92 Larry McCaffery, "The Art o f M etafiction”, in Metafiction,  ed. Mark Currie (N ew  York: 
Longman, 1995] 182.
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metafiction, but does not allow the work to be overwhelmed by its 

metafictionality. Rather, it is the contention of this study that Broom is less a work 

of metafiction than a work that interrogates metafiction by means of its own 

devices, and finds it wanting, a view reinforced by Wallace’s own assertion that 

"metafiction’s real end has always been Armageddon” [McCaffery, "Interview”, 

134).

In fact, if Broom were indeed a work of metafiction, it would be hopelessly 

self-defeating: the whole function of the novel is to blow open the closed 

communication systems envisaged by the early Wittgenstein, whereas metafiction 

functions by closing off channels of communication and interpretation, rendering 

meaning ever more inward-looking and limited. Wallace uses metafictional devices 

to draw on the combined powers of Rorty’s suggestion of communal, constructed 

truth and Ricoeur’s ideas of narrative identity and sense-making with regard to the 

structure of the novel; if truth is indeed a construction of those who perceive facts, 

then the reader must surely construct her own coherent narrative from the 

incoherent events and facts with which she is presented. Add to this the 

Wittgensteinian complication of the validity of errors and you have the foundation 

of a complex but richly rewarding artistic agenda. Far from embracing the inward- 

directed, Armageddon-bound exclusive self-reflexivity of late-century metafiction. 

Broom goes outside the confines of "the used-upness” of both classical 

authoritarian narrative and metafiction,^^ exploiting these to look not only at the 

dynamic of language and self-consciousness, but the relationship between these 

and the world as we must live in it, falling into McCaffery’s category of meta

metafiction.

In this chapter I have delineated some of the influences that gave rise to the 

philosophical concerns that, beginning with The Broom o f the System, preoccupied 

Wallace throughout his career. His primary concern, philosophical, social and 

linguistic, was with the self-in-the-world, and how we can live in a world that 

increasingly feeds us our identities. The author himself stated an aim of writing 

stories about "what it means to be a fucking human being" (McCaffery, "Interview", 

131), and this goal is very much in evidence in the existential struggles of Lenore 

Beadsman. This chapter clearly demonstrates Wallace’s early commitment to

93 John Barth, "The Literature o f Exhaustion". In Currie, M etafiction, 162.
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exploring the philosophical issues that troubled him. He was, as we have seen, 

much influenced by questions of language, and his work over his twenty-year 

career shows how important he held language to be. However, Broom also 

demonstrates that language alone has no great power. The figures of Rick Vigorous 

and LaVache Beadsman, both linguistically versatile in their own ways, body forth 

the futility and isolation of linguistic command uncoupled from dynamic exchange. 

It is the central contention of this thesis tha t Wallace developed a unique 

philosophy of dynamic communication, visible in embryonic state in the concerns 

and structure of The Broom o f the System. Wallace’s mode of thinking combined the 

philosophy of language he encountered as a technical philosopher and the 

profound observational skill that marked him as a writer. This philosophy did not 

focus on discrete elements of communication such as vocabulary, intentionality, 

interpretation or error, or the literary counterparts thereof: text, authorial intent, 

reader response or eisegiesis. Rather, Wallace’s philosophy of communication was 

concerned with the combination, the elusive process by which these elements 

interact to give rise to meaningful communication -  both within and without texts 

-  in the aftermath of postmodernist cynicism.

The Broom o f the System, a multi-layered exploration of what it means to be 

a person in a world that deadens meaning, is arguably the least accomplished of 

Wallace’s publications, at least stylistically. Notwithstanding this fact, and 

Wallace’s decided repudiation of the text, it merits investigation for a variety of 

reasons. In Broom, it is easy to discern that staggering eye for detail that would 

lead to the idiosyncratic voice of his journalistic prose. Similarly visible is the 

lifelong fascination with language and its power to "kill and create” [Broom, 119), 

as Lenore Beadsman says, and the liberal world-view that made him an author 

who could hear and replicate other voices without cynicism or mockery, to allow 

the silenced and inarticulate to tell their stories without officious narrative 

interference. Finally, it literalises and works through some of the situations that 

foster and prevent communication in the late-postmodern era, providing a 

tentative exploration of the dynamic that would be central to Wallace’s philosophy 

of communication.

The first symptom of crisis in The Broom o f the System  is the crossing of the 

telephone lines at Frequent and Vigorous, Lenore’s place of work. This is a none-
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too-sophisticated but surprisingly evocative metaphor for the profusion and 

breakdown of interpersonal communication endemic to modern society. 

Interestingly, though, Wallace uses this breakdown in communication to break 

open the closed vocabulary of Lenore's life, exposing her to new and unfamiliar 

voices and concerns, so that she can locate her "feelings of being [herself]" [Broom, 

172) and function as an autonomous and rounded person, without worrying over 

her linguistic construction. This is a ra ther subversive notion; it is a commonplace 

of the twenty-first century that the  key to happiness is communication. Wallace 

appears to suggest that, while communication is key to redeeming the isolation of 

the late-postmodern self, connection is not to be achieved by "talk, talk, talk. Tell, 

tell, tell” [120). Noise, in the surreal landscapes of a Wallace narrative, does not 

guarantee communication; rather, in order to communicate meaningfully and 

sincerely, it is necessary to enter an accord, as Andrew and Lenore do, that does 

not depend on constant babble, bu t on an equal and continual dynamic exchange, 

it is only by means of this that Lenore can escape the anti-solipsism that threatens 

her sanity, and claim the coherent locus of will and power that her communicative 

self can control. Wallace's investigations of Wittgenstein's "meaning-as-use" and 

"language games", of Rorty's constructed truth paradigm and of Ricoeur's self

narrative raise im portant questions in Broom that would persist throughout his 

career, telling stories of self-creation and -destruction, the unravelling of paper- 

thin self-narratives and the deconstruction of perceived truth. In the end, while 

Wallace was profoundly influenced by the thinking of these philosophers, and 

while his work drew  heavily on theirs, language proves unequal to the task of self

creation. Although they are enacting a ridiculous scene, the Spaniards/Snapiards 

are precisely correct when they say tha t people must find themselves within 

themselves to become more than characters. This is a pure, if somewhat tongue-in- 

cheek rendering of Ricoeur's dual-identity concept, expressed in Oneself as 

Another, which was discussed earlier in this chapter. Although the founding 

concerns are Wittgensteinian, Wallace’s work appears to deal with Ricoeurian 

concerns as regards self and identity: there are strands of us that are narrated by 

others and strands that are narrated by ourselves, but ultimately we rest on the 

kernel of spontaneity Ricoeur referred to as the ipse. The centre cannot hold if the
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centre is a void, and it is locating this internal, stable but flexible self that occupies 

Lenore while the world spins further and further from her grasp.

Finally, this first novel, and Wallace’s work as a whole, most closely 

approaches the viewpoint of Richard Rorty. It is for this reason that, while 

Wittgenstein was the dominant philosophical presence in The Broom o f the System, 

in which Wallace laid out the questions tha t would preoccupy him, Rorty would 

become more and more central later in Wallace’s career, as he arrived at tentative 

answers to those questions. However, while pragmatic philosophy does appear to 

be the direction Wallace's thinking took, this takes us only so far. The project 

begun in Broom, of locating and exploring a viable philosophy of communication 

by which to navigate the noisy, chaotic turn  of the millennium, would be pursued 

through all Wallace’s work, and ultimately lead him away from Rorty’s anti- 

Philosophical polemic. Wallace is now recognised as an important and individual 

thinker for the field of philosophy in his own right, but it is the purpose of this 

thesis to link his academic work and technical skill in philosophy with his writing. 

Wallace was undeniably profoundly influenced by technical philosophy, as a 

philosopher and the son of a philosopher, but his writing broadens the focus of 

academic philosophy so that it becomes a method for making sense of the world as 

it appears. In other words, the fiction involves an application of abstract technical 

philosophy to the complex felt reality of life at the turn of the millennium. In that 

respect, it is necessary to reiterate that the philosophy of the title is a guiding 

method, rather than exclusively academic philosophy. The philosophy of 

communication discussed here and elsewhere takes linguistic philosophy away 

from the insular focus on words, incorporating that stream of investigation into a 

broader project concerned with how we can do things with words. The redemptive 

capacity of language is made clear again and again, but only in the context of active 

engagement, a word that comes to signify the particular kind of attention Wallace 

urged his readers to pay to the world around them. Wallace’s writing throughout 

his career would return time and again to the concerns introduced in The Broom o f  

the System. In view of this, as well as its manifest inventiveness and skill, the novel 

should not be regarded, as it tends to be, as the promising juvenilia of a talented 

but unformed writer, but rather as a stark and confident declaration of artistic and 

philosophical intent.

91





C h a p t e r  T w o

" E  U n i b u s  P l u r a m ":

TRACING THE PATHS OF THE NON-FICTION.

In t r o d u c t io n

In view of the groundbreaking nature of his fiction, it is easy to forget that Wallace 

was writing for many of the mainstream American magazines in parallel with his 

fiction-writing career. Appearing in such high-profile publications as Harpers, GQ, 

The New Yorker and Playboy, among others, his non-fiction work played to a 

different audience than his fiction.^ Much of what he wrote for these magazines, 

which was often published in truncated form in the magazines, was collected and 

published in Wallace's two books of essays, as well as Everything and More, and the 

co-authored Signijying Rappers. This chapter focuses on the trajectory of Wallace's 

non-fiction over the course of his career, examining how it contributes to an 

understanding of his guiding philosophy of communication and how he, as a 

writer, approached communication with his readers, a different but related 

proposition to the intra-textual (mis)communication of his fictional characters.

Following on from Chapter One’s delineation of the philosophical 

groundings of Wallace's writing, this chapter explores the recurrence of those 

ideas in a different context. The non-fiction did not follow the same path as the 

fiction, nor was it dominated to the same extent by literalisations of philosophical 

ideas of language. Given its differences of both form and content, it furnishes a

1 The term "played to" here is intentional: it serves to reiterate the centrality of gam es and 
play to W allace's w^riting. Much of w hat will be term ed the "casual" journalism  in this chapter is 
characterised by a pervasive playfulness that evokes the (som etim es clum sy) jocularity of The 
Broom o f  the System  in particular, but all o f his fiction, which m ingled play and pathos in a uniquely  
effective balance.
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different perspective on Wallace's recurrent concerns regarding love or 

engagem ent and communication. In the context of the non-fiction, the term  

engagem ent is used more frequently than love to describe the dynamic at play in 

the process of communication, but the term s are contextually synonymous.

The hallmark of the non-fiction is a confident coiloquiality that invites the 

reader to share not only the w riter’s know^ledge, but also his great pleasure in 

thought. In Although Of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself, David Lipsky offers 

this assessm ent of Wallace's essays: "[...] endlessly charming, they w^ere the best 

friend you'd ever have, spotting everything, w hispering jokes, sw eeping you past 

w hat was irritating or boring or awful in humane style”.̂  Lipsky goes on to suggest 

that while Wallace’s fiction got progressively bleaker, after the 1996 publication of 

Infinite Jest, "the non-fiction writer w as an impervious sun".^ Lipsky's point here is 

debatable, but it points to a marked distinction betw een the two styles. The 

coiloquiality that dominated the non-fiction is opposed by an increasing tendency  

towards stilting in the fictional narrative voices, iterative rather than expansive, 

hostile and exclusionary rather than welcoming. However, that superficial 

difference is perhaps undermined by Wallace's inclination -  which grew  in parallel 

with the iterative tendency -  to w rite passages of fiction as dialogic, either fully 

realised or half-transcribed.^ With a fiction style that tended increasingly towards 

the mimetic and a non-fiction style noted for its intim ate conversationality, it is 

interesting to note too that David Lipsky said that Wallace "could talk in prose".^ In 

other words, speech and writing w ere not only held in equal esteem , but are in 

important ways melded within Wallace’s work; writing mirrors speech, and speech  

mirrors writing. This reciprocal balance reflects an unusually unconflicted vision  

of the relationship of speech and writing; Wallace does not enter into the 

poststructuralist attack on the primacy of Logos, providing a defence for neither

2 Lipsky, Although Of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself, xx.
3 Lipsky, "The Lost Years and Last Days of David Foster Wallace", 154.
4 Sue Vice, Introducing Bakhtin (Manchester: Manchester University Press] 45. The term  
dialogic here, and elsev\/here in this study, is intentionally ambiguous. It refers both to Bakhtinian 
dialogism -  that is, pertaining to double-voicedness, either narrative or linguistic -  and to the state 
of being in dialogue. Bakhtinian dialogism is an integral characteristic of Wallace’s philosophy of 
communication, insofar as the writer and the reader(s] provide the voices or sense-making 
apparatus of each utterance, but it is also remarkable how many of Wallace’s narratibve fragments 
are structured as dialogue, or even more strikingly, half-dialogue. This structural tendency 
highlights the Bakhtinian dialogism inherent in Wallace’s vision of the w riter/reader exchange.
5 Lipsky, Of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself, xiv.
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speech nor writing. Rather, he turns the deconstructive principle back on itself, 

taking aspects of both and balancing them in a structural embodiment of 

interpretative plurality called for by Derrida's method. This Both/And balance is 

evoked by Bochner and Waugh in the essay "Talking-with as a model for writing- 

about", which deals with the importance of Rortian neopragatism to contemporary 

rhetorical theory, and makes the case that "the significance of the conversational is 

not to be taken lightly”, and that it is possible, by mingling the fluidity of speech 

with the structure of writing, to "reach into the heart of communication in 

unexpected and edifying ways".^

Bearing in mind the balanced duality of the fictional and non-fictional 

voices, this chapter interrogates the idea of Wallace as a writer with two distinct -  

but not discrete -  tendencies, with one voice for fiction and one for non-fiction. I 

argue that, while Lipsky’s assessment of the "big, kind voice” of the essays has 

merit, the wholesale division of the non-fiction from the fiction is misleading and 

fosters a false view of Wallace's approach to writing as a craft. The general 

porousness of the border between fiction and non-fiction was noted by Robert 

Root in a 2003 article entitled "Naming Non-fiction: A Polyptych”. The article 

outlines some of the challenges to a cohesive definition of non-fiction, pointing out 

that many definitions of the term define it in direct opposition to fiction, 

emphasising its "non-ness"J Root opines that an unrelated term may be the only 

solution, an interesting idea given that it would disrupt the inherently oppositional 

terminology of'fiction' and 'non-fiction'. However, Root warns that no m atter what 

term is given, "definitions, almost by definition, are never definitive”.  ̂ Bearing in 

mind both the difficulty of definitive definition and the illusory nature of the 

oppositional "non”, we turn  to Wallace's work. While there are both stylistic and 

substantive commonalities between the fiction and the non-fiction, there is no 

simple correlation between the development of Wallace's fiction and that of his 

non-fiction; while the fiction developed in three more or less chronological stages,^

6 Langsdorf and Smith, "The Voice of Pragmatism in Contemporary Philosophy of
Communication", in Langsdorf and Smith, Recovering Pragmatism’s Voice, 17.

7 Robert Root, "Naming Non-fiction: a polyptych”. College English 65:3 (January 2003} 243
http://w w w .istor.org/stah le/3594256.
8 Ibid.
9 These stages are roughly as follows: early, encompassing The Broom o f the System  and Girl
With Curious Hair, middle, covering Infinite Jest and Brief Interviews With Hideous Men, and mature,
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the non-fiction divides more easily into three different areas, a division that was 

visible in his earliest work and persisted throughout his career, overlapping and 

com plem enting one another to create a unique and often imitated journalistic 

style. For the purposes of this chapter I will label these three strands as follows.

Firstly, there is the kind o f non-fiction for which Wallace is best known: the 

“casual journalism", for want of a better term, that appeared in magazines like 

Harper’s and Rolling Stone w here Wallace reported his experiences and thoughts 

while on a cruise ship, at a state fair and playing tennis.^° Interestingly, examples 

of this style furnish the titles of both essay collections. Secondly, there is the 

academic or scholarly strand, m ostly comprising literary m anifesto-style essays, in 

which Wallace engages directly with the act of writing. In these essays -  which  

include "Authority and American Usage” and the brief but incisive "Greatly 

Exaggerated”, as well as the essays on writers including Updike, Kafka and 

Dostoevsky -  Wallace explores his craft as a critic, but also notable is the 

philosophical slant to his analysis. Also included in this section will be an analysis 

of Everything and More, the philosophically minded book on transfinite 

mathematics. Finally, the third type is the sociopolitical essay,ii in which Wallace 

considers the direction of society, a subject that occupied him consistently, in 

fiction as well as non-fiction. This style is best exemplified in "Up, Simba", the 

account of John McCain’s 2000 campaign for the Republican presidential 

nomination in the United States and the collaborative Signifying Rappers.

into w hich category Oblivion falls. It is difficult to  categorise the  unfinished The Pale King, but it is 
m ost readily read as a developm ent of the m atu re  phase, rhetorically  and structurally  refined, less 
histrionic than  earlier work, and m ore profoundly concerned w ith the ordinary  than  much of the 
grotesque characterisation  of the early and m iddle periods.
10 The term  casual here refers to  both the w riting style and topic selections typical of the  
strand. As will be show n, the style tends to be conversational, and the choice of topics, while broad, 
is lim ited to w hat m ight be term ed  ‘hum an in te rest’ stories: experiential accounts, abstrac t 
reasoning on non-political questions and quirky observational pieces on contem porary  life. The use 
of this term  to describe such w riting is not intended in any pejorative way, m erely to  differentiate it 
from W allace’s m ore agenda-driven work, which tends to be m ore politically and artistically 
engaged, in both style and conent.
11 It is necessary  to exercise caution in the deploym ent of the term  'political’; W allace’s own 
politics are  not his topic. Rather, he investigates political concerns w ithout ever explicitly choosing 
a specific ideological vantage point. This general approach is term ed liberal on occasion, and is 
in tended ra th e r to im ply liberal-m indedness than  liberal politics (see following footnote]. Similarly, 
the  use of the term  politics should be read in the  w idest possible term s, referring no t to political 
process bu t to the overarching m oral and ethical issues th a t inform  various w orld-views, including 
any practical aspects of such questions. For example, Wallace discusses the politics of lexicography 
in a way th a t broadly aligns them  w ith liberal vs. conservative world-views, w ithout implying th a t a 
politically liberal person  should also be lexicographically liberal.
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This chapter is in five parts: one for each strand of journahsm, with a fourth 

section looking at the essays that deal most accessibly with Wallace’s philosophy of 

communication, and a concluding section. The first section, on "casual journalism”, 

will discuss how the tone of these pieces resonates with the ideas introduced in the 

first chapter, with a focus on the liberal attitude and democratic approach implied 

by such a philosophy. In these pieces, Wallace's voice is most accessible; his project 

-  of creating populist literature of the highest and most demanding calibre -  is at 

its clearest. This section will introduce the concerns, linguistic and philosophical, 

tha t dominated Wallace’s journalism. This section will discuss "A Supposedly Fun 

Thing I’ll Never Do Again” and "Consider The Lobster” in detail.

The second section, on the scholarly essays, links the non-fiction to the 

fiction by way of the philosophy espoused, explicit and implicit, in these essays. 

This section will draw on much of the discussion from the first chapter, tracing 

Wallace’s literary principles as they developed with his philosophy of 

communication. This section focuses on "Greatly Exaggerated" and "Authority and 

American Usage", as well as addressing the book Everything and More,. This book is 

something of an anomaly in the Wallace canon, but is stylistically closest to the 

literary articles, and so is included with them under the broad heading of scholarly 

writing. This passage will focus primarily on the conversational style of the book 

and the implications of that style, both successful and unsuccessful, as it pertains 

to a growing understanding of Wallace's philosophy of communication.

The third section discusses the socio-political essays, where Wallace 

contemplated American society. This section deals with the liberal politics 

depicted in these writings and discusses the connections between Wallace's 

politics and his philosophy. This section draws particularly on the Rortian themes 

mentioned in the first chapter, focusing primarily on the essay "Up, Simba!”, in 

which Wallace explores issues of communication and representation in politics 

through the lens of John McCain’s 2000 primary campaign, as well as Wallace's 

collaborative book on rap. Signifying Rappers, arguably his most sustained 

engagement with a single social issue: the development of a coherent black urban 

identity through engagement with early 1990s rap music.

The fourth section deals with the group of essays that most clearly display 

Wallace's approach to the philosophy of communication, arguing that Wallace saw
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language as an integral element of communication, but, crucially not the only one: 

language alone is not a sufficient condition for communication. It is further argued 

that all Wallace's essays grow from a common centre, despite the formal 

differences, and that that centre is visible in these essays, which include one of 

Wallace’s earliest and most famous essays, "E Unibus Pluram", as well as his early 

essay on David Lynch, a later essay called "Host”, and the two most overtly 

philosophically engaged pieces, "Deciderization 2007" and This Is Water. In these 

articles, we see the coincidence of all the disparate styles, with each piece 

becoming a sort of highbrow populist socio-literary manifesto, which Wallace 

spent his career untangling and d e v e l o p i n g . ^ ^

The chapter concludes with an a ttem pt to delineate a coherent path for 

Wallace’s non-fiction, separate from but intimately linked to his fiction. The 

ultimate aim of this chapter is to link Wallace’s non-fiction to his fiction by 

reference to the guiding philosophical issues that connect these very different 

styles.

Prior to embarking upon any analysis of Wallace’s non-fiction styles, it is 

worth outlining Wallace’s own literary engagement with non-fiction. He engaged 

most overtly with the act of writing in the second strand of essays listed above, the 

literary manifesto, and more detailed attention will be given to this issue in tha t 

section. However, there are a num ber of publications that indicate an ambivalent 

engagement with the practice of non-fiction, particularly including "Deciderization 

2007", the figure of "Helen” Steeply in Infinite Jest, when the mysterious Hugh 

Steeply poses as a journalist interviewing Orin Incandenza, and the late short story 

"The Suffering Channel". One of the most important explicit comments on writing 

occurs in an early essay on literary criticism. In "Greatly Exaggerated", w here he 

engages with ideas of poststructuralism and audience, Wallace asserts tha t he 

believes "writing is an act of communication". Out of context, this phrase appears

12 The terms 'essay' and 'article' are used almost interchangeably in this study. The subtle 
difference between the two consists mainly in the intended readership of the piece, and has 
something to do with the stylistic approach. The essays, typically longer than articles, involve what 
Wallace termed 'noodling' -  a kind of [apparently] meandering stream of thought -  where the 
articles were more tightly ordered. For example, the John McCain piece, which was published in 
three forms, would have been an article in its initial, magazine form. Its much longer incarnation in 
Consider the Lobster is an essay, which "gave readers noodle-restored access”. Paul Jenner, "Don't 
Compare, Identify: David Foster Wallace on John McCain", in Hering, Consider David Foster Wallace, 
200 .
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trite, even truistic. However, in the context of the essay, and given the scope of this 

study, it is an important credo. Wallace's writing, though artistically significant, is 

not simply ars gratia artis. His connection of writing with communication rather 

than, say, expression, or creation highlights his inclusion of the reader in his 

consideration of the writing process. This democratic impulse in Wallace's writing 

is particularly visible in his non-fiction,^^ but accounts also for ability within the 

fiction to give his characters and narrators such apparent freedom of voice. In his 

interview with Larry McCaffrey in 1993, Wallace evinces a deep uncertainty about 

the role of the artist in defining taste. "Where the fuck do 'artists’ get off deciding 

for readers what stuff the readers need to be prepared for? [...] I mean, what's the 

purpose of creating fiction [...] is it essentially mimetic, to capture and order a 

protean reality?" (McCaffrey Interview, 129). Wallace indicates a clear discomfort 

with the conventional vision of artist as arbiter of important things, a discomfort 

that filters through in different ways in his fiction and his non-fiction.

In the fiction, particularly the short fiction, Wallace gets around this qualm 

over his artist's vantage point by minimising the authorial presence within the 

text. Regarding the non-fiction, Wallace chooses a persona that, for all its erudition 

and incisiveness, reads like the transcript of a conversation, or w hat Lipsky 

referred to as "the way you flattered yourself your brain might really sound". 

This voice, at once colloquial and toweringly intellectual, unites all of the strands of 

non-fiction outlined above. Wallace's non-fiction was intended to be as unfiltered 

as possible a view into the mind of its author, a standing camera looking at the 

world through his eyes.

13 The terms 'democratic' and 'liberal' as used throughout this study are intentionally lower
case and do not refer specifically to political persuasion, but are intended to denote a particular 
mindset. Wallace's own discussion of the "Democratic Spirit” in "Authority and American Usage" 
{Consider, 26-31) is useful for an explanation of the meaning. In the case of'liberal', the term is best 
defined by sections four and five of the Oxford English Dictionary entry for 'liberal'. In section four 
of this entry, the term is associated with broad-mindedness, freedom from bias and tolerance, as 
well as receptiveness to new ideas, flexibility of outlook and generally progressive views. Its 
connection with the political, though not irrelevant, is secondary. The same general principle 
applies to the use of the term 'democratic', which should here be read as heavily biased towards the 
root demos (people], resistant to ideas of hierarchy, opposed to the term 'aristocratic' or 
'hierarchical' rather than 'republican' or 'totalitarian'. Again, its political echoes should not be 
discounted, but are secondary to the apolitical humanistic overtones of the word. Where either 
word is capitalised outside of quotation marks, it should then be read as a political term. In fact, 
Wallace displays a liberal political stance besides a liberal-minded world-view, as we will see in the 
later section on the political journalism.
14 Lipsky, Although Of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself, xxix.
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This chapter examines the various features of this camera-voice, its reach 

for perfect mimesis, its breathless sense of the impossibihty of an accurate 

impression, its infectious joie de vivre [or more accurately, joie de voir). Having 

shown how this voice unites the disparate strands of non-fiction, the chapter will 

conclude by discussing how the philosophy of communication visible in the non

fiction ties in with the philosophy explored and refined in the fiction. The shifting 

balance of estimation between fiction and non-fiction is of interest to a reading of 

his career as a whole. Notably, in "Deciderization 2007", his introduction to The 

Best American Essays 2007, Wallace articulated the belief that non-fiction writing 

was a more challenging enterprise than fiction: "Writing-wise, fiction is scarier, but 

non-fiction is harder -  because non-fiction’s based in reality, and today’s felt 

reality is overwhelmingly, circuit-blowingly huge and complex" ("Deciderization 

2007", xiv). This contrasts sharply with his earlier reference to "the comparative 

ease and pleasure of writing non-fiction" (from a letter to Don DeLillo, quoted in 

D.T. Max’s New Yorker article "The Unfinished", written shortly after Wallace’s 

d e a t h ) . W h i l e  fiction and non-fiction are presented as separate enterprises, it is 

im portant to recall that Wallace wrote non-fiction as often as fiction. It is also 

worth noting at this point that the adversarial relationship between fiction and 

journalism is a relatively new one, and that the complementary nature of the two 

was fanned into antagonism by Tom Wolfe’s dismissal of fiction and howlingly 

adversarial ambition to cause status panic and insecurity among fiction writers by 

disrupting "literary class lines that had been almost a century in the making”.^̂  The 

hostility of the New Journalism to the practice of fiction is strengthened by the 

oppositional nomenclature of ‘fiction’ and 'non-fiction’, to the point that the 

antagonistic dynamic seems intuitive rather than acquired. For this reason, the 

term  "journalism" will be used frequently to refer to Wallace’s non-fiction; though

15 Wallace said that this "comparative ease and pleasure” convinced him that fiction was his 
true calling. There is a marked similarity betvi^een this avowal and the comparison he made 
between the practice of philosophy and the writing of fiction in his college years, when he said that 
studying philosophy, he felt that he was using about 50% of his brain, and that writing fiction took  
95%, for which reason he preferred the latter (Lipsky, Although Of Course..., 261). This preference 
looks forward to Wallace’s later insistence of the importance of attention to and engagement with 
the world (see "Deciderization 2007" and particularly This Is Water). Daniel Turnbull’s essay in 
Consider David Foster Wallace provides an interesting and accessible exploration of the ethics of 
attention with regard to This Is Water, and Leland de la Durantaye applies Wallace’s ethics as they 
pertain to happiness in the Boston Review article "How to Be Happy”.
16 Tom Wolfe, The New Journalism, Ed. Tom Wolfe and E.W. Johnson (London: Picador, 1976) 
40.
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it is not all, strictly speaking, journalism, the term  is sufficient to denote the body 

of work and lacks the oppositional tone of the term 'non-fiction'.

The "comparative ease” Wallace referred to may to some account for the 

differences in register between the fiction and the journalism. Lipsky argues that 

Wallace’s post-infinite Jest fiction grew progressively darker and more abstract, 

while his journalistic work was much more accessible, capturing "everybody’s 

brain voice”. T h e  difference is marked, bu t rather than viewing the two voices as 

competitive, it may be more rewarding to regard them as complementary, another 

instance of the paradoxical balancing of oppositional features that characterised so 

much of Wallace's work. As is often the case, positing oppositional impulses in 

Wallace’s work as being in conflict limits reading. W hether these personae are in 

conflict or concert, the distinction is undeniable, which is to some extent 

predictable; non-fiction writing requires different skills from its practitioners than 

those required by fiction. In her 1976 article, "Why 1 Write”, Joan Didion associates 

the instinct to write with an antipathy to abstract thought. "My attention was 

always on the periphery” she says, "on what I could see and taste and touch”. 

While it seems disingenuous of Didion to claim that she is unable to think in the 

abstract, her point here is worth bearing in mind.

In this vein, Christoph Ribbat, in his article "Seething Static: Notes on 

Wallace and Journalism”, has outlined what he sees as Wallace's emergence from 

the recent history of journalism. How, he asks, can the emerging field of Wallace 

Studies reconcile the journalism with the fiction? Besides considering the 

journalism in respect of the fiction, Ribbat argues that "in light of the sheer 

brilliance of his reporting, it is important to connect the field of Wallace studies to 

ongoing discussions in the scholarship of non-fiction”. I n  other words, Wallace's 

journalism is significant in its own right. Ribbat suggests that the New Journalism 

did contribute to Wallace's writing, and, while a consideration of its influence is 

useful, it is perhaps "not as helpful as some scholars have suggested”.̂ o Rather, he 

sees Wallace as drawing both on the New Journalism and its successor. New New 

Journalism. While Wallace is certainly more circumspect than some of the New

17 Lipsky, Although Of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself, xxviii.
18 Joan Didion, "Why I W rite”. New York Times M agazine, 5 Decem ber 1976.
19 Christoph Ribbat, "Seething Static: N otes on W allace and Journalism”, in Hering, Consider
David Foster Wallace, 189.
20 Ibid., 188.
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Journalism’s enfants terribles like Wolfe, there is certainly a foreshadowing of 

Wallace’s writing in the New York Times description of the New Journalism as 

being informed by "a certain elusiveness on the part of the au thor”, and more 

significantly "its insistence on the resemblances between fact and fiction". 

However, Wallace’s choice of topic -  a cruise ship, tennis, pornography; the 

trappings of the everyday -  is antipathetic to the self-conscious envelope=pushing 

pyrotechnics of Wolfe and Hunter S. Thompson. Nevertheless, as Ribbat remarks, 

Wallace’s description of his writing as "welcome to my mind for 20 pages"^^ is 

strikingly evocative of "these pictures in my mind”, which guided Joan Didion, a 

less histrionic practitioner of the New J o u r n a l i s m . 2 2

Ribbat goes on to align Wallace loosely to the New New Journalists, on the 

grounds that he "shares some traits with a new generation of narrative 

journalists'’,^̂  who Robert Boynton (originator of the term New New Journalism) 

describes as writing "rigorously reported, psychologically astute, sociologically 

sophisticated and politically aw are” j o u r n a l i s m . T h e s e  writers include Jon 

Krakauer, Eric Schlosser and Susan Orlean, and tend towards "a more patient and a 

more sensitive” approach, as well as an interest in the everyday, both traits visible 

in Wallace's work. However, as Ribbat also remarks, this generation of journalists 

are characterised by an experiential style that tends towards the immersive, where 

Wallace's writing tended to be experientially brief, a surgical strike ra ther than a 

full-scale incursion, so to speak, and more notable for its sense of disorientation 

than for any expertise or insider status; indeed, Wallace's persistent repudiation of 

both comes to seem at best affected, at w orst outright manipulative. In other 

words, as is the case with the fiction, Wallace's journalism has easily discernible 

roots in the dominant tides of the mid-to-late twentieth century, but ruptures the 

boundaries set by his predecessors, arriving at an ineffably, but decidedly, 

different conclusion.

21 Lipsky, Although Of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself, 215.
22 Didion, "Why I Write”.
23 Ribbat, "Seething Static”, 193.
24 Robert Boynton, "Drilling Into the Bedrock of Ordinary Experience”, The Chronicle Review,
4 March 2005 http://chronicle.com /article/Drilling-lnto-the-Bedrock-of/22895/.
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S u p p o s e d l y  S e r i o u s  A r t i c l e s

"A S u ppo se d l y  F un  T hing  I'll N ever  D o A g a in”

In 1995, Wallace embarked upon a pleasure cruise on the MVZenith. Arising out of 

this trip is one of his best-known pieces of journalism, the tragicomical "A 

Supposedly Fun Thing i'll Never Do Again”, in the collection of the same name. The 

article was originally published in Harper’s magazine in January 1996, under the 

title "Shipping Out: on the (nearly lethal) comforts of a luxury cruise”. Both titles 

reflect the easy loquacity of Wallace's signature style, the friendly, casual 

journalism of observation and experience. The parenthetical reference in the 

original title is redolent of the phrases with which Wallace littered his path, 

dripping with subordinate clauses and pithy asides, and the later title, which 

would become the title of Wallace's first book of essays, is a stylistically typical 

combination of the convoluted and the colloquial.

At the beginning of the essay, Wallace bemoans his very presence on the 

ship. "A certain swanky East-Coast magazine approved of the results of sending me 

to a plain old simple State Fair last year to do a directionless essay thing” he says. 

"They are sort of disingenuous, I believe, these magazine people” [Supposedly, 256- 

257). Right away, Wallace establishes a spurious us-and-them relationship, one 

that arguably characterises his non-fiction in general.^^ The confidential tone of the 

writing, its studied casualness and gently pejorative references to the "swanky 

East-Coast magazine” lend the writing a folksy charm that forms an uneasy alliance 

with his obvious intellectual acuity.^^ The cruise-ship essay was funded by 

Harper’s, owing to the success of an earlier article of this type, published as "Ticket 

to the Fair” in July 1994 and reprinted in the collection A Supposedly Fun Thing I ’ll 

Never Do Again under the much more typical title "Getting Away From Already 

Being Pretty Much Away From It All”. While lightly dismissing the "magazine

25 The colloquialism  that fosters this 'us-and-them' sen se  is partly caused by W allace's 
tendency to structure his fiction as one side of an im plicit dialogue, which itse lf gives the illusion of 
confidence and intim acy in a fictional context. Along w ith the use of coded and patterned language, 
this is one o f the subtler stylistic links b etw een  W allace's fictional and non-fictional writings.
26 In his interview  w ith Larry McCaffery, W allace describes the relationship b etw een  w riter  
and reader: "I think I can see  it in m yself [...] this desperate desire to p lease coupled w ith a kind of 
hostility to the reader.” (McCaffery, "Interview”, 3]. This duality accounts for the at once naked and 
disingenuous im pression of W allace's careful establishm ent o f reader rapport.
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people” as disingenuous, Wallace draws paraliptical attention to his own 

disingenuousness in writing the piece at all. Interestingly, however, he is not 

assuming a false position as such: although there is an implicit distancing in the 

phrase "these magazine people", he does not explicitly deny that he is one of them.

Such play is typical of Wallace’s casual journalism. It appears to be light

hearted and unvarnished, the unfiltered progress of an observant brain, bu t on 

closer acquaintance, it is full of intricate patterns and writerly sleight-of-hand. One 

of the great charms of Wallace's journalism consists in his author's capacity to 

w ear his erudition lightly. In reading this w ork it is easy to get lost in the seemingly 

undesigned ease of reading, the artistry and swooping elegance of the writing. In 

other words, Wallace's writing seduces the reader into ignoring its careful, 

intricate construction. However, closer consideration of this undeniably beautiful 

prose betrays cracks, contradictions and elisions, particularly including the 

consistent repudiation of qualification. Wallace is quite brazenly disingenuous, I 

suggest, in deprecating the value of "this tropical plum assignment w /  the exact 

same paucity of direction or angle" {Supposedly, 256). This often-intrusive 

tendency to denigrate his talent as a writer of non-fiction persists throughout his 

work, quite at odds with Lipsky’s description of the non-fiction persona as "an 

impervious sun".^^ Rather, this pattern seems to fit better with Wallace’s often- 

visible authenticity anxiety, as well as adding an endearing if somewhat 

exasperating "aw shucks" quality to the writing, just as Wallace the fiction writer 

sought to give voice to every kind of character, Wallace the journalist and essayist 

seeks to appeal to readers of every stripe: to be, as it were, a man of the people. In 

this, Wallace implicitly obeys Kierkegaard's command that the writer should avoid 

"appealing] to his cleverness [...] for in tha t case he is sidetracked", a dictum 

Wallace appears to have takes to heart across his c a r e e r . ^ s  While this sounds like 

an admirable aim, it should become clear over the course of this chapter tha t it is 

neither always successful nor inherently positive.

27 Lipsky, "The Lost Years and Last Days o f  David Foster Wallace", 154.
28 Soren Kierkegaard, "Of the Difference B etw een a Genius and an Apostle", in The Present 
Age, trans. Alexander Dru (Oxford: Oxford U niversity Press, 1962) 109. Quoted in Richard Bell "On 
being Sidetracked by the Aesthetic: Kierkegaard’s Practical Paradox”, in K ierkegaard on A rt and  
Communication, ed. George Pattison (London: Macmillan Press, 1992).
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This strange mixture of lucid intelligence with repeated self-abnegation, I 

argue, is one of the main ways in which Wallace’s non-fiction lines up alongside his 

fiction as regards the development of his philosophy of communication and the 

related ideas that informed his development as an author: the strange combination 

of a highbrow consciousness and a democratising artistic drive, leading to a unique 

form of writing that is at once uncompromisingly erudite and unstintingly 

inclusive. Wallace sought to investigate the abstract concepts with which the 

greatest minds struggle, but to do so in the language of those for whom abstract 

concepts are an infrequent indulgence or a mere nuisance. The casual journalism 

for which he is famous provides a perfect example of this peculiar balance, as 

between the inclusive jokiness (e.g. renaming the ship the Nadir as opposed to the 

Zenith) and the cringing description of the brochure ["Dante this isn’t [...] the 

dreamy mise en scenes [sic] and breathless prose” [Supposedly, 265]) Wallace 

investigates the sad, stultifying reality of luxury and mass relaxation with an eye 

for the bleak as well as the absurd, using what seem to be oppositional styles and 

images.

Rather than simply seeking to erase boundaries, Wallace uses the process of 

sous-rature to find new modes of expression. The ultimate effect of the light style in 

which this piece is written is to shadow more deeply the pathetic, almost tragic 

reality of organised "fun” in a way that no serious essay could quite capture. At one 

point he makes his position explicit, as follows: "There is something about a mass- 

market Luxury Cruise tha t’s unbearably sad. Like most unbearably sad things, it 

seems incredibly elusive and complex in its causes and simple in its effect: on 

board the Nadir -  especially at night, when all the ship’s structured fun and 

reassurances and gaiety-noise ceased -  1 felt despair” {Supposedly, 261). While this 

passage certainly frames the piece in a very specific way, I suggest that even 

without such an explicit statement, the effect of the article would have been the 

same: the "unbearably sad” nature of the "fun” comes across in its description 

alone, and does not require further authorial glossing.

This method of revealing a perspective by means of contrasting it with the 

apparent intention is mirrored in the fiction as what 1 have already referred to as 

skeletal narrative, wherein Wallace allows the "true story” to be uncovered not by 

traditional patterns of revelation but by the lacunae and false notes present in the
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narrative voice itself. In contrast, the slightly mocking tone of the State Fair essay 

loosely masks the pleasure with which Wallace watched events unfold. In that 

piece, the mockery is more affectionate than sardonic, as it is here, but in both 

cases the tone invites the reader to identify with Wallace as a sophisticated 

observer who is at once knowing insider and urbane outsider, both participant and 

bystander. This use of coded language echoes the earlier, more explicit 

establishment of a conspiracy of sorts between Wallace and his readers, the us- 

and-them construction of Wallace's relationship with his readership, who are 

invited to join him and to trus t him, as opposed to his editors, who are distanced, 

and by implication excluded.

One of the most arresting stylistic quirks of Wallace’s fiction, as well as non

fiction, is his tendency to transcribe precisely words or phrases that have struck 

him, rather than to paraphrase or to quote in a traditional way. For example, when 

talking about the avowed purpose of the cruise, which is relaxation, Wallace 

capitalises the phrase "Absolutely Nothing”: "How long is it since you did

Absolutely Nothing? 1 know exactly how long it's been for me" [Supposedly, 268). 

This capitalisation clearly indicates tha t Wallace is parroting the  marketing 

vocabulary of the cruise, echoing, perhaps even internalising, the conventional 

language of luxury and ease. His arch appropriation of the cruise-ship vocabulary 

is partly playful and partly serious. It is playful in the sense tha t the appropriated 

language appears in an obvious and self-conscious style, as in the capitalisations 

above, or, more frequently, as obtrusive capitals: "talking me through it as BIG 

DADDY shoulders a path through the fray" (269). "BIG DADDY" is, we have already 

been told, the slogan on the t-shirt of the man so named. This positioning of the 

appropriated words functions as a light mockery of their style: the juxtaposition of 

such conventional language with the expression of actual thought causes an absurd 

disjunction tha t reads in this case as comedy. However, its more serious function is 

also discernible in this juxtaposition: the appropriation and displacement of this 

vocabulary reprises the us-and-them in-joke element of Wallace's rapport with his 

readers, which is thus subtly strengthened as the article goes on.

This reinforcement of the w rite r /reade r  bond by means of coded language 

(in this case doubly coded, in its original context and again in the context of its 

juxtaposition) is useful also because it establishes the param eters of the piece
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without the need for a framework: the w riter does not need to explain the function 

of the piece, which makes it more flexible and less bound to a statem ent of intent. 

In The Writer's Reader, Willa McDonald cautions that, "while the persona may 

reflect the writer's  personality, it’s worth remembering that it’s nevertheless 

created -  deliberately -  by the writer".^^ In view of this, Wallace’s early self- 

abnegation appears, ironically, even more disingenuous; his purported doubt of 

the value of such a piece is offset by the careful fostering of the relationship 

between him and his readers, a relationship that is aimed exclusively at eliciting a 

positive response. This careful tonality is enhanced by the digressive prose: as 

Auerbach says of excessively descriptive passages in Homer’s Odyssey, "the broadly 

narrated, charming, and subtly fashioned story [...] seeks to win the reader over 

wholly to itself as long as he is hearing it”.3o In other words, Wallace is using a 

Scheherazadean charm to entrap the reader into liking him. Like Scheherazade, his 

motives are good, but the means are -  arguably -  tainted by their utilitarian 

purpose.

Beyond the journalistic advantages of establishing an easy rapport with 

readers and the artistic pleasure of sprezzatura, Wallace’s unique brand of essay 

writing is stylistically interesting. Fatuous or truistic though it may seem, it is 

important to rem em ber that these articles are tremendous fun to read. For 

Wallace, this was one of the features of good writing, the "stomach magic of, ‘God 

damn, it's fun to read. I’d ra ther read right now than eat"?^ In other words, the 

desire for a positive response from the reader is in some profound way bound up 

with Wallace’s beliefs regarding what constitutes good writing, another facet of the 

sacrificial aspect of his writing, the idea tha t one had to be "willing to die, sort of, in 

order to move the reader" [McCaffery, "Interview", 149). This element in the non

fiction is one of the clearest incarnations of the philosophy proposed by this thesis.

In Journalism: the Democratic Craft, Clark and Adam suggest that journalism 

in its purest form is a function of democracy, a craft for "'citizens' -  not ‘subjects', 

‘comrades’ or 'masses’, but c i t i z e n s ' " . journalism, this book argues, is "an

29 Willa McDonald and Susie Eisenhuth, The W riter's Reader: Understanding journalism  and 
Non-Fiction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 20 0 7 ) 127.
30 Eric Auerbach, Mimesis (N ew  Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1953) 4.
31 Lipsky, Although Of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself 36.
32 G. Stuart Adam and Roy Peter Clark, Journalism: the Dem ocratic Craft (Oxford: Oxford
U niversity Press, 2006) xvi.
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incarnation of democratic ideals''.^^ In a reading of Wallace’s non-fiction, this 

argument appears to be borne out: his writing is pervaded by the sense of the 

writer's genuine desire to communicate in an authentic way with his readers. Lyas 

suggests that the "personal qualities” of a piece of writing -  “the properties 

referred to when we use such terms as 'perceptive', 'sensitive', 'glib', 'emotionally 

mature' [...] and, I am tempted to add, 'sincere"’̂ '* -  resist efforts at criticism that 

avoid ad hominem  judgements. Lyas argues that the deployment of these terms 

signifies "’the artist-in-the-work' [because these terms] are used to signal the place 

where artist and work merge together”.^̂  Lyas points out that Beardsley’s 

argument that the narrative I is an empty referent^^ does not solve the question of 

sincerity but simply obviates it in w hat might be termed a proto-Rortian reframing 

of the question. If the narrative I is not equated with the author [as Beardsley 

suggests it ought not to be), Lyas argues, then there is no question of sincerity, as 

"questions of sincerity arise only vi^here there is no unfettered licence to pretend to 

views, feelings and attitudes that one does not have".^^ if the narrative I is a 

character or construction (that is, a w ork of art), these questions do not arise. 

However, Lyas goes on to argue that sincerity does m atter in a work, and that "if 

we discovered that Pasternak did not have the kinds of attitudes expressed by the 

controlling intelligence of Dr Zhivago, [...] tha t would not be a matter of 

indifference".^^

Lyas offers a convincing challenge to the anti-author tendency in criticism, 

but his argument is complicated by a consideration of Wallace's construction of 

voice in the non-fiction. There is no doubt tha t Wallace was profoundly and 

consistently concerned with issues of authenticity and clarity -  that much is clear 

from his letters and interviews -  but the means by which he achieves these 

qualities in his w ork are dubious, indicating that Lyas's simple inculcation of the 

author himself into the work may be missing a further level of artifice. Sincerity is

33 Ibid., xviii. This, of course, chim es w ith m y earher exploration of the term s 'democratic' and 
'liberal' (f.n. 6 above], and evokes W allace’s engagem ent w ith the idea of dem ocracy as it pertains 
to authorial hierarchies, in "Authority and American U sage”, a d iscussion  o f w hich follows.
34 Colin Lyas, "The Relevance of the Author's Sincerity”, in Lamarque in Philosophy and  
Fiction, 19.
35 Ibid., 19.
36 Monroe C. Beardsley, Aesthetics: Problem s in the Philosophy o f  Criticism  (N ew  York:
Harcourt, Brace and World, 1958] 349-40.
37 Lyas, "The Relevance of the Author’s Sincerity”, 22.
38 Ibid., 33.
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certainly not irrelevant, but the "controlling intelligence” of these essays is not 

unfiltered authorial presence. Lyas closes his essay by saying that ad hominem  

judgements of artistic works "do not infer to a mind existing independently of the 

work; we see a mind in action in the work".^^ This distinction offers a means by 

which Wallace’s self-construction may be read: while his journalistic persona is 

certainly the result of careful consideration -  and his denial of it is, as we have said, 

disingenuous -  the goal is paradoxically genuine: this construction is the clearest 

way to show his mind in action.

Wallace’s desire to communicate meaningfully with his readers -  the desire 

he connected with love and sacrifice -  although it led him to create a manipulative 

persona, arguably originates in the democratic duty of the writer, and more 

specifically, the democratic function of language.'*^ Rather than a cynical 

exploitation of the reader’s desire for authentic communication, Wallace’s writing 

comes to look like a carefully judged exercise in honesty, an apparently offhand 

report that, on closer examination, is revealed to be considered and constructed. 

The result of this is that Wallace, having laid the foundation of his rapport with the 

readers -  albeit arguably a false, manipulative foundation -  uses tha t rapport to 

communicate in an easy, inclusive style; a dubious means to a justified end.

One of the distinctive features of Wallace’s casual journalism is his inclusion 

of small details, which can give the writing a meandering, undirected sense, 

heightening the sense of casual observation and conversation and disguising any 

agenda. Such writing is also marked by a propensity towards very long sentences 

riddled with minor details, such as this one:

1 made it through two rounds and then am knocked off by a hulking and 

hairy-shouldered Milwaukee newlywed who actually hits me with his fis t  

-  which as people start to lose their balance and compensate by leaning 

far forward* can happen -  knocking my swimcap almost clear off my 

head and toppling me over hard to starboard in to a pool tha t’s not only 

got a really high Na-content but is also now covered with a shiny and 

full-spectrum scum of Vaseline, and 1 emerge so icky and befouled and 

cross-eyed from the guy's right hook that I blow w hat should have been

39 Ibid., 36.
40  This paradox of m anipulation to a positive end is y et another exam ple of W allace's pluralist 
tendency to exploit apparently oppositional dynam ics in order to create n ew  m odes o f  expression.

109



a very legitimate shot at the title in the Men's Best Legs Contest, in 

which I end up placing third but am told later I would have won the 

whole thing except for the scowl, swollen and strabismic left eye, and 

askew swimcap that formed a contextual backdrop too downright goofy 

to let the full force of my gams’ shapeliness come through to the judges.

*This is what I did, I leaned too far forward and into the guy's 

fist that was clutching the hem of his pillowcase, which is why I didn't 

cry Foul, even though the vision in my right eye still drifts in and out of 

focus even back here on land a week later. [Supposedly, 337]

The sense of breathlessness tha t pervades this passage is typical of Wallace’s work 

as a whole, but particularly characteristic of this casual journalism. Along with the 

us-and-them sense established by Wallace's diffident persona, the enthusiasm that 

comes across in this style of writing invites the reader on an adventure, fostering a 

sense of the madcap, of collusion in a way of viewing the world that will do away 

with the mundane, or at least render it more interesting. Lipsky referred to this 

reading experience as having "the world turn Wallace-ish".'*^! In his commencement 

address to Kenyon College, Wallace commented on the mundane, arguing that the 

function of a liberal arts education is to make us think about the mundane in a new 

and more satisfying way. "The fact is”, he suggests, "that in the day to day trenches 

of adult existence, banal platitudes can have a life or death importance” [This is 

Water, 9). In The Boston Review, Leland de la Durantaye suggests tha t Wallace 

intends to demonstrate that the point of education is freedom; Daniel Turnbull 

argues that the point is to foster an attitude of intelligent engagement with the 

world. Both positions find support in Wallace’s gently urgent prose, but it is 

perhaps most significant tha t he urges choice above all. It is the greatest freedom 

to "choose what you pay attention to” [TIW, 54). The excessive detail included in 

Wallace's writing, then -  for which he is both praised and censured by critics -  

amounts to an appeal to the educated to winnow out the irrelevant. By including 

such wealth of detail, Wallace pre-emptively offers his readers the freedom to 

"choose how [they] construct meaning” (54). In other words, Wallace’s persona 

and style are geared towards democratising writing (again, the invocation of 

democracy is not intended to imply political motivation, but to point to the

41 Lipsky, Although Of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself, xxi.
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inclusive instinct that characterised Wallace’s journalism at every level: the 

structural establishment of rapport; the studied casualness of the style and the 

quotidian, experiential topics). This urge is also an urge to democratise thought, to 

share the abstract questions that arise on a day-to-day basis, an urge particularly 

visible in "Consider the Lobster", the title essay of Wallace's second book of fiction.

"Co n sid e r  THE Lo b s t e r ”

As earlier suggested, Wallace's non-fiction, vi^hile unique, v^as not unprecedented. 

The legacy from New journalism extends beyond mere style, incorporating 

purpose as well as more superficial concerns, joan Didion's explanation of her love 

of writing -  that abstract thought did not hold her attention -  has a significance 

greater than the offhand nature of the statem ent would suggest. Didion's tone 

suggests that her writing stems from an intellectual incapacity, real or imagined. 

However, her writing, and Wallace's writing, are notable not for their lack of 

abstract thought, but rather for the way they connect concrete facts, stories and 

ideas with the broader abstract concepts that arise out of them. In Consider the 

Lobster, the casual pieces include essays on the social implications of pornography 

and the meaning of the 9 /1 1  incidents from the perspective of a mid-Western 

lifestyle, broadening out to examine its wider significance and the resulting change 

in the American psyche. The title story of the collection -  also falling into the casual 

journalism category, beginning observationally but ultimately more closely aligned 

with apolitical abstract moral investigation than experiential recollection -  is an 

investigation into the capacity of lobsters to feel pain, but moves into a thoughtful 

exploration of human morality. As with "A Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never Do 

Again”, Wallace uses his personal experiences to paint a picture on a much wider

screen .'^2

42 Inductive argum ent, a hallmark of W allace’s style, is a sty le o f argum ent often connected  
with m athem aticians and econom ists, particularly Bayesian ep istem ology. It typically involves the 
application of specific provable hypotheses to a broader set o f param eters. W here Thom as Bayes 
developed a m ethod for exam ining m athem atical probability, the m ethodology is m irrored in non- 
m athem atical philosophical inquiry. In short, inductive reasoning in a non-m athem atical sen se  
involves the use of specific facts to develop an abstract argum ent. As a m athem atical philosopher, 
inductive argum ent is a m ethod w ith which W allace w ould have becom e familiar as a student; 
indeed it is a foundational m ode o f his undergraduate th esis Fate, Time and Language  (the paper 
against w hich this thesis argues, Richard Taylor’s "Fatalism", included in the published version of 
Fate, Time and Language,  is itself a concise exam ple of unencum bered inductive reasoning}.
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"Consider the Lobster” takes the same tone as "A Supposedly Fun Thing", 

w here Wallace mixes technical observations with anecdotes from his experiences, 

giving rise to his unique combination of erudition and colloquiality. For example, 

in "Consider the Lobster", Wallace spends two paragraphs defining in term s of 

strict taxonomy, what a lobster is: "a lobster is a marine crustacean of the family 

Homaridae, characterised by five pairs of jointed legs, the first pair terminating in 

large pincerish claws used for subduing prey. Like many other species of benthic 

carnivores, lobsters are both hunters and scavengers.” The writing goes on in a 

similarly technical vein for another 14 lines, at which point Wallace’s tone shifts 

drastically: "The point is that lobsters are basically giant sea insects [...] And it’s 

true tha t they are garbagemen of the sea, eaters of dead stuff' [Consider, 237). This 

capacity to oscillate between registers is at its peak in the casual journalism, but 

will also be discussed in reference to the literary journalism and the socio-political 

writings.

As a piece of casual journalism, "Consider the Lobster” is an ideal study. A 

num ber of the other essays blur the lines between styles, or share characteristics 

with the other strands of writing, but "Consider the Lobster” is a purely 

observational piece, with no connection to political or literary issues, in the same 

way that "A Supposedly Fun Thing” revolves around an event with no obvious 

socio-political implications. This should not suggest that Wallace’s choice of topics 

do not or were not intended to provoke reaction, merely that they are less 

politically or morally charged than much contemporary observational journalism, 

as Christoph Ribbat articulated in his location of Wallace’s writing in the 

journalistic progress of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. In part because it 

is so unencumbered by obvious points of moral tension, "Consider the Lobster”, 

like "A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again”, gives Wallace the freedom to 

investigate broad themes.

As in "A Supposedly Fun Thing”, Wallace establishes his relationship with 

his readers early in the piece: "We were never able to get farther north than Belfast 

on Route 1, whose sum m er traffic is, as you can imagine, unimaginable” [Consider, 

235). This immediately shows his familiarity with the region, w hat one might call

Inductive reasoning, furtherm ore, provides a w riting style particularly in evidence throughout the 
casual journalism  of W allace’s career, as show n here.
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the bona fides that give him the authority to speak on this subject. He goes on to 

make the point in a footnote that "There's a comprehensive native apothegm: 

‘Camden by the sea, Rockland by the smell”' {Consider, 235). Again, this aside 

establishes Wallace's expertise. The technique here is less oppositional than "A 

Supposedly Fun Thing", w here Wallace uses exclusive, us-and-them language, 

pitting the sensible, plainspoken Midwesterners against the snobbish, elitist East 

Coasters, typical of Wallace's early writing, where he displayed an admirably 

energetic but sometimes unfocused determination to shake up established norms. 

By the time of writing "Consider the Lobster” in 2004, Wallace had refined his style 

so that he did not need to use such divisive tactics, and was instead able to 

establish a rapport with his readers without having to align himself in opposition 

to any group of people. While the two pieces have a great deal in common, there 

are significant differences that show Wallace's development as a writer. The later 

Wallace is a calmer voice, less concerned with detailing all he sees than with 

creating a vivid picture. The difference in style is subtle, but definite. Where the 

Wallace of "A Supposedly Fun Thing” writes sentences that stop to inhale after half 

a breathless page, the later writer intersperses his long lines with much shorter 

ones, giving the reader more breathing space. The Wagnerian constancy of volume 

in the earlier essay demands constant attention, in contrast to the later one, where 

the loud, frantic passages are complemented and reinforced by softer, shorter 

phrases. This development parallels Wallace's development as a writer of fiction, 

where shorter sentences bore more and more narrative weight as his career went 

on.

Besides containing more nuanced prose, "Consider the Lobster" is 

substantially shorter than "A Supposedly Fun Thing”. Wallace’s casual journalism 

became more and more thoughtful, and less concerned with showy prose. It also 

took on a more comfortable tone, less anxious about establishing reader rapport, a 

move reflective of Wallace's early-career anxiety regarding the authenticity of his 

voice, and his right to claim authenticity in light of his consciousness of its value to 

him. In other words, as Wallace developed his non-fiction skills, he moved away 

from seeking after authenticity and meaningful communication and began to 

communicate meaningfully and authentically as a result, a passage that reflects the 

progression of his acknowledged avatar, Lenore, in The Broom o f the System. Like
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Lenore's progression from obsessive narration to comfortable silence, along with 

Wallace’s shift in priority comes a quietening of the pen, a stilling of the catarrhic 

flow of words and the sense of a more disciplined and confident speaker. The 

progression from "A Supposedly Fun Thing" to "Consider the Lobster" is the 

progression of a writer moving from the egotistical desire for influence of the 

young writer to m ature desire for connection of an author who has developed and 

refined his style past the need for ostentatious displays of rhetorical verve.

It is telling that a piece of casual journalism should have furnished the titles 

of both collections of non-fiction. It suggests that Wallace regards this style as 

central to his journalistic work. Wallace’s capacity to find connections between the 

mundane details of the individual (if decidedly American) experience and the 

grand questions of the world are central to all his writings, fictional and non- 

fictional. On examining his casual journalism, it becomes clear that Wallace’s 

central focus is not so much shaping opinion as it is simply finding a clear channel 

of communication. As with The Broom o f the System, the concern is not so much the 

story itself as the telling of it. The reason that the casual journalism provided the 

titles for both collections, then, is arguably that it is the style that comes closest to 

w hat Wallace sought to achieve. The titular essays point again to the democratic 

impulse that pervades Wallace’s writing, and the conviction, expressed in the essay 

"Greatly Exaggerated", that writing is "an act of communication" [Supposedly, 144). 

Though arguably as manipulative as any of the marketing language to which he 

objects so forcefully in both fiction and non-fiction, Wallace’s rhetoric is not 

polemical but connective. It is arguable tha t this impulse and its resulting style are 

what make these essays so appealing; Wallace is working extremely hard to make 

them -  and him -  seem so.

The most significant facet of the casual journalism is also its most obvious 

one: the absence of agenda. As a consequence of the uncontroversial, almost 

whimsical choice of topics, the possibility of communication is further opened up 

and the potential of language to create meaningful channels of dialogue is 

unencumbered by bias or imposed structure. Instead, Wallace is free to explore 

language and philosophies of communication and observation through attention to 

w hat would normally be regarded as insignificant details, while also allowing his
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readers freedom of interpretation because he is not seeking to drive home a 

specific perspective.

While the academic and political strands reveal im portant aspects of 

Wallace's thinking on subjects like w^riting, sports and music, as well as the 

direction of society, the casual or observational journalism is most useful when 

considering the way Wallace approached communication as a w riter of non-fiction. 

Where his fiction was mainly concerned with giving voice to unique characters, 

Wallace’s non-fiction gives voice to his own world, allowing the reader to see the 

world through his eyes, the "unedited camera” to which Lipsky referred. The 

casual journalism in particular gives an insight into the development of Wallace’s 

dynamic philosophy; the comparative lack of an agenda allows for the play of 

interpretation, a shifting balance of exchange between author and reader. By 

avoiding even the very slight polemical edge that complicates the scholarly and 

socio-political writing, Wallace resists imposing an authoritative reading, allowing 

dynamic communication processes to flourish, so that the emergent property of 

meaning-exchange is observable in practice as well as principle.

S c h o l a r l y  J o u r n a l i s m

The term scholarly journalism as used in this study applies mainly to the essays in 

which Wallace engaged directly with the craft of writing or the vagaries of 

language, including "Greatly Exaggerated”, "Some Remarks on Kafka’s Funniness 

From Which Probably Not Enough Has Been Removed” and "Authority and 

American Usage”. These essays generally conform to one style, exhibiting Wallace’s 

own erudition without appearing arrogant or didactic. 1 had originally intended to 

call this strand "literary journalism”, highlighting Wallace’s engagement with his 

own art, a form of writing that is of particular interest to this study. However, on 

reflection, a text that initially might be said to stand alone comes to fall under this 

umbrella, and "literary” ceases to be a sufficient term. Everything and More, 

Wallace’s engaging if somewhat dense tract on the history of Cantorian set theory 

-  or, more sexily, as he himself put it several times, the conceptual history of 

infinite and infinitesimal numbers -  is surprisingly relevant to the purpose of this 

section of the chapter. Stylistically speaking. Everything and More conforms in
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most ways, save its focus, to the pattern of what had been termed the scholarly 

writing, which is mostly concerned with Wallace's engagement with literature. 

Besides its stylistic patterns, the book contains several surprising elements that 

make it useful when considering Wallace’s attitude to language and 

communication.^^ Consequently, the following section will refer specifically to the 

three essays mentioned above as well as Everything and More, with additional 

reference to a number of other essays tha t fall into this category.

From a stylistic point of view, Wallace's academic non-fiction has quite a bit 

in common with the casual journalism, in that he establishes a rapport with 

readers similar to tha t visible in the casual journalism. He also positions himself as 

a qualified commentator on the topics he covers, without ever [overtly, at least) 

assuming the role of expert, and indeed engages -  somewhat disingenuously, as 1 

have suggested -  directly with the idea of expertise itself. The subjects of these 

writings tend to be other writers or practitioners of philosophy.'*'* Wallace's voice 

in these pieces echoes the affable voice of the casual journalism, sunny with a 

frisson of shadow, funny and erudite, balancing, as earlier discussed, the highest 

academic language with the most colloquial tone in the blink of an eye. However, 

the features of the academic journalism that merit it being studied in a separate 

section are not so much stylistic as thematic. This section will explore the ways in 

which Wallace's engagement with academic issues reflect the philosophy of 

communication that informed his writing, in particular the opinions Wallace 

expresses regarding the use of language and the craft of writing.

A u t h o r s  a r e  m o nk eys w h o  m e a n : "Greatly  Ex a g g e r a t e d"

In A Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never Do Again, Wallace included a review of H.L. 

Hix's book, Morte d'Author: An Autopsy. Over the course of the review, Wallace

43 R ussell’s paradox, m entioned in Chapter One w ith  reference to the antinom ies o f The 
Broom o f  the System, is one o f the strongest links b etw een  W allace’s linguistic concerns, his 
technical philosophy background and his in terest in m athem atics. It explicitly links se t theory -  
with w hich Everything and More is concerned -  w ith m odal philosophy and, by w ay of the antinom y  
of the barber, w ith language.
44  It is im portant to note here the attention W allace pays to the philosophical side o f the 
history o f  m athem atics, particularly the picaresque figure of Georg Cantor, the central focus of the 
text. He m entions w ithin the first subsection  of the book analytic philosophy, inductive reasoning  
and the fact that the Greeks regarded m athem atics as a branch of philosophy. In v iew  o f his 
undergraduate thesis. Fate Time and Language, W allace’s ow n interpretative connection of 
m athem atics w ith philosophy becom es particularly significant.
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moves from specific criticism to a general discussion of the role of the author, a 

concern that visibly occupied him in both fiction and non-fiction throughout his 

career. While his review is scathing in places, Wallace writes a lucid and engaging 

outline of his view of poststructuralism. More importantly, he engages directly 

with the roles of author and reader, providing an early insight into his artistic 

viewpoint. It is in this short essay that Wallace aligns himself with the "civilians 

who know that writing is an act of communication" [Supposedly, 144]. This short 

phrase, thrown away towards the close of the essay, is critical to understanding 

Wallace's view of himself as a writer, marking and reinforcing the suspicion of late 

postmodernism expressed in the McCaffery interview. For Wallace, writing at this 

point, postmodernism had reached a stage at which "bad writing becomes an 

ingenious mimesis of a bad world" [McCaffery, "Interview", 131), a stage at which 

the aestheticism that might have shed light on deeper reality had become 

foundational ra ther than observational, "spurning metaphysical profundity for a 

kind of contrived depthlessness”.'̂ ^

Wallace's truistic expression here articulates the comparatively daring 

perspective that writing is not purely a case of aesthetic mimesis, but rather duty- 

bound to do more, to actively engage in a dynamic process of communication with 

readers. In view of this statement, Wallace's colloquial tone, as discussed in the 

previous section, makes a kind of artistic sense. Wallace is not merely using this 

tone to foster a relationship with his readers, although that, as outlined earlier, is 

one of its effects. The greater importance of such a tone is one that Wallace touches 

on in this essay with regard to Hix's style: "His prose is often witty and 

conversational, and his talent for constructing test-cases offers a welcome relief 

from the often painstaking academic detail he tends to fall into" [Supposedly, 144). 

It is easy to envisage such a judgment being pronounced on Wallace's own non

fiction, particularly in the academic journalism. In this kind of writing, Wallace’s 

conversational, intimate tone -  "the best friend you'd ever have”'*̂  ̂ -  diminishes, or 

appears to diminish, the distance between him and his readers.

There is, however, a negative side of this colloquiality. Wallace uses the 

terms poststructuralist and deconstructionist interchangeably in this essay:

45 Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory, 2nd Ed. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1996] 201.
46 Lipsky, Although Of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself, xx.
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'"poststructuralist' is what you call a deconstructionist who doesn’t want to be 

called a deconstructionist” (140). The two concepts, of course, are not 

synonymous, although they may be closely linked. This conflation of two 

overlapping but diverse concepts is one of the major failings of Wallace’s non

fiction. It occurs in Everything and More and in Signifying Rappers as well as here, 

and betrays a surprising tendency to simplify concepts to the detriment of 

exactitude. Further, the colloquial tone does not always sit well with technical 

argument or explanation: here, as in Everything and More, Wallace offers a well- 

informed, if not expert, opinion, bu t the folksiness of his tone can make for 

disappointingly superficial writing, as in the case of Everything and More, which 

will be discussed in more detail later in this section.

This review of Hix’s book serves both to illuminate Wallace’s attitude to 

writing and writers and to outline his approach to some of the dominant styles of 

the late twentieth century. It is also the essay in which Wallace deals most 

explicitly with the intersection of postmodernity and postmodernism. Linda 

Hutcheon’s characterisation of postmodernist art as varying responses to the 

chaotically isolated conditions of postmodernity is useful to a reading of this essay. 

Poststructuralism, one of the primary features of postmodernism and strongly 

aligned with the methods of deconstruction, questions postmodernity in keeping 

with the chief impact of postmodernist representations, both artistic and political. 

Wallace evinces a hostile attitude to poststructuralism throughout the brief 

review, mostly noticeable in his sardonic treatm ent of 

deconstructionist/poststructuralist theorists. He applauds as "wicked fun” 

{Supposedly, 142) the way in which Hix dismantles the deconstructionist 

arguments his writing challenges and comments on the "ghastly jargon like 

Foucault’s” (144), before concluding (somewhat disingenuously) "it’s hard [...] to 

predict just whom [...] 226 dense pages on w hether the author lives is going to 

interest” (144).

The disingenuousness of this observation is two-fold. On the one hand, 

Wallace distances himself from the "professional critics and hardcore theory- 

wienies” (144) he thinks will be interested in the said 226 dense pages, which is 

not entirely fair, given that he has just spent six pages methodically undermining 

Hix’s argument in the most well-informed and academically impressive of ways,
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much as might a professional critic writing for the Harvard Book Review, in which 

this review originally appeared in 1992. Once again, Wallace distances himself 

from a group in order to establish a relationship with the r e a d e r T h i s  tactic is 

more complex in the scholarly writing, because, as shown here, Wallace frequently 

is an expert in what he writes about. With that in mind, such distancing seems 

outright mendacious. By linguistically encoding the opposition that may or may 

not exist between him as au thor/na rra to r  and the implicit "them" -  in this case 

critics and theoreticians -  Wallace solidifies his alliance with the reader. Besides 

this artificial distance between Wallace’s implied indifference to theory and his 

manifest expertise, Wallace also creates a false impression of the reader of his own 

work, who, it is implied, is not a "theory-wienie” or professional critic either. This 

does not chime with the style of Wallace’s writing in general, fiction or non-fiction; 

Wallace expects a great deal of his readers, challenging them both intellectually 

and morally, and the implication here that neither Wallace nor his readers cares 

very much about the position and power of author or reader is a deeply misleading 

one; although the positions Wallace establishes -  between him and the reader, and 

between the newly constituted "us” and the illusory "them” -  are reassuring, this 

implication reminds us that they are false relations.

"Greatly Exaggerated”, although it is a short piece of criticism, contains 

many of the features that distinguish his academic journalism. Wallace uses the 

work of another writer to engage with issues of significance to his own career, 

expressing strong views without a polemical edge. In this early article [he was 

thirty when he wrote this review), Wallace directly addresses the issues of 

authority and authorship that would recur in all aspects of his work. He draws on 

Hix’s idea of "schizoscription" to account for the seeming disconnect between 

author and narrator, a disjunction that will be particularly important in the 

chapter dealing with his short fiction. This concept, which Wallace finds appealing, 

is part of what allowed him to develop the "skeletal” narrative structure that made

47 This tendency, pervasive in Wallace’s non-fiction, is one of the embodiments of his view  
that good writing has something to do with love: he seeks a sincere connection with his reader, 
even at the expense of absolute honesty. It is perhaps interesting to consider the relationship 
between honesty and sincerity in Wallace’s writing; the two do not necessarily go together. The 
idea of sincerity in late post-modern literature is one that has been taken up by Adam Kelly among 
others. Here, Wallace seeks to establish a connection in order to offer something for the reader’s 
approval. His tactics are disingenuous, if not outright dishonest, but are strongly reminiscent of the 
actions of courtship.
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his short fiction so powerful. The essay is also notable for Wallace's play with the 

notion of "authority" and "author-ity”, which ties in with his obvious mistrust of 

the implied hierarchical distance between w riter and reader, which places him 

alongside the poststructuralism to which he has implicitly opposed himself.

The hostility referred to above is complicated by complicity; Wallace 

displays the poststructuralist’s unease with the power accorded the author, but at 

the same time is unwilling to cede control to the reader: in the interview with 

Larry McCaffery, Wallace talks about the "weird, delicate [...] relationship between 

the writer and the reader", the love/hate struggle tha t he sees within himself as 

"this desperate desire to please coupled with a kind of hostility to the reader" 

(McCaffery, "Interview", 4). This leaves him in a position that is neither with nor 

against the poststructuralists, and indeed, he does not take sides, as it were, in the 

dispute he and Hix seek to elucidate. Rather, Wallace takes a third way, a way that 

would become definitive of his writing. His authorial position is to be found in the 

apparently throwaway half-sentence mentioned earlier; writing is not an 

assumption or cession of power, but ra ther an invitation, the overture to a 

relationship between writer and reader. Wallace's philosophy of communication, 

in its early stages here, regards language as slippery and complex, but not as 

untrustworthy, and writing as difficult and fraught with challenges, but as a dance, 

or perhaps a courtship, rather than a battle.

Authors are neither gods nor slaves in Wallace’s philosophy. They are not 

chained to keyboards, churning out dross for their readers and critics to interpret, 

like the monkeys at typewriters of the popular imagination; neither are they 

prophets, whose every word is imbued with a specific meaning, to be discerned, 

discovered, demystified. Authors, as Wallace puts it, are "monkeys who mean" 

[Supposedly, 139), inviting readers to enter into an accord ra ther than a struggle. In 

this philosophy, communication is an emergent property  of the processes that 

exist, constantly shifting and dynamically stable, among author, reader, text and 

society. Rather than focusing on discrete elements of the communication process -  

in this case the author’s intention -  Wallace explores the process itself. This results 

in a philosophy that allows for different interpretative outcomes not as the outputs 

of incommensurable vocabularies, nor as the collapse of illusive narrative 

autonomy, but as locations along spectrum of meaningful exchange, determined by
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the dynamic balance of the combined elements. By this reading, Wallace makes use 

of the Derridean paradigm, not for its deleterious interrogative properties, but for 

its constructive, generative properties: the ability to balance oppositional 

pluralities; the play of meanings; the synergistic operation of combined 

incompatibles. Meaning is never univocal for Wallace, but emerges from the play of 

its components -  author, text, reader -  in an unpredictable process of dynamic 

interdependence. "Greatly Exaggerated” is one of Wallace’s shortest essays, but 

manages in its brevity to provide indispensable insights into his engagements with 

writing, words and postmodernism. It is the clearest articulation of his vision for 

writing, and underscores the ambivalence of his relationship to the era of his art, 

an ambivalence that pervades his authorial relation to his epoch, most obviously in 

Infinite Jest.

A u t h o r i t y  a n d  A u t h o r - i t y : " A u t h o r i t y  a n d  A m e r i c a n  U s a g e "

Consider the Lobster, which Wallace published in 2005, includes more essays that 

deal specifically with literature and language than A Supposedly Fun Thing I'll Never 

Do Again. One of these essays, "Authority and American Usage”, contains a number 

of observations pertinent to an overview of Wallace's non-fiction. In this essay, a 

review of Bryan A. Garner's A Dictionary o f  Modern American Usage (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1998), Wallace uses much of the space to expound upon 

his own views regarding usage. He introduces the term SNOOT, which he defines 

as follows: "SNOOT (n) (highly colloq] is this reviewer's nuclear family's nickname 

a clef for a really extreme usage fanatic [...] W hether S.N.O.O.T stood for 

"'Sprachegefuhl Necessitates Our Ongoing Tendance' or 'Syntax Nudniks of Our 

Time’ depended on w hether or not you were one” [Consider, 69). As should be 

clear from this or any piece of Wallace’s writing, he favours the former definition 

and is an undeniable SNOOT. However, notwithstanding Wallace's own 

lexicographical politics, the essay reveals interesting aspects of his engagement 

with the mechanics of language.
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Over the course of this essay, Wallace discusses the merits of Prescriptivism 

versus Descriptivism and the so-called Usage Wars.'^^ He compares Garner’s A 

Dictionary o f  Modern American Usage with several other luminaries in this -  

admittedly somev^hat sparsely populated -  field. The "seamy underbelly of US 

lexicography" [Consider, 67), as it is memorably termed, is dredged up and 

subjected to the unorthodox beam of Wallace's gaze. Wallace presents his review 

and the tour of lexicography camps with his usual levity and grace, but the more 

important feature of the essay is what it reveals about Wallace’s own vision and 

philosophy of language. There are strong echoes in this essay of many of the 

linguistic issues addressed in the previous chapter: the fluidity and

unmanageability of language, the pervasive influence of speech and writing, and 

most of all, the complicated relationship we have with words. Wallace is a decided 

Prescriptivist, but accepts the fact tha t language is not a closed system or a finished 

product. As in his fiction, Wallace can here be seen seeking to understand the 

balance between how we as speakers and writers control language and how we 

are in turn controlled by it. In other words, Wallace does not argue for one 

approach as indisputably correct; although he himself is a Prescriptivist, he is 

interested in the actual balance between established language rules and emerging 

language patterns.'^^

In outlining his difficulties with the Descriptivist position, Wallace clarifies 

his own position. Descriptivists tend to be "hard-core academics” [Consider, 81) -  

the implication being that Wallace is not a hardcore academic, again, perhaps 

speciously, aligning himself with his readers -  and "doctrinaire positivists” [81). 

He comments also on the influence of Descriptivists on contemporary American 

culture, an influence that does not fill him with unmixed delight. He particularly 

laments the influence on teaching: "everyone who started junior high after c. 1970 

has been taught to write Descriptively [...] a view of writing as self-exploratory,

48 Prescriptivists hold that the "correct” use of language should be strongly encouraged at all 
times. Their philosophy does not allow for the maturation and alteration of usage. On the other 
hand, Descriptivists encourage the free use of language, believing that error is an essential part of 
the evolution of language. This position, the more clearly aligned with postmodernism’s destruction 
of hierarchies, does not recognise the existing structures of language as important or in need of 
conservation. As with many polarised arguments, it is likely that the best approach lies som ewhere 
between the two.
49 This balancing of disparate ideologies mirrors the stylistic balance of comedy and 
seriousness discussed earlier: the use of blurring, even destroying boundaries to explore the modes 
of meaning-making peculiar to collapsing hierarchies.
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and -expressive rather than as communicative” (81]. The phrasing here is resonant 

of the statement in "Greatly Exaggerated” that "writing is an act of communication” 

[Supposedly, 144), indicating that, despite a progression in style and content, 

Wallace’s preoccupations remained the same. Much of the language in the essay 

echoes Wallace's treatm ent of issues discussed in the first chapter of this study: for 

example "there is no such thing as a private language" [Consider, 87). Wallace 

makes this claim in the main text and includes a two-page footnote that refers 

specifically to "Mr L. Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations’’ [87) and goes on 

to canvas at some length Wittgenstein’s argument against the possibility of private 

language. Similarly, the rhetorical position Wallace ultimately assumes -  that 

usage dictionaries should tread a line between guidance of and response to the 

development of language -  bespeaks the same pragmatism that was visible in its 

early stages in The Broom o f the System.

An important rhetorical feature of this essay is the way Wallace talks about 

grammatical fanaticism. He compares the behaviour of SNOOTs to 

"religious/political conservatives’ attitudes about contemporary culture” 

[Consider, 70). "We are the Few”, he says, "the Proud, the More or Less Constantly 

Appalled at Everyone Else” [71). Despite the light tone of this statement, it reveals 

a side of Wallace’s linguistic persona with which he appears uncomfortable. His 

use of political language reveals how strongly he feels about the issues associated 

with language use; to his mind, one’s view of language is as important to one’s 

world-view as a staunch political position. He goes on to extend this analogy, 

exploring the idea of a "Democratic Spirit” in the pursuit of lexicography, one that 

combines "passionate conviction plus a sedulous respect for the convictions of 

others” [Consider, 72). Wallace’s explicit use of political vocabulary -  "Democratic 

Spirit” [so capitalised) he ascribes to Garner -  is significant here. It implies not 

only that one’s lexicographical politics is as important as one’s actual politics, but 

also that it is in some way aligned to it. Such an alignment emphasises the integral 

role played by language not merely in reflecting or refracting the world, but in 

shaping our interaction with it. Thus a "Democratic Spirit” in lexicography is likely 

to be associated with a liberal world-view in general -  not necessarily politically 

left-wing, but open-minded -  a spirit of curiosity, of engagement and exchange. It is 

this spirit that Wallace admires so fervently in Garner’s dictionary, and a spirit that
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is clearly visible in his own work. However, it raises a significant question: "the big 

question in w hether such a spirit compromises Bryan A. Garner's ability to present 

himself as a genuine "authority” on issues of usage” (73). This question, 1 suggest, 

could be applied to all of Wallace’s non-fiction, and also profitably explored as 

regards its influence on his fiction. Despite his misgivings about the potentially 

deleterious effect of the "Democratic Spirit” on "Authority”, Wallace continues to 

maintain that this is the proper spirit in which to conduct investigations of 

lexicographical rectitude. His argument for this position will be worth bearing in 

mind when this chapter addresses Wallace’s political journalism: to maintain a 

"Democratic Spirit” as Wallace defines it, particularly where one’s tendencies run 

to the conservative, is the measure of a true l i b e r a l . ^ o

It is also interesting to note the source of Wallace’s approval of Garner’s 

dictionary: "It isn't tha t A Dictionary o f  Modern American Usage is perfect”, he 

points out [Consider, 118]. What makes the dictionary so good is the persona of its 

writer. Wallace points out more than once Garner’s ethical appeal to the reader, his 

somewhat disingenuous repudiation of authority or fitness to judge, while 

simultaneously pronouncing judgment. Garner also, in Wallace’s estimation, keeps 

his own prejudices as much as possible out of the text, making himself as broadly 

and blandly appealing as possible. Wallace comments: "it struck me that I had no 

idea w hether Bryan A. Garner was black or white, gay or straight, Democratic or 

Dittohead” (119), and that, more importantly, it did not seem important. Garner's 

skill was to make himself objective, "with a small o” (119). Garner does not appear 

to "have an axe to grind” (119), but ra ther seems to believe that "the purposes of 

the expert authority and the purposes of the lay reader are identical” (124). In 

other words, what is admirable about Garner’s dictionary is its very refusal to 

assume authority, while simultaneously demonstrating authoritative command of 

a subject. This seems to me to be an apposite description of Wallace’s own

50 The political liberalism implied by this position is bolstered by an interpolation several 
pages later in the essay, where Wallace opines and goes on to argue that "the only really coherent 
position on the abortion issue is one that is both Pro-Life and Pro-Choice” [Consider, 82). Wallace 
expresses a personal opinion that falls on the conservative side of the argument, but maintains the 
political position that he cannot make that decision for another person. To argue fervently for a 
position that opposes your own conservative view  is one of the greatest tests of a liberal, for which 
the Oxford English Dictionary offers as one definition: "Free from bias, prejudice, or bigotry; open- 
minded, tolerant; governing or governed by relaxed principles or rules; not strict” [Oxford English 
Dictionary Online, s.v. "liberal”, last modified June 2011, definition 5a. 
<http://www.oed.com .elib.tcd.ie/view/Entrv/107863?redirectedFrom =liberal#eid>~l.
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approach to non-fiction, expertly written but not written in the voice of an expert, 

truly democratic (in the sense of the "Democratic Spirit"] without being affectless, 

and appealing without being ingratiating. What Wallace admires in Garner's 

writing are the hallmarks of his own style.

So much for the positive; Wallace's question about Garner’s authority is 

significant for more than its similarity to his own journalistic character. The 

uneasy articulation of the disconnect between Garner's self-effacing persona and 

his obvious expertise reflects the manipulative fragility of his own non-fiction 

persona. The clarity of this ambivalence further complicates the short essay; while 

it is the clearest articulation of Wallace's inclusive, liberal, redemptive vision for 

literature, it also poses a serious challenge to those values. Wallace’s project of 

communication is one that gestures at eliminating borders and hierarchies, one of 

the legacies of high postmodernism with which he engages directly. However, the 

scholarly journalism, and Wallace's estimation of Garner's authorial presence, 

demonstrate clearly that it is not possible to eradicate hierarchies of expertise 

without damaging credibility. The dynamic relationship of author to text and 

reader is not wholly without limitations; rather, in order to allow for 

communication to take place, there are two unpleasant facts that must be 

admitted, which Wallace referred to in the McCaffery interview: first, there may 

well be "something about authority and limits we actually need", and second, the 

authority figures against whom postmodernist thought rebelled, referred to as 

parents, "aren't ever coming back -  which means we're going to have to be the 

parents" (McCaffery, "Interview", ISO). In other words, there is a maturity to 

accepting authority that the early postmodernist thinkers did not reach, in order 

for progress to be possible, the youthful zeal of rebellion must give way to a mode 

tha t recognises authority without assuming that it is inherent in writing.

K a f k a ' s  h e r o i c  s a n i t y

Wallace's brief essay on Kafka and comedy, also published in Consider the Lobster,

is typical of a subset of the essays of Wallace’s later career, in which he engages

directly with the writing of one well-known author. Besides the essay on Kafka,

Consider the Lobster contains two such articles, one on John Updike and one on

Dostoyevsky, in which Wallace explores various aspects of their writing and uses
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this exploration to discuss the practice of writing in general. As a result of the ways 

in which Wallace uses his analysis of these authors, these essays provide an 

important insight into the way Wallace regarded his chosen career. While each 

essay furnishes a good deal of food for thought, the essay on Kafka in particular 

addresses Wallace's attitude to the function of comedy in serious writing.

The essay deals in part with Wallace’s efforts to foster in his students an 

understanding of the delicate balance of Kafka’s humour, which he calls a 

"grotesque, gorgeous and thoroughly m odern complexity” [Consider, 64). This 

complexity fascinates Wallace, the fact the "Kafka’s comedy is also always tragedy”

(63). This is an approach to comedy that is visible in Wallace’s own work, although 

with less overwhelming constancy. Where Kafka’s comedy is "always tragedy”, 

Wallace combines tragicomedy with "Pynchonian slapstick [...] Barthish m eta

parody or Woody Allen-type kvetching”, all of which he cites as examples of 

hum our for those "whose neural resonances are American” (62). Wallace’s comic 

touch is one of the striking features of his work, and while he does make use of 

Pynchonian tropes and the occasional metafictional gimmick, his humour is not 

conventionally American, at least not as Wallace sketches it here. Rather, his 

hum our seems to find a middle ground between the bleak but "heroically sane”

(64) Kafkaesque and the escapist hum our of postmodern America.

Wallace’s reading of Kafka displays an unusual sensitivity to the ambiguities 

of humour. A passage towards the end of the essay deals with the ambivalence of 

Kafka’s humour, in which the comedy and tragedy are two sides of the same coin, a 

blackly hilarious space in which the central joke is "that the horrific struggle to 

establish a human self results in a self whose humanity is inseparable from the 

horrific struggle” (64): in other words, failure is inescapably bound up with 

success, tragedy is implied by the existence of comedy, and the killing joke is that 

hope entails disappointment. As well his analysis of Kafka’s use of humour, 

Wallace broadens the scope of the essay to discuss the function of hum our in 

literature and in life, particularly in one extensive footnote near the close of the 

piece. In this passage, he argues that conventional American hum our has a 

comforting, escapist function for the contemporary reader, which makes it almost 

impossible for such an audience to appreciate the dark comedy of Kafka’s writing. 

Be that as it may, Wallace, both in his writing and in his criticism, as here, calls on
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his readers to seek for the bleak comedy of the everyday, for the Kafkaesque and 

the bizarre, insisting that the skewed and frustrated world view of Kafka’s writing 

is not only the right, but the only sane way of looking at the world. Interestingly, 

Wallace suggests that the reason his students (and, by extension, most American 

readers) feel that they do not "get" Kafka is not that his hum our is too subtle. 

Wallace argues that Kafka’s hum our consists in the "radical literalization" (63) of 

many of the tropes of conventional literature, adding a peculiar and often 

discomfiting weight to his words. Wallace provides a series of examples of this 

reading of Kafka’s work, and the argument for his "anti-subtle" perspective is 

persuasive. In his treatm ent of Kafka, Wallace’s attitude to irony takes on a 

Kierkegaardian simplicity, in the sense tha t it "adds nothing essential to the 

process of self-consciousness. Instead [it] directs our attention to what we already 

know" in a new and revelatory way.^^ Wallace’s writing is similarly skewed 

towards the disturbingly literal, as suggested in Chapter One with reference to 

Broom: we might also think of The Entertainment in Infinite Jest or the literal 

ghosts in the machine in The Pale King.

Wallace’s exploration of Kafka's comedy sketches an outline of his own 

attitude to the functions of both humour and literature on a broader scale, 

particularly his account of the functions and cultural shifts of humour, with 

implications for his writing that are visible in every phase of fiction and every kind 

of non-fiction. He comments on the linguistically untranslatable elements of 

comedy, but also attends to the culturally intransitive aspects of w hat we find 

funny. His footnoted lament over the "lallating function" (64) of American humour 

shows him to have been conscious that he was writing for an overwhelmingly 

American readership but eager to depict a reality alien to their way of thinking. By 

means of Wallace’s analysis of Kafka, we see how Wallace’s unmistakable 

combination of the bleak and subtle and the broad and comforting came into being, 

offering a challenging, often troubling and always rewarding vision to the reader 

who understands that "our journey towards home is in fact our home" (64) and 

that ambivalent complexity is the hallmark of reality. Here, Wallace engages with 

irony in a new way, as a presence within the text. The forlorn glory of a 

disappointing and unfair world in Wallace’s fiction is traceable to the belief

51 W ayne Booth. A Rhetoric o f  Irony [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974] 28.
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expressed here tha t comedy serves to shadow the tragic more deeply, and tha t the 

tragedy of the world makes its moments of levity all the more precious, although 

they occur in the bleakest of circumstances. As with several of the scholarly essays, 

the traits Wallace chooses to focus on reflect some of the predominant 

characteristics of his own work.

G r e a t  a n d  S m a l l :  E v e r y t h i n g  a n d  M o r e

In 2003, Wallace ventured outside of familiar authorial territory  to write a tract on 

Georg Cantor’s transfinite numbers. On the surface, this book does not share many 

features with the literary journalism that has been discussed in this section so far. 

However, in its style and approach, Everything and More displays great similarity 

to the shorter literary pieces. Everything and More is the least accessible of 

Wallace’s non-fiction, and arguably the least successful. Wallace’s interest in 

mathematics comes across, certainly, but his anxiety to write for a general 

audience on a very specialist subject causes the writing to jar, a combination of 

flippant humour and shallow analysis tha t is unsatisfying and not particularly 

informative. Notwithstanding its many imperfections, both stylistic and material. 

Everything and More manages to present an image of a writer engaging with 

language at every level. Wallace considers mathematics a means of 

communication: "mathematics is a totally abstract language” [E&M, 31). Wallace’s 

enthusiasm for mathematics is clear -  witness, for example, the way he evangelises 

the elegant clarity of mathematics in the early paragraphs of the book -  and his 

approach to it reflects some of the hope in his fiction, particularly the early writing, 

where he sought a clear voice, words not bound up with layer upon layer of 

subtext.

Wallace’s purpose in writing this book was to give a clear conceptual

history of infinity, a concept that only became mathematically manageable in the

eighteenth century. However, the problem with such a project is its audience;

Wallace visibly struggles with the level of ability he should expect from his

audience, jumping through several rhetorical hoops in o rder to make the appeal as

broad as possible. Chief among these is the "lYl” sections. "lYI”, as Wallace explains

early in the text, stands for "if you’re in terested”, and precedes a paragraph or

footnote "designed for readers with strong technical backgrounds, or unusual
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interest in actual math [...] they (the chunks) provide a more detailed look at stuff 

tha t the main discussion glosses or breezes through” [E&M, 2-3]. This phrase 

highlights two of the major difficulties with the text. Firstly, the very concept of lYI 

shows how Wallace was writing two books in one, for two wholly different 

audiences, and could find no better reconciliation of the wildly different 

requirements than suggesting that those readers who knew their integrals from 

their differentials should ignore 30% to 50% of the text. This forces the text to veer 

between registers in a way that Wallace, unusually, cannot control. Rather than the 

easy negotiation of erudition and colloquialism that distinguishes Wallace’s non

fiction in general, Everything and More seems disjointed and ill-fitting, making it 

difficult to read.

Besides the careering rhetoric, Wallace himself admits in the above passage 

tha t the text "glosses or breezes through” certain elements of the mathematics 

with which non-mathematicians might not be familiar. The difficulty with this is 

related to the first problem, discussed above. In his eagerness to present a clear 

and accessible history of the discovery and negotiation of numbers beyond 

reasonable comprehension, Wallace tends to overlook certain niceties of detail. In 

a subject as intricate and formal as mathematics, a writer simply cannot afford to 

do this. The result is that Wallace conflates theories and uses explanations of one 

problem as solutions to another, similar problem. As such, the mathematical side 

of the argument is sketchy, making it easier for the non-mathematician to relate to, 

but rendering its credibility unsteady at best. This is a problem Wallace clearly 

anticipates but avoids addressing, peppering the text with nods to the experienced 

reader, explaining why certain areas are not addressed and admitting, for example, 

that the solution he offers to Zeno's Dichotomy is actually a solution to the Achilles 

V. Tortoise problem, which though they have the same import are different issues. 

Wallace’s excuse is that it "amounts to the same thing” {E&M, 104). This sort of 

glossing, though it is well intentioned, does nothing for either kind of reader for 

whom Wallace was writing. In seeking to cater the readers at two levels, Wallace 

succeeds in missing both targets, which is the danger of tailoring a voice for the 

broadest possible appeal. In seeking to connect with everyone, it is possible to 

connect with no one.
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While Everything and More is arguably the weakest of Wallace's prose, in 

both form and content, it also furnishes one of the better opportunities to analyse 

the way it operates. Wallace positions himself as an interested amateur, once again 

attempting to blur the hierarchy of expertise, as witnessed in the casual journalism 

and the other examples of literary journalism. Wallace identifies himself as 

"someone with a medium-strong interest in am ateur math and formal systems [...] 

who disliked and did badly in every math course he every took” (2) before going 

on to delve deeply into intricate mathematical issues that he frequently states 

require college-level training in mathematics. At this point, the concern Wallace 

expressed with regard to the legitimacy of Bryan A. Garner's rather charming self- 

effacement in "Authority and American Usage" becomes an issue for the reader. 

Wallace's tendency to, as it were, stoop to the reader's level can be disarming, as it 

is intended to be, but on inspection it takes on a patronising and disingenuous 

aspect. Having laid this claim in an effort to establish a rapport with his readers, 

Wallace proceeds to treat even the most complex questions with a levity that can 

become glib where it is unsuccessful, as here. The underlying structures of 

Wallace’s academic writing are made clear by the failure of its object, which is to 

elucidate in casual terms the complicated issue at hand. Unfortunately for Wallace, 

his grasp of mathematics as an interested am ateur does not equal his finely tuned 

literary sensibilities; consequently, rather than the elegant fluency with which he 

treats of thorny literary questions. Everything and More becomes a disjointed and 

often outright clumsy piece of academic prose, which ultimately fails in its 

expressed intention to "discuss these achievements [in mathematical history] in 

such a way that they're vivid and beautiful [...] accessible to the neophyte without 

being dull or annoying to someone who's had a lot of college math" [E&M, 1-2).

Besides the opportunity for stylistic examination. Everything and More 

provides an insight into the philosophy that informed Wallace's writing, the 

philosophy that this study seeks to trace throughout his career. More than once 

Wallace expresses admiration for the beauty and elegance of a true mathematical 

phrase, referring to maths as a language. Wallace's approach to the study of 

mathematics is unabashedly philosophical, and the discussion of some of the 

philosophical anxieties tha t drove the study of maths in its early days (as well as 

his own interest in the subject] merits reading with regard to the issues of identity
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and certainty that were discussed in the last chapter. It is also interesting to note 

that Wallace aligns mathematics with formal systems in general, including the 

formal logic that was behind much of the plot of The Broom o f the System  and 

Wallace’s philosophy thesis Fate, Time and Language. Within Everything and More, 

Wallace grapples with the ambiguities of language not in relation to defining the 

slippery self, but as regards defining the theories with which mathematicians 

work: "Compared to a natural language it's ridiculously easy to learn. The problem 

isn't the notation -  it’s the extreme abstractness and generality" [E&M, 146). 

Although Everything and More is materially suspect (the conflation of terms and 

the acknowledged glossing over of issues make even the staunchest non

mathematician suspicious) and stylistically irksome, it reveals the bones of 

Wallace’s academic style and elucidates some of the beliefs tha t motivate it. As 

such, while it is arguably a failure as a book, it is useful and even important to the 

serious student of Wallace's style and philosophy, two things that are inextricably 

bound to one another.

S o c i o - P o l i t i c a l  W r i t i n g

The third strand of Wallace’s non-fiction to be discussed here is his socio-political 

writing. In these essays, Wallace explores issues of broad significance, from the 

social and racial implications of music to the fallout, both personal and public, of 

the 11 September 2001 attacks, as well as an investigation of political campaigns. 

This section will focus on the 1990 book Signifying Rappers: Rap and Race in the 

Urban Present and the 2000 essay "Up, Simba”, republished as a book in 2008 

under the title McCain's Promise. These two pieces of writing, which in their 

various incarnations cover almost Wallace's whole writing career, approach issues 

of social and political importance in a typically freewheeling style, with Wallace’s 

tradem ark mixture of high-minded seriousness and irreverent comedy. It is 

important to keep in mind in both cases that Wallace puts language at the centre of 

the issues he is discussing, in ways that will be elaborated upon in the discussion of 

each piece. It is not insignificant that McCain’s Promise was subtitled Aboard the 

Straight Talk Express with John McCain and a Whole Bunch o f Actual Reporters, 

Thinking About Hope, nor that the title Signifying Rappers refers none-too-subtly to
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ideas of linguistic identity. These essays, while they engage directly with the way 

we live our lives, the obstacles and opportunities tha t make up what we become as 

individuals and societies, are never far from discussing how we speak our lives. 

For Wallace, it becomes clear from reading the socio-political essays, 

communication is at the heart of any social exploration. This view mirrors that 

visible in the fiction, where for all the contentious political and social issues that 

are dealt with, the central difficulty is always one of communication.

S ig n ify in g  S e lv e s :  S ig n if yin g  Ra p p e r s

In Signifying Rappers, which Wallace co-wrote with Mark Costello, the same 

stylistic flourishes are visible in embryonic form as would appear in Wallace’s later 

writing; the disarming candour that ultimately becomes a pre-emptive strike 

against potential detractors, the breakneck breathlessness of the prose and the 

desperate concern to appear genuine and legitimate, as well as the tendency to 

approach troublesome issues with a style that can read as facile but in fact is 

deadly serious and deeply complex. Signifying Rappers occupies a unique place in 

the Wallace canon, as it is the only published piece of writing in which Wallace is 

not the only named a u t h o r . ^ ^  such, and given the divided form of the book, in 

which each section is preceded by the first letter of its writer's name, it is easy to 

see how Wallace's non-fiction style developed in his earliest writing, by 

comparison with his considerably less experimental co-author. The digressive 

prose tha t became a hallmark of Wallace's fiction and non-fiction, with its delicate 

balance of the colloquial and the impossibly erudite, is tentative but definite in his 

passages of Signifying Rappers, typified by such sentences as "Confession: D.’s first 

sampler draft, of which this brief digressive riff is but a fossil, began as more about 

rap-as-synecdoche than about rap esse” [SR, 38). With this sentence in 

particular, Wallace is, as it were, tipping his hand to the reader, showing tha t really

52 This rem ains true desp ite the collaborative nature o f the posthum ous The Pale King: 
although longtim e ed itor Michael Pietsch in particular has played a significant role in bringing the 
m anuscript to publication, it is listed as a single-author work.
53 An interesting feature of Signifying R appers is the layout of the book, w here each section is 
preceded by the letter "M." or "D.", standing for Mark and Dave respectively, and identifying which  
w riter has com posed each section. This d ivision is not strictly necessary, as the tw o voices are quite 
distinct, but the device highlights the separate strands of thinking and obviates the editorial 
n ecessity  to blend the different opinions into a univocal author.
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w hat he w an ted  to do with this piece of w riting was to address  how  rap  rep resen ts  

us to ourselves by m eans of reinforcing our sense of o therness, m ost simply with 

regard  to u rban  race conflicts, and how  this "decoct-and-simplify phenom enon  is 

not necessarily racist, or  even specifically racial. It looks, ra ther, to be just a 

phylogenic p a r t  of hum an  circuitry” [35). In o ther w ords, following a digression in 

to the critical im portance of s tereo types  and synecdoches, Wallace ostentatiously  

informs us th a t  he will no t be talking about them. Such paralipsis is m ost visible in 

the early fiction, and particularly  b la tan t [Wallace’s w ord) in the early  novella 

"W estward the  Course of Empire Takes Its W ay”, w here  a professed aversion to 

metafiction draw s a tten tion  to the workings of metafiction w ithin  the  text. 

Similarly, here, Wallace professes an abandoned  intention to deal w ith  rap  as a 

synecdoche for problem atic  race relations, which draw s a t ten tion  to th a t  analogy 

in the re a d e r ’s mind, while Wallace does not have to deal with it directly.

Analyzing the  passion of these  "two w hite  Boston males [...] of comfortably 

nervous tw o-incom e p a ren ts” for rap, the  "black music, of and for blacks" {SR, 21), 

Wallace is vague in his account of its appeal: "We shared  an uncomfortable, 

som ew hat furtive, and distinctively w hite  en thusiasm  for a certain  music called 

rap /h ip -h o p ” "̂* [21). This is his early, slightly em barrassed  confession. The 

description of r a p ’s d raw  th roughou t the text, however, cen tres  on Wallace’s 

im pression of its honesty, the  sense tha t rap  has som eth ing  real to communicate. 

"This m usic”, he avers, "had som e kind of hard  edge to it" [46), which he contrasts  

with the  other, m ore  commercial music of the  time, in which "covers of classic 

covers of classic tunes  are  them selves covered and then  climb corporate  charts" 

[46). Such music has a "verbal prepackaging” feel. His attrac tion  to rap  centres  on 

its authenticity, bu t also on its difference from the norm. It is the very raw ness  of 

rap th a t  lends it its tru th .  However, Wallace is no t entirely su re  w h a t its 

authenticity  is. He struggles to decide w h e th e r  rap  m erely  rep resen ts  the 

decocted-and-simplified desires of the  Other, or w h e th e r  it in fact rep resen ts  the 

reality of the Other: w hether ,  in o ther  words, rap  is a s te reo type  or a

54 This is another, although less serious, example of Wallace’s tendency to conflate concepts, 
noted in the section on Everything and More. Rap and hip-hop are two separate music genres, with 
different audiences and different stars.
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synecdoche?^^ Wallace uses this uncertainty to account for "the root and hidden 

white mainstream fear: what if cutting-edge rap really is a closed music? not even 

pretending it’s promulgating anything controversial to its young mass audience? 

What if rap scares us because it’s really just preaching to the converted?” (45]. The 

fear tha t Wallace suggests is that the extreme lyrics of cutting-edge early '90s rap 

w ere serious, tha t they were not, as Wallace had hitherto suggested, the overblown 

bloviating of peacocking adolescents, but ra ther a calm and accurate 

representation of the reality of their lives. This disconnect between the spoken, the 

intended and the understood is a problem with which Wallace grappled in his 

fiction, from Lenore’s struggles with truth and self in The Broom o f  the System  to 

the later stories about deception and self-abnegation. It also hearkens back to 

Wallace’s own struggles with authenticity and clarity, and this early work of non

fiction engages, albeit sometimes clumsily, with these central issues. Wallace’s 

constant search for authenticity, which he appears to equate with the sort of 

human truth mentioned in Chapter One, is a central force in all his writing. It is in 

this search particularly that Wallace’s divergence from some of the bleaker aspects 

of Rorty’s philosophy becomes apparent. Where Rorty’s idea of a contingent world 

gives rise to what amounts to total uncertainty -  although, as Norris points out, his 

outlook is not as bleak as that of Baudrillard -  Wallace's philosophy would seem to 

seek after genuine, reciprocally sacrificial communication as the way to a human 

truth. The same search, I argue, fuels all the non-fiction, just as it does the fiction, 

and is key to understanding Wallace’s complex engagement with philosophies of 

language and communication throughout his career.

Signifying Rappers shows Wallace at an awkward stage, before he had found 

the voice that would sustain him through his journalism and arguably serve as the 

foundation for a new school of what Christoph Ribbat has -  a little awkwardly -  

termed "DFWian" journalism, imitated but never quite equalled. The voice in 

Signifying is that of an adolescent with a hobby, waiting to develop the self-assured

55 A reading of this uncertainty provides its ow n p ossib le answ er to the question W allace 
p oses in the text regarding the difference b etw een  a stereotype and a synecdoche. By this reading, a 
stereotype is an inadequate synecdoche, inadequate because the speaker does not understand the 
w hole and so cannot legitim ately sim plify it. A synecdoche represents a truth, a fact, like Harvard, 
or Hollywood, or a sm iley-face. A stereotype, then, represents an inauthentic or m istaken view . It is 
interesting, in v iew  of this, to consider the relationship of the synecdochal and the fractal, 
particularly as it pertains to the fractal architecture of Infinite Jest and the function of the titular 
film (see  Chapter Three) and the arguably synecdochal apocalypse-gam e, Eschaton.
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"impervious sun" his tone would become. As such, Signifying Rappers is to the non

fiction w hat Broom o f the System  is to the fiction: impressive but imperfect, 

containing much that would be altered but recognizable for what it would become. 

Like Broom, Signifying Rappers is funny, energetic and digressive. It is significantly 

less disciplined in style that Wallace's later non-fiction would be, but contains a 

number of the features that would be integral to the disciplined later style. There is 

an enthusiasm about the early writings that became more restrained as his career 

progressed, but many of the same ideas pervade the work.

Signifying Rappers involves Wallace’s engagement with language as a social 

issue. As mentioned above, the primary concern Wallace believes himself (and, he 

claims by extension, the general white populace) to hold is that rap is a closed 

system, a language that, while he can understand it in a basic sense, will never 

communicate meaningfully to him. This is one strand of Wallace’s philosophy of 

communication that is explored in the non-fiction in a more direct way than in the 

fiction; w hat of the languages we do not speak? Clearly, communication barriers 

arise when we attempt to comprehend a foreign language, but Wallace’s point here 

is that it is not only the languages that are obviously foreign that require 

translation.^*^ It is a commonplace of literary theory that interpretation is at best a 

fuzzy process, fraught with difficulties and lined with pitfalls; 1 cannot be sure 

what you mean when you say or write something, and you cannot be sure that I 

have accurately interpreted you. As earlier seen, Wallace engages with this 

problem from the point of view of poststructuralism [see "Greatly Exaggerated"), 

but ultimately decides that writing, which in the context of the essay he takes to be 

privileged over speech^^, and reading both require a leap of semantic faith.

In other words, if we accept that Wallace believed in the potential truth -  

albeit contingent -  of human communication, then this truth requires not proof but 

rather something akin to faith. What truth we can hope to find consists in our 

ability to accept as part of the truth the partial, the contingent and the downright 

ineffable, allowing for imperfection as part of the process by which we arrive at

56 Communication across traditional language barriers w ould be a major them e in Infinite 
Jest, particularly the crucial passages of dialogue b etw een  Marathe and Steeply. The challenges 
specific to this kind o f conversation are explored in Chapter Three.
57 The principle stands also for spoken exchanges, and it should be noted once again that 
W allace's tendency to structure his narratives as d ialogues -  either partial or com plete -  
establishes speech  and writing as equal.
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meaning. In Signijying Rappers, Wallace explores some of the challenges rap 

provides to the notion of meaningful communication, notably by hypothesising its 

closed-system status, which suggests tha t there is no way for a white mainstream 

audience to fully understand what is being communicated, although they can 

perfectly understand what is being said. In view of this, for all its imperfections, 

Signijying Rappers provides a useful sketch of the difference between Wallace’s 

engagement with the philosophy of language -  which was deft and complex but 

does not cover the range of philosophical issues visible in his writing -  and his 

development of a philosophy of communication, an altogether more nebulous 

concept. Wallace’s philosophy did not focus on discrete elements of 

communication such as language, as is typical of many literary theories. Rather, 

Wallace outlines and investigates the elusive process by which these elements 

combine to give rise to meaningful communication -  both within and without texts 

-  in the aftermath of postmodernist cynicism. The elusive dynamic that changes 

information to communication accounts in part for Wallace’s repeated efforts to 

foster a rapport with his readers; this rapport, as earlier noted, seems 

disingenuous in its recurrence, and even cynical in its use of implied and 

sometimes blatant falsehoods,^^ but it also allows Wallace to establish a common 

mode of communication. The affable, self-deprecating persona so familiar to 

Wallace’s readers is inclusive, personal, eager to be understood. Contrast this with 

the exclusivity of rap, its aggression and apparent xenophobia and most 

particularly its incomprehensibility to white mainstream listeners; Wallace’s 

writing is democratic and communicative, in aim if not in outcome, w here rap is 

hierarchical and hermetic.

The view of rap as an exclusive form that highlights the difference between 

one group and another is complicated by Wallace and Costello’s suggestion that 

rap -  and by extension other closed systems -  serve to actually define the groups 

tha t they include and exclude. That is to say, rap does not merely speak for the 

members of its community, it speaks to them; it not only identifies them but 

shapes their identity. Rap, as co-author Mark Costello points out, "celebrates

58 See for example the spurious differentiation between "swanky East-Coast magazine 
people" [Supposedly, 256]  and the would-be plainspoken persona of his casual journalism, 
discussed earlier in this chapter, or the tendency to deny expertise that clearly exists, as in the 
academic journalism.
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power, equating strength with style and style with the 'I' in Individuality” [SR, 54). 

In other words, rap in the late 1980s was a form of self-making, as well as a form of 

self-expression. Rap is "a kind of metaphor-with-larynx for a subbed-culture 

unique in its distillation of the energy and horror of the urban American present” 

(47). It does not depict life in the urban (then-) present, but rather speaks of and 

for the society itself, shaping and mirroring its chaotic growth, it is this 

relationship, the bilateral influence of the music and the society, tha t gives Wallace 

the feeling that rap is "potentially a genuine musical Scene" (46): rap does not 

picture identity, rap is identity. It communicates more powerfully than its 

contemporary processed pop because it is not a mirror but a catalyst.

In terms of identity, rap also reinforces the  identities of those for whom it 

has not been written, not always in a welcome way. Rap, Wallace insists, "should 

also be an important music [...] both to and fo r  a young white American 

mainstream” (47). What is intended here is not a noblesse oblige plea for the 

privileged to see how the other half lives, although Wallace and Costello are both 

acutely conscious of not just their whiteness but of their comparatively privileged 

pallor. Wallace points out that the fear that thrills the white mainstream audience 

is attractive because it vindicates the sense of difference, of insurmountable 

Otherness, that separates the rap audience from the mainstream. This twin 

attraction -  self-definition by inclusion for the rap audience and self-reinforcement 

by Outsider Status for the "young white American m ainstream” -  is analogous to 

Paul Ricoeur’s theory, explored in Chapter One, of the interdependence of self and 

other. Rap, in this text, functions the way narrative did for Ricoeur, both inclusive 

and exclusive and as such definitive of a whole Self, in relation to a distinct Other. 

This balance and its place in contemporary culture would remain important to 

Wallace’s writing until its end, with the public performance of identity and the 

implications of the necessary separation of self from other becoming central 

features of his work.

A final feature of Signifying Rappers that is worth mentioning in connection 

with Wallace's philosophy of communication is his perception of its honesty. Late 

in the book, he comes to the conclusion that rap is "the first American pop genre to 

countenance a peculiarly modern American despair” [SR, 121). This phrase is 

telling on two counts. Firstly, Wallace’s observation that rap countenances despair,

137



w here other contemporary forms of music sought to gloss or comfort, echoes 

almost precisely the position he took in interview with Larry McCaffery, w here he 

professed tha t literature should "move people to countenance [this sense of 

entrapm ent and loneliness and death], since any possible human redemption 

requires us first to face what's dreadful” (McCaffery, "Interview", 136) and "to give 

her [the reader] imaginative access to other selves” (127). Wallace was here 

talking about fiction in relation to television; it seems legitimate to extend the 

definition of fiction further to include music. By this argument, rap fulfils the 

function of fiction prescribed by Wallace, being reassuring if you are in the circle 

and alienating if you are not, but making a gesture towards unity by allowing the 

Outsider audience to see, if not comprehend, the lives of the Insider audience. 

Wallace’s attraction to rap, then, is partly personal, but largely social. His vision of 

the sociopolitical importance of communication, and just as pertinently, the failure 

of communication, is laid out in its infancy at the beginning of his non-fiction 

career.

S ig nifying  P o litics: "Up , S im b a !"

Wallace's coverage of John McCain’s 2000 nomination bid has seen publication in 

several incarnations and under several titles. For the purposes of this study, the 

version published in Consider the Lobster, under the title "Up, Simba!” will be taken 

as the definitive version.^^ This article is written in familiar Wallace style, abjuring 

the responsibility of expertise, aligning himself with the reader by such 

declarations as "My own resume has 'NOT A POLITICAL JORNALIST' right there at 

a very top" [Consider, 156) and full of the frequent personal digressions that had 

by this stage -  2000 -  become an integral part of Wallace's signature style. The 

essay, although it is ostensibly an article about McCain as an "anti-candidate", is 

closer in tone to the casual journalism than to the academic style, full of 

observations on his surroundings, with political commentary seeming almost 

incidental to the thrust of the article, which mostly covers the experience of being 

on the campaign trail. Wallace positions himself as a wide-eyed neophyte, with no

59 I have chosen  this version  of the essay because it provides the longer version  of the  
original w ithout necessitating attention to the changes w rought by McCain’s 2008  campaign, 
although speculating on W allace’s reaction to the outcom e o f that debate and subsequent 
developm ents in US politics w ould certainly be interesting.
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experience as a "trail” reporter, or "pencil”.̂ o He demonstrates the same self- 

deprecating cynicism about writing for Rolling Stone as he did to Harpers in "A 

Supposedly Fun Thing” and repudiates all claims to expertise or qualification in a 

way that will be familiar to any reader of his non-fiction. As far as style goes, "Up, 

Simba!” is very definitely a Wallace piece.

In terms of substance, "Up, Simba!” chimes in with a number of the issues 

explored in previous sections of this chapter, such as the use of language to isolate 

and define a group of people, the workings of identity, both individual and social, 

and the experience of the individual in a multimedia society. However, the central 

issue of the article is not politics as such, but authenticity. Wallace’s coverage of 

McCain’s campaign is a foray into the sticky philosophical areas of truth and 

perception. The word authenticity appears, for Wallace, to hold a peculiar magic, 

and it is the elusive spark that fires most of his characters, himself included. In "Up, 

Simba!”, perhaps more than in any other piece of Wallace’s non-fiction, the reader 

is left with the impression that Wallace is playing a version of himself, making 

himself slightly more gauche, marginally less capable and informed than he really 

is, a performative use of language that resonates with much of his argument in 

Signijying Rappers. In the voice of this persona -  the Average Guy he makes himself 

out to be (accurately or otherwise) -  Wallace explores the deep need that he, and 

by implication we, feel to believe in something. In the case of this essay, that 

something is -  or could be -  John McCain.

Wallace begins with the usual disclaimer, as mentioned above. He goes on 

to discuss the context of the article in view of his emphatic denial of being a 

political journalist. He reinforces his Average Guy credibility by mentioning his 

"dogs with professionally diagnosed emotional problems” [Consider, 157] and 

mentions his personal politics ("I, the author, am not a Republican” (157)), which 

he claims is at the request of his editor. The point of this inclusion, he opines, is to 

obviate any suspicion that Wallace is either pro- or anti-McCain, to reassure the 

reader that the essay is "just meant to be the truth as one person sees it” (157); in 

other words, the raw experience of an average voter with a flair for writing. While 

this is typical of Wallace’s non-fiction generally, and particularly resonant with the

60 Here again, as discussed in the section on casual journalism, w e see  W allace appropriate a 
particular style o f coded language, further encoding it into his ow n am bivalent in sid er /ou tsid er  
vocabulary.
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Democratic Spirit he so fervently espoused in "Authority and American Usage", it 

also falls victim to some of the pitfalls of that spirit. As Wallace remarked of 

Garner, his refusal to assume the position of expert rather undermines his capacity 

to educate. As such, "Up, Simba!" flags in places, becoming too observational, too 

anecdotal, and insufficiently rigorous in its analysis of political reality. For 

example, Wallace does not demonstrate any interest in how the race will end, but 

shows an abiding passion for the marginalia of the campaign trail. This perspective 

ties in with Wallace's main interest in McCain; the fact that he is "an anti- 

candidate”, his very lack of apparent political intelligence. McCain was largely 

represented as a plain-spoken politician -  the "self-styled common sense 

conservative”, was the BBC's epithet in 2008 -  a characterisation that chimes 

interestingly with the politically divergent Wallace's own establishment of an 

appealing common-man voice. It is perhaps this shared rhetorical tendency, ra ther 

than the candidate’s actual or otherwise naive te or cynicism, that spurs Wallace's 

slightly curious fascination with McCain's underlying motivation, a fascination 

made all the more curious by the fact that Wallace ultimately comes to the 

conclusion that the motivation is irrelevant. This paradox, to which we will re turn  

shortly, is central to the purpose of "Up, Simba!” as exemplary of Wallace's 

journalism.

"Up, Simba!” is a piece of political journalism, certainly, but not of the New  

York Times or CNN variety. Rather, this piece uses the exciting Presidential primary 

race of 2000 to explore contemporary American politics as a social phenomenon. 

The essay is not so much a profile of the candidate as it is a profile of the political 

landscape at the turn  of the millennium, moving from the specifics of McCain's 

campaign and coverage to the more abstract issues of spin, marketing and political 

maneuvering. This inductive style of argument is one visible throughout Wallace’s 

non-fiction, allowing him to link the personal with the political in the broadest 

sense. What is politically interesting about "Up, Simba!” is not Wallace's measured 

but definite admiration for John McCain, but the recurrence of the same 

Democratic Spirit mentioned earlier. Much of the significance of "Up, Simba!” has 

little or nothing to do with McCain, but ra ther pertains to the "marvelously cynical” 

{Consider, 224] press members and the exhaustedly over-marketed Young Voters 

who believe, after years upon years of "great salesmen and sales pitches and
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marketing concepts” (227) that "whenever somebody seems Hke they care about 

you, or about some noble idea or cause, that person is a salesman and really 

ultimately doesn’t give a shit about you or some cause but really just wants 

something for himself’ (227). In other words, the political significance of "Up, 

Simba!" is its challenge to the jaded public mistrust of the idea of political 

significance itself.

Philosophically speaking, this challenge ties in with much of Wallace’s 

authorial agenda: the great virtue of McCain’s candidacy is that it provides a 

glimpse of what may lie beyond the cynicism of a postmodern age. McCain 

provides -  or could provide -  for politics what Wallace seeks for literature: the 

capacity to believe in something again. The search for authenticity in McCain’s 

character pervades "Up, Simba!", broadening out into a search for authenticity in 

the world, analogous to Lenore Beadsman’s search for meaning, and to Wallace's 

probing of language for a means to locate and portray truth. There is a tension that 

becomes clear in "Up, Simba!", between capacity to believe and means to express. 

One of the defining statements of the article is as follows: "It is all but impossible to 

talk about the really important stuff in politics without using terms that have 

become such awful cliches they make your eyes glaze over and are difficult to even 

hear" [Consider, 224). Wallace’s investigation of authenticity encounters this 

obstacle in a number of guises, but this engagement with it is one of few direct 

instances. Any investigation of politics, as with the investigation of social identity 

in Signifying Rappers, involves an investigation of the  communication of the 

integral ideas. In the case of sociopolitical issues, the postmodern age has left a 

society rife with confusion, where language is contingent, slippery and 

unpredictable, and where the speaker, regardless of facts, is perceived as 

untrustworthy, even threatening. To illustrate this point, Wallace draws on the 

undeniably powerful life story of John McCain -  his w ar experiences, his 

sometimes brutal candour, the combination of "human genuineness and political 

professionalism" (217) that defines his campaign -  and illustrates how even for a 

man whom past behaviour has shown to be brave and honourable, the public 

distrust of language overrides the capacity to believe. Wallace draws a contrast 

between the endemic cynicism of the postmodern era and the public mood of what 

he regards as the last "real leader" (225), John F. Kennedy. Wallace wonders "why,
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when John McCain says he wants to be president in order to inspire a generation of 

young Americans to devote themselves to causes greater than their own self- 

interest [...] a great many of these young Americans will yawn or roll their eyes or 

make some ironic joke instead of feeling inspired the way they did with Kennedy" 

(226). Importantly, his answ er to this question is not only that the world "was in 

some ways more innocent" [226) but also tha t "the young people he [Kennedy] 

inspired had not been skillfully marketed to their whole lives" (226). The young 

people of Kennedy's era were capable of non-ironic inspiration in a way that the 

youth of the turn of the millennium could not be. In other words, the challenge for 

a candidate like McCain was not the failure of language but the collective failure of 

interpretation.

The inclusion of interpretative capacity in the process of communication is 

part of what makes Wallace’s philosophy of communication more sophisticated 

than a simple linguistic approach. Light is also shed by this inclusion on the social 

and political significance of language. As the reading of identity-formation in 

Signifying Rappers shows, group identification is critical to fostering our 

understanding of particular speech acts, be it as Insider or Outsider. In "Up, 

Simba!”, Wallace demonstrates a wider cultural influence on our capacity for 

interpretation; the cynicism and jadedness of the modern era as a whole has -  in a 

profound and serious way -  affected the capacity of its members not just to judge, 

but to actually hear. The words to which Wallace refers -  "leader", "real", "truth", 

"honour" -  are so loaded down with collective ennui tha t they have become part of 

the Total Noise of the new millennium, devoid of any independent meaning, much 

less conducive to inspiration.^^ The problem that Wallace ultimately identifies in 

"Up, Simba!" has little directly to do with John McCain, or indeed with political 

races as such. Politics is merely a representative arena in which we struggle to 

regain a credulity tha t the postmodern generation never developed. This struggle, 

and its sheer pervasiveness in contemporary life, give rise to Wallace’s repeated 

observations of despair, remarked on in "A Supposedly Fun Thing”, and again here, 

where Wallace observes that our disengagement "is often a defense against pain.

61 As suggested in footnote 59 in this chapter, the 2008 republication of "Up, Simba!" was 
timely, particularly given the unusual focus on rhetoric and inspiration over the course of that 
campaign. How^ever, timeliness notwithstanding, "Up, Simba!" addresses a deeper issue than 
McCain’s political deserts: the issue of problematic communication that lay at the core of Wallace’s 
non-fiction.
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Against sadness" (Consider, 187). The failure of communication that Wallace sees, 

embodied in the thoroughly modern media, babbling incessantly but never really 

communicating, is linked to this pain,^^ ^he obvious solution -  to find a way of 

reengaging with the world, of believing, unironically, in something -  is complicated 

by the "very modern and American type of ambivalence, a sort of interior war 

between your deep need to believe and your deep belief that the need to believe is 

bullshit" [229]. This tense balance between jaded cynicism and desperate credulity 

is definitive, for Wallace, of the "post-postmodern" condition, and is the problem 

that McCain’s complicated campaign poses for Wallace, who displays strong 

evidence of exactly this phenomenon. The solution, which he tentatively posits at 

the close of the article, lies with each member of the public, each reader of Rolling 

Stone, or Consider the Lobster, and involves the leap of interpretative faith that sets 

Wallace’s philosophy apart from Rorty's hard-edged logical pragmatism: "The final 

paradox [concerning McCain]”, he suggests, "is that w hether he’s truly 'for real’ 

now depends less on what is in his heart than on what might be in yours" (234). In 

other words, when it comes down to it, language is a tool for communication, the 

medium, not the message. It can be used well or badly, but ultimately, its success 

rests not with its inherent power, but with our individual, conscious decision to 

in terpret and trust. "Up, Simba!", in the end, strongly suggests that the nebulous 

concept of truth depends not on any external verification, but upon the individual 

and collective effort to find a "real" touchstone. In other words, w hether McCain -  

and by extension, any potential source of belief or inspiration -  is "for real" or not 

is irrelevant; the essay is not about him. Belief stems not from what is offered, but 

from how it is taken. It is not the truth that matters, but the communication. 

Wallace’s determinedly un-political political article, in an interesting way, is more 

political than any of its type, because it is not about the politician, bu t about the 

voters. It is not the sincerity of McCain's campaign that excites Wallace; it is the 

possibility tha t a cynical generation might learn to believe, or better still, might 

choose to believe in something.

62 The references to pain and am bivalence evoke W allace’s inclusion in his articulation of the 
duty o f  fiction the necessity  to encourage em pathy by aggravating the pain of solitude, based on a 
theory that our understanding of som eone e lse ’s painful solitude im plies the possib ility  o f som eone  
e lse ’s understanding of our painful solitude, w^hich is som ehow  therapeutic [McCaffery, "Interview”, 
128 and 136]. This ten se interdependence of isolation and connection is a source o f much o f the 
dynam ic su sp en se of his fiction, and is explored further in this regard in Chapter Four.
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Again, Wallace’s trea tm ent of the McCain campaign illustrates his own 

approach to mediated communication. His repeated use of terms like sincerity, 

belief, cynicism and so forth highlight again the need for connection, and for the 

willingness -  in both parties -  to offer something of themselves, be it the 

vulnerability of open ambition, or the equal exposure of choosing to believe in 

something that may let you down. This is the love referred to in the McCaffery 

interview, which was followed by the idea that truly great fiction writers  "give the 

reader something. The reader walks away from real a rt heavier than she came to 

it” (McCaffery, "Interview", 148). There is a clear echo here of the Derridean notion 

of surrender referred to in the first chapter, where the originating self (the author) 

renders something of himself up to the reader, but is not diminished by the act of 

giving. Love then, "sappy or no" (148) is the catalyst for successful communication, 

a process in which the ingredients are changed but not lost. That communication 

can be between fictional character, politicians and their electorates, writers and 

their readers. Each dynamic is different, each communication outcome unique, but 

the process and central ingredient are the same.

C o m m u n i c a t i n g  C o m m u n i c a t i o n : T h e  P o p u l i s t  S o c i o l i t e r a r y  M a n i f e s t o

" D a v i d  Ly n c h  K e e p s  H is  H e a d "

In the 1995 essay "David Lynch Keeps His Head", Wallace argues tha t Lynch’s films 

are not didactic or teleological in the way that commercial and art films are, but 

that they are "about images in stories in his head that he wants to see made 

external and complexly real" [Supposedly, 191). Lynch’s movies’ point or aim, 

insofar as they can be said to have such things, is "just to get inside your head" 

(171). This could as easily be a description of Wallace’s own writing, and indeed 

echoes his assertion to Larry McCaffery regarding good fiction’s place as a kind of 

emotional agent provocateur. Lynch’s films, Wallace argues, are very disturbing 

indeed, but not in any familiar, manageable way. The ways tha t Lynch’s films 

"disturb the comfortable” (McCaffery, "Interview", 127) are many, but mostly have 

to do with "Lynch’s rather sociopathic disinterest in our approval” [Supposedly, 

192). This disinterest is one of the primary differences between Lynch and 

Wallace; Lynch’s films are made for himself, whereas Wallace’s writing is geared.
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in a way that is almost painfully self-conscious, towards the r e a d e r . ^ ^  Lynch, as 

Wallace points out, is an Expressionist of the screen, whereas Wallace is a realist, 

bent on recreating not w hat is in his head, but what is in front of his eyes. 

However, the two share a passion for representation without specific agenda, 

which is central to this essay. The great challenge of this representative 

perfectionism is linked to the Both/And balance that characterises both the style 

and the content of Wallace's non-fiction. The possibility of Both/And is what gives 

rise to the "very modern and American type of ambivalence" [Consider, 229] 

referred to in "Up, Simba!” and elsewhere; the true genius of Kafka's humour is 

Both/And; the function of good fiction is Both/And. The ambivalence of ((post- 

)post-) modernity pervades Wallace's writing, fiction and non-fiction. In "David 

Lynch Keeps His Head" Wallace confesses that "we hate this possibility in movies; 

we hate this 'both' shit” [Supposedly, 211]. "Laura Palmer [...] is both "good" and 

"bad", and yet also neither: she’s complex, contradictory, real" (211). The reason 

we hate this "muddy bothness" (211) is because we recognise it in ourselves. In 

Wallace's estimation, Lynch's capacity to present this Both/And image is both the 

greatest thing about his work and its biggest failing. Lynch’s detachment allows 

him to make evil compelling and so investigate the complex relationship of his 

characters to their varying moralities, which is an extraordinary skill. Lynch 

manages, without didacticism, to suggest "not just that evil is 'implied by’ good, or 

Darkness by Light or whatever, but that the evil stuff is contained within the good 

stuff, encoded in it" (205). This skill on Lynch’s part does not meet with unalloyed 

approval: "I emphatically do not like to be made uncomfortable when I go to see a 

movie" [Supposedly, 207), Wallace declares.^^ However, he recognises the value of 

this unsettling style, the fact tha t it "requires that these features of ourselves and

63 Wallace’s constant self-assessm ent and abjuration of expertise point to an authorial desire 
to be liked, which he notes is absent from Lynch’s filmmaking. This leaning in Wallace accounts for 
some of his stylistic freaks, such as his repeated expressions of doubt in the reader's interest 
(leading, for example, at its worst to the convoluted formatting of Everything and More) and his 
tendency towards self-deprecation. However, such flourishes are generally successful, allowing 
Wallace to draw the reader in to his way of thinking, meaning that they -  mostly -  avoid becoming 
irritating. This complex relationship between writer and reader is referred to several times in the 
course of his interview with Larry McCaffery, where he refers to a "hostility" (McCaffery, 
"Interview”, 130) to the reader and to the "look-at-me-please-love-me-I-hate-you” [136) dynamic 
that characterises the shifting hierarchy of writer and reader.
64 One wonders how, then Wallace can be the "fanatical Lynch fan” (146) he claims to be. 
Perhaps either another instance of the Both/And tendency, or a recurrence of Wallace’s desire to be 
liked?
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the world not be dreamed away or judged away or massaged away but 

acknowledged" (211], and in it the often unsuccessful but always visible genius of 

Lynch’s films. Once again, Wallace’s estimation of another artist rings true as a 

vision of his own work: while it is not always successful, its failures still contain the 

hallmarks of its triumphs.

With regard to the possibility of reading this article as an indicator of 

Wallace's views on his own task as a writer of this same bewildered era, the crux of 

the essay is halfway through, in a section entitled "9a the cinematic tradition it’s 

curious that nobody seems to have observed Lynch comes right out of'. In this 

section, Wallace recounts his first exposure to Blue Velvet as a graduate student. 

Interestingly, in this section, Wallace uses much of the same language to describe 

Lynch’s work -  sincerity, lack of irony, unselfconsciousness, naif -  as he would 

later use to describe Kafka’s "anti-subtle" humour. Indeed, later in the same 

section he invokes Kafka as a successful practitioner of "richly communicative 

Expressionism" [Supposedly, 200),^^ the tradition to which the title of the section 

refers. Still more importantly, Wallace expands on the "epiphanic" effect the film 

had on his outlook: "the movie helped us to realize that first-rate experimentalism 

was a way not to "transcend" or "rebel against" the truth but actually to honor it." 

(201) He goes on to talk about the not fully conscious nature of "the very most 

important artistic communications" (201), whose most important feature was not 

what school they belonged to but "whether they fe lt  true" [Supposedly, 201). 

Wallace attributes the power of Lynch's communication to the fact that he is 

"thoroughly, nakedly, unpretentiously, unsophisticatedly himself, a self that 

communicates primarily itself' (201). Once again, this could be taken as a 

description of Wallace's writing. It is particularly evocative of Wallace's non

fiction, but the idea of Lynch giving unrestricted life to the "images and stories in 

his head" (191) certainly fits the mimetic prose Wallace deploys in his fiction. He 

also points out that Lynch "brings to his art the sensibility of a very bright child 

immersed in the minutiae of his own fantasies” (192), which is an interesting link 

to his later fiction; in "The Soul is Not a Smithy" -  a title itself suggestive of the 

mimetic rather than moral function of art -  exactly such a character appears. The

65 Note the significant placement of the word "communicative" here.
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narra to r of the story finds himself in the position of narrator because he has been 

engaged in precisely this activity. It is his absorption in the story he imagines 

unfolding in the window that sees him caught up in the psychotic episode being 

played out in the real-world classroom.

"E U n i b u s  P l u r a m : t e l e v i s i o n  a n d  U S  F i c t i o n ”

Significant also is Wallace’s assertion that "the unconscious's true medium w asn’t 

verbal but imagistic” {Supposedly, 2 0 1 )  -  the unconscious being the level at which 

the most important artistic communications happen -  in light of another, perhaps 

more widely known essay from this early collection. In "E Unibus Pluram", Wallace 

identifies the style of writing that "has been termed by some editors post

postmodernism and by some critics H y p e r r e a l i s m ” ^ ^  3 5  "Image-Fiction” ( 5 0 ) ,  a 

style for which I have posited the term "replica realism”. This essay, which in many 

ways represents the most coherent point of contact between all Wallace’s styles of 

journalism, arguably functions as a manifesto, exploring Wallace’s concerns, both 

social and artistic, while simultaneously laying out an agenda to achieve the goal 

he expressed to Larry McCaffery (the early part of that interview focused on this 

essay) of providing a glimpse into another mind. Image-Fiction, according to 

Wallace’s conception of it, is "distinguishable not just be a certain neo-postmodern 

technique but by a genuine socio-artistic agenda” [Supposedly, 51); in other words, 

Wallace sees the social side of writing as important as well as the artistic element, 

but the two are not separate as such. This essay suggests a sequel to the 

postmodern "used-upness" of art and the "weary cynicism” (68) of the televisual 

generation. "The next real literary "rebels" in this country [America] might well 

emerge as some weird bunch of antz-rebels, born oglers who dare somehow to 

back away from ironic watching, who have the childish gall actually to endorse and 

instantiate single-entendre principles. Who treat of plain old untrendy human 

troubles and emotions in U.S. life with reverence and conviction” ( 8 1 ) .  The passion 

that enlivens this passage is indicative of how strongly Wallace feels about the 

future of writing. For fiction to step beyond the restrictive reductivism of 

postmodernism, with its introversions and convolutions, the direction of travel

6 6  Or, indeed, "hysterical rea l ism ”, as jam es W oo d  w o u ld  term  it a d eca d e  later.
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must be backwards. Progress, when it involves escape from an inward-directed 

spiral, entails regress. However, the path is not quite as clear as the above passage 

would suggest, and Wallace immediately presents the major challenge to such an 

idea: "These anti-rebels would be outdated, of course, before they even started" 

[81). Unfortunately, having seen the deconstruction the delicate house of cards 

tha t contained received wisdom and accepted vocabularies, the heirs of 

postmodernism -  Wallace and his literary confreres -  could not simply put it back 

together and declare it a stronghold. Accepting postmodernism as the Hegelian 

antithesis to the thesis of modernism, it is not enough to simply revert to the 

thesis. Rather, it is necessary to either reconcile or balance the two in a synthesis. 

In his essay "Sentimental Posthumanism", Paul Giles points out tha t Wallace’s 

"representations of sentiment [...] are not merely backward looking or nostalgic; 

instead, he takes the psychological fragmentation endemic to posthumanist 

cultural landscapes as a fait a c c o m p li" ,w h ic h  makes his exhortation to "restore 

what's taken for 'real' to three whole dimensions, to reconstruct a univocally 

round world out of disparate streams of flat sights" [Supposedly, 52) yet more 

challenging that it appears at first glance. Wallace's theory of the fiction of his 

contemporaries involves not just outgrowing irony and reflexivity, but also 

acknowledging how profoundly those things have influenced not only our art but 

our very society. Philosophically, "E Unibus Pluram" is not a rejection of the 

exhausted and exhausting reflexivity of the postmodern self, but an invitation to 

"search for fragments of authentic personality amidst the  [...] jargon".

"E Unibus Pluram” combines the disparate strands of Wallace’s non-fiction, 

each of which would develop in different directions as his career progressed. The 

style contains much that would become standard, although this essay is less 

digressive and more structured than many of the later ones. It is also untypically 

serious, almost earnest in tone, although with flashes of the bleak, m ordant wit he 

would later refine into a comedic touch that was often, appropriately, both funny 

and poignant. The essay blends a deep and abiding concern for the direction of 

society, visible in the socio-political essays, an almost obsessive interest in the 

function of mass media tha t pervaded his writing and a kind of evangelism about

67 Paul Giles, "Sentimental Posthumanism", Twentieth Century Literature, 53:3 [Autumn 
2007] 337, em phasis mine.
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the redemptive possibihties of hterature, which would develop into the measured 

critical sensibility and appreciation of craft of the academic writing. "E Unibus 

Pluram” is thus both stylistically and philosophically fundamental to Wallace’s 

writing, indicative of a writer grappling not just with the development of his own 

voice and outlook, but with the future of writing as a means of communication in 

an era of stultifying irony and endemic indifference.

While the essay asks more questions than it answers, the overall 

impression is cautiously optimistic, culminating in the appropriately double-edged 

declaration that "today’s most engaged young fiction does seem like some kind of 

line’s end’s end. I guess that means we all get to draw  our own conclusions” 

[Supposedly, 82]. Interestingly, while Wallace laments elements of the television 

age, such as powerfully heightened self-consciousness and rampant, acceptable 

voyeurism, he does not regard television as the enemy of fiction. Rather, he 

regards it as a challenge, an opportunity tor fiction to re-establish its relevance and 

reclaim its power. For Wallace, the enemy of fiction is irony, or more specifically, 

exhausted ironies: "Irony and ridicule are effective”, he concedes, "and [...] at the 

same time they are agents of a great despair and stasis in U.S. culture" (49). This 

sentence has a three-fold importance as regards the later development of 

Wallace’s non-fiction. Firstly, the overarching thesis it expresses is restated time 

and again, and ultimately sits at the centre of Wallace’s authorial mission to move 

fiction out of the barren shadow of a moribund movement. Secondly, the idea of 

Both/And is expressed, though not addressed, here. Two clauses that would by 

most writers be separated by a "but” are here given as contiguous and even 

complementary states of affairs, a capacity for ambiguity tha t would stand Wallace 

in good philosophical stead. Finally, the theme of despair a t the heart of 

contemporary American culture, a theme visible in every strand of non-fiction and 

throughout the fiction, is here introduced as the implicit result of postmodernity. 

At this point, the question of the post-postmodern becomes inescapable. 

Postmodernism might be characterised as a grand set of questions, of seismic 

cultural importance and great intellectual rigour. However, the legacy of these 

questions is, unsurprisingly, paralysing uncertainty, fear, despair. The pervasive 

despair Wallace articulates is posited as the great challenge to the artistic heirs of 

postmodernism; if they wish to perpetuate art with any meaning at all, the "post-
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postmodernist” generation must begin to articulate answers to the questions 

posed by their predecessors. Furthermore, these answers must take accounts of 

the fallacies revealed by the questions. To restore meaning, post-postmodernism 

must accept uncertainty and move beyond it; defamiliarise defamiliarisation itself. 

In order to restore a semblance of profundity to art, the "fictionists” of Wallace's 

generation must deconstruct the already deconstructed, and with it deconstruct 

the protective cynicism that functions as "a defense against pain. Against sadness” 

[Consider, 187). The rebels envisaged in "E Unibus Pluram” risk "the yawn, the 

rolled eye, the cool smile" [Supposedly, 81): the disapproval of a jaded audience. 

Their task, such as it is, consists in reconciling the irreducibly contingent and 

chaotic reality with the human need for structure and belief, while simultaneously 

overcoming the pervasive cynicism regarding belief itself. This delicate balance, 

which Wallace elsewhere calls "a peculiarly American ambivalence”, is an example 

of the very pluralism that characterises postmodernism, the "truce” of the 

"inclusive Both/And [that became] the beginning of the problems identity politics 

would have with the postm odern”.^̂  The enemy of post-postmodernist a rt is what 

Wallace called "anhedonia” in Infinite Jest. Anhedonia is defined as "the inability to 

feel pleasure”,^̂  but Wallace adds depth in his definition: "a kind of radical 

abstracting [...] a hollowing out of stuff that used to have affective content” (//, 

692). For Wallace, anhedonia is not merely the inability to feel pleasure; it is that 

inability specifically associated with meaninglessness, a condition implied and 

caused by withering pluralist postmodern cynicism. The challenge for Image- 

Fictionists is to restore meaning without submitting to mere nostalgia.

"E Unibus Pluram" is a cogent call to arms as well as a skilfully written 

commentary on contem porary society. Measured and personal, it becomes neither 

aloof nor self-absorbed. The philosophy it expounded would soften its edges over 

the two decades tha t followed it, but the influence of the raw material is visible in 

every aspect of Wallace’s writing, both stylistically and morally. This powerful 

early piece contained within it the seeds for all Wallace's non-fiction, and 

continued to develop into a philosophy of communication that exceeded language

68 Hutcheon, Politics o f  Postmodernism, 166.
69 Oxford English Dictionary Online, s.v. "anhedonia”, second edition [1989), online version 
(June 2011).
http://www.oed.com .elib.tcd.ie/view/Entry/7689?redirectedFrom =anhedonia#eid
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and interpretation, moving towards something more nuanced and human. As Giles 

pointed out, the abstractions of Wallace’s anhedonia, "related as they are to a 

failure to connect with human emotions, can also be seen as commensurate with 

the abstract languages of information technology''/^ This suggests a reading of 

Wallace’s observation of despair that links tha t despair to the failure of language in 

its communicative function. What Wallace would much later call "the tsunami of 

available fact, context, and perspective that constitutes Total Noise” 

["Deciderization 2007”, xx], of which "reality-molding television [Supposedly, 28) 

forms a major part, served to impoverish language while ostensibly enriching 

knowledge.'^^ The philosophy that this study is investigating, a philosophy of 

communication rather than mere language, which was germane to "E Unibus 

Pluram”, was nonetheless as yet indistinct. Its development culminated in the 

ringingly humanistic This !s Water, published after Wallace’s death as a fitting final

act of philosophy.'^^

Co n c l u s i o n

This Is Water is the posthumously published version of Wallace’s commencement 

speech to the 2005 graduating class of Kenyon College. The hallmarks of Wallace’s 

voice are there: the digressive personal interludes, the abnegation of authority or 

expertise, the earnestness, the efforts to identify with the audience to whom he is 

confessedly and complicatedly hostile, and above all the focus on communication 

in it various guises. What is particularly relevant for an investigation of Wallace’s 

philosophy of communication is the angle from which he approaches it in this 

speech. The central message of This Is Water is that it is a difficult and active choice 

to be conscious in the "day-to-day trenches of adult life" [TIW, 98), but that it is 

only this choice -  what could be called conscious consciousness -  tha t can permit 

communication. For Wallace this consciousness, which evokes the "imaginative

70 Giles, "Sentimental Posthum anism ”, 335.
71 "E Unibus Pluram” is W allace’s c losest engagem ent with the theories of Marshall McLuhan 
regarding m ass m edia and the subtly dehum anising effect o f constant exposure to m edia that "are 
so pervasive [...] they leave no part o f us untouched, unaffected, unaltered”. McLuhan, The Medium  
is the Massage, 26.
72 W hile Fate, Time and Language w as published after W allace’s death, This Is W ater  w as the 
final p iece o f philosophical w riting of W allace’s career. Also, Fate, Time and Language w as w ritten  
as an academ ic w ork w ithout the intention of publication. This Is W ater, although originally a piece 
of oratory rather than writing, w as a public address.
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access” mentioned in the McCaffery interview, means a way to keep oneself from 

being "uniquely, completely, imperially alone” [TIW, 60). It is not the fault of 

language alone that communication fails, but partly a function of our acquiescence 

to automation. This abstraction, this unconsciousness, the automatic acceptance of 

convention turns out to be as much part of the postmodern condition as it was of 

the condition that postmodernism challenged, and it is not enough for our w riters 

and artists to challenge our perceptions. In order for Wallace's redemptive fiction 

to work, the reader must choose to communicate as well as the writer, to hear and 

respond to the challenge.

The concept of Total Noise, which Wallace introduced in "Deciderization 

2007", problematises the idea of communication further. "To really try to be 

informed and literate today is to feel stupid nearly all the time” ["Deciderization 

2007”, xxiii). In a period of near-constant new information, to be a discriminating 

reader, deserving of the old term  "informed” is literally, physically almost 

impossible. This is the thrust of a collection of the Best American Essays 2007; the 

paradox is obvious. Since we as readers are demonstrably incapable of ingesting 

and processing the simply incomprehensibly huge amounts of information that 

become available every day, what is the point of adding to it further? This 

astonishing volume of information is largely responsible for the overwhelmed 

catatonia of our minds. "Non-fiction's abyss is Total Noise” ("Deciderization 2007”, 

xiv], and our automatic response to it is to re treat into w hat we think we know, to 

avoid thinking because there is too much to think about. This state is parodied in 

Infinite Jest, with The Entertainment, perhaps the ultimate incarnation of the self- 

centred unconsciousness Wallace warns of in This Is Water. In order to avoid this 

numbingly solitary fate, "hypnotised by the constant monologue inside your own 

head” [TIW, 50), it is necessary to enter into an uncomfortably flexible dialectical 

position, cognisant of the impossible largeness of all there is to be aware of, but 

capable of choosing painful and difficult awareness over the soporific ease of 

interiority.^3

73 In Although Of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself, Lipsky remarks that Wallace spends a 
significant amount of time watching television himself, a tendency Wallace offered to David Lipsky 
as the reason he did not own a television. Wallace also referred to his early exposure to television  
in "E Unibus Pluram". The resulting ambivalence is typical of Wallace’s engagement with the 
prevailing issues of postmodernism.
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While there are visibly distinct strands in Wallace's non-fiction, the single 

feature tha t unites and defines the whole body of work is the uncompromising 

plurality of his writing, the Both/And trope that threads through each essay. As 

Robert Harbison put it elsewhere, "on the page, at least, an ideal marriage is 

arranged between enthusiasm and irony, cynicism and simplicity, however 

schizoid it seems as a literal recipe” '̂* While the impulses may be contradictory, 

the marriage of opposites can prove counterintuitively fruitful. This steadfast 

refusal to simplify matters is in part explained by Wallace's vision of himself as a 

writer: "I've always thought of myself as a realist", he said in a 1996 interview with 

Laura Miller for Salon.com, in reference to criticism over the volume of pop culture 

references in his work: "it's just the texture of the world I live in".'^  ̂ The style of 

writing, replica realism, arises from a combination of this self-image and the 

outlook suggested in both This Is Water and "Deciderization 2007; the sheer 

volume of reality (as regards both information and decibel level) and the 

complexity of the world necessitates the frenetic detail that distinguishes this 

style, the mixture of high- and low-brow material and the moral dualities with 

which Wallace acknowledges he is uncomfortable. Also, as is implied in 

"Deciderization 2007”, this volume and complexity complicates traditional 

hierarchies of knowledge like the w rite r/reader relationship, which leads directly 

to Wallace’s "abjuration of a privileged authorial perspective".^^

The duality extends, most importantly, to the consideration of 

communication as a phenomenon. As the traditional binaries of authority have 

been stripped away by the questioning of postmodernism and the explosion of 

available information, so has the privileging of language in communication. 

Wallace’s realisation that language alone is not a sufficient condition for 

communication seems tantalisingly close but is never quite achieved in The Broom 

o f the System. As such, the philosophy of language is insufficient to Wallace’s needs 

as a writer, and it is here that his non-fiction becomes integral to a reading of his 

fiction. Over the course of his career, Wallace explored all aspects of 

communication. Having realised in his early days as a writer that language could

74 Robert Harbison, Pharaoh's Dream: the Secret Lives o f  Stories (London: Seeker and 
Warburg, 1988] 6.
75 Laura Miller, "The Salon Interview: David Foster Wallace". Salon, 9 (March 1996) 
<h ttp://v i^v^^ .salon .com /09/features/w allacel.htm l> .
76 Giles, "Sentimental Posthum anism ”, 333.
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never be made unambiguous and would always require interpretation, he took the 

unusual step of moving away from the duty and craft of the writer in developing 

his philosophy of communication, looking instead at the other party to each act of 

communication. A speech act or piece of writing is incomplete until 

communication has taken place, which involves the reader or audience. Wallace's 

non-fiction reads as a progressively more earnest plea for his readers to be ready 

to fulfil the promise of his writing, to help him communicate with them. This is the 

strongest philosophical link between Wallace’s non-fiction and his fiction: the non

fiction seeks to foster the conditions in which the fiction can flourish.

This is not to say that the non-fiction is a mere primer for the fiction, or vice 

versa, bu t ra ther that it is in the non-fiction that Wallace attempts to clear the 

conceptual space within which his sometimes-esoteric fictions works. When 

successful, the fictions and non-fictions complement each other, forming a 

coherent if imperfect philosophy of communication, tentatively but passionately 

theorised throughout the non-fiction, implemented and practised in the fiction. 

When Wallace claims that "writing is an act of communication" {Supposedly, 144), 

it is not merely an artistic credo, but a moral one, a warning to the reader that they, 

too, must do an integral part of the work of his writing. Wallace's final word on 

McCain could equally be a summation of his own art and authenticity; "whether 

he's truly 'for real’ now depends less on what is in his heart than on what might be 

in yours. Try to stay awake" [Consider, 234).
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C h a p t e r  T h r e e

" I t ' s w h a t  w e  h a v e  in  c o m m o n , t h i s  a l o n e n e s s ":

SELF AND 0 T H E R [S ]  IN  INFINITE j E S T  

In t r o d u c t i o n

Wallace has been noted for his encyclopaedic style, particularly in the case of 

Infinite Jest, following in the footsteps of Joyce and Gaddis, "the heir apparent to 

Thomas Pynchon when it comes to [...] 'maximalism'", as Douglas Kennedy put it in 

a review of Oblivion.^ Criticism of Wallace's writing has hitherto tended to focus on 

Infinite Jest. To an extent, this is understandable: acknowledged as his masterpiece. 

Infinite Jest is a challenging novel, and reading it requires a great deal of 

concentration. This complex and often-frustrating novel has generated more 

criticism than the rest of Wallace’s work, including two general reader’s guides as 

well as several articles. Much of this criticism has also taken the form of theses for 

degrees from undergraduate to PhD level. In keeping with the largely fan-driven 

emergence of a critical discourse on his work, much of this work has been made 

available online. The fan website www.thehowlingfantods.com keeps an up-to- 

date record to publications both academic and amateur. Focuses of this criticism to 

date have been varied, including considerations of masculinity by Andrew Delfino 

and Gregory Phipps and David Hering's exploration of narrative structure. 

However, there have been several broad themes encompassed by this criticism.

1 Douglas Kennedy, "Oblivion: Stories by David Foster W allace”, reviev^ of Oblivion, by David 
Foster W allace, The Times, 24 July 2004, Books
h ttp ://en terta in m en t.tim eson lin e.co .u k /to l/arts and en terta in m en t/b ook s/artic le460422 .ece .
The links b etw een  W allace and Pynchon w ere explored in Jeremy Hanson-Finger in an MA thesis in 
2010  entitled  "At the Podium or Suffering on the Grid: Postm odern Politics and the Affective 
Carnivalesque in the Encyclopedic Novels of David Foster W allace and Thom as Pynchon”, in which  
Hanson-Finger explores W allace's use of the carnivalesque as a critique of the postm odern. 
Hanson-Finger argues that the profusion of detail in W allace’s w ork is intended to invoke an 
affective grotesque through which to confront the dulling overstim ulation of the postm odern era.

155



notably discussions of the ideas of addiction and freedom, and the place of 

Wallace's writing at the end of postmodernism an d /o r  the beginning of post

postmodernism. In other words, criticism of Infinite Jest has, like the novel itself, 

covered broad themes having to do with living in the world at the turn  of the 

millennium, and narrow  tangents specific to the book.

This chapter focuses on several incidents from the novel that are 

representative of Wallace's engagement with ideas of communication and 

language. While this necessarily omits analysis of other major themes in the novel

-  such as the interrogation of consumerism in the late twentieth century, the roles 

of gender in the narrative and the place of visual media in Wallace's work generally

-  this decision is based on the existence of other critical texts to which the reader 

is referred for more in-depth analysis of this multifaceted work. Detailed 

consideration of the novel is to be found in various publications. Greg Carlisle's 

companion volume. Elegant Complexity, is the most comprehensive to date, 

although it is also problematic and limited in ways. However, this chapter does not 

engage with the structural or stylistic themes of the whole novel, but focuses 

instead on the passages specifically relevant to an exploration of Wallace’s 

dynamic philosophy.

Infinite Jest falls into the category of "novels of the contemporary extreme", 

as defined by Durand and Mandel: "set in a world both similar to and different 

from our own: a hyper real, often apocalyptic world progressively invaded by 

popular culture, permeated with technology and dominated by destruction".^ 

Dealing variously with tennis, drug and alcohol addiction, the entertainm ent 

industry and the complexity of shifting geopolitical identities, Infiinite Jest aligns 

easily with this taxonomy. The novel's action takes place in a future [at the time of 

writing) where numerical years have been replaced by corporately sponsored 

named years. The United States and Canada have amalgamated to form the 

Organisation of North American Nations, a name most significant for the acronym 

O.N.A.N., with its implications of excessive self-pleasuring, wasted potential and 

isolation. In this, the novel appears to diverge from the definition given by Durand 

and Mandel: the society is characterised not by overt destruction, but rather by

2 Alain-Philippe Durand and Naomi Mandel, eds. Novels o f  the C ontem porary Extreme,
(London: Continuum, 20 0 6 ] 1.
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excess. However, it is in this very excess that Wallace demonstrates the greatest 

destructiveness, most clearly figured in the substance abuse that permeates the 

novel. The wasted fecundity implicit in the name O.N.A.N. is also mirrored in the 

large portions of the north-eastern United States and southern Canada that form 

an immense and dangerously fertile landfill, and the isolation that comes with the 

solitary nature of masturbation is reflected throughout the novel, but most 

particularly by reference to the preference of one of the novel’s many addicts, 

Erdedy, for masturbation (solitude] over sex (companionship) when he is taking 

drugs (//, 21). In investigating the alienated self as it relates to Wallace's other 

work, this chapter takes account of several instances that body forth the 

experience of the individual in an increasingly noisy society. The chapter also deals 

with ideas of performing identity, which chime with the Wittgensteinian meaning- 

as-use tropes found in The Broom o f the System. By focusing on the interrelated 

nature of self and society, particularly the many instances of failed communication 

between internal and external vocabularies, the chapter explores the practical 

implications of Wallace’s philosophy of communication as it was developing in the 

middle of his career. While Infinite Jest is justly regarded as Wallace’s masterpiece, 

its importance to this study is its place as a bridge between otherwise sometimes 

disparate strands of writing.

What makes Infmite Jest so difficult to analyse in a manageable way is not 

its size, nor the complexly woven narrative, but its insistence on leaving out salient 

details. As such, it is the sort of narrative tha t requires repeated reading before any 

kind of understanding of the whole can form. In this way the novel obliquely 

reflects its own central puzzle: the mysterious "Entertainment” that so bewitches 

the mind of its viewer that they must watch it on a continuous loop, an ultimately 

fatal pastime. The length and complexity of the novel, though prodigious in 

themselves, are not merely authorial flourishes of an extreme postmodernist, but 

rather serve to underline a number of the central points of the narrative, including 

the ineluctable geometry of the search for meaning. The similarities between the 

geometric structure of the novel and the geography of the story it tells are 

illustrated in impressive detail by David Hering in his essay "Infinite Jest: 

Triangles, Cycles, Choices, & Chases", and the circular narrative strands are deftly 

traced by Carlisle in Elegant Complexity. What is perhaps most notable for the
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purposes of this chapter is the way in which Wallace weaves form and content 

together, forming a novel that as it were narrates its own body. As regards the 

central question of this study -  the philosophy of communication tha t guided 

Wallace’s writing -  Infinite Jest provides evidence of both the literary theory and 

the literal application of this philosophy. In this way, while Infinite Jest is arguably 

most concerned with what Hal calls "the meaning of individual. We’re each deeply 

alone here" (IJ, 112), it is the immediately successive statement that "it’s w hat we 

have in common, this aloneness” (112) that is most relevant to the present study, 

further reinforcing the idea of the paradoxical interdependence of self and other 

and the possibility of communication between the two. While Infinite Jest lays out a 

series of situations in which communication fails in one way or another, it is in 

itself a grand experiment in communication, successfully (arguably, a t least) 

communicating to the reader the profound challenges that hinder meaningful 

interaction. Significantly, the book, for a time, had the working title A Failed 

Entertainment,'^ an ambiguous title that will be analysed more closely during the 

discussion of the Entertainment at the core of the novel’s conflict.

" M a r o o n e d  i n  o u r  s k u l l s ": H a l  I n c a n d e n z a ' s  f u t i l e  f l u e n c y

Infinite Jest opens with the tennis prodigy and gifted linguist, Hal Incandenza, 

sitting mute in an interview for a college sport scholarship. The thirteen-page 

scene follows Hal’s internal monologue, which both describes the scene at hand 

and recalls incidents from Hal's childhood and present. Hal presents most clearly 

out of all Wallace's work the chasm that exists between the mastery of language 

and the possibility of communication. This narrative passage is notable for its 

fluency, and the obvious facility of the narrator with language. A clinical, analytical 

tone pervades the description of the situation in which Hal finds himself, which 

weakens slightly when Hal begins to describe the mould-eating episode of his early 

childhood, in which he takes on the vocal persona of his brother Orin, from whom 

he heard the story. This linguistic fluidity contrasts sharply with the narrative 

thrust of the episode, which is that Hal is incapable of communicating. Particularly

3 Lipsky, Although Of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself, 7 9 .
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interesting about the pathology of Hal's disability is that, while he has perfect 

mental command of language, he has lost not only the power of speech, but the 

ability to master his limbs enough to write or even type clearly. In other words, a 

medically significant event that is identified only as "something I a te” (//, 10} has 

damaged Hal physically so that he is isolated inside his head, appearing "only 

marginally mammalian" (15] to the outsider.

This, then, is the clearest way for Wallace to elucidate the difference 

between language and communication. This division is perhaps undermined 

slightly by the fact that Hal’s thoughts are communicated to the reader, but this 

puts the reader immediately at the apex of a triangle of misunderstanding, the first 

instance of that shape in a novel that is full of them (note, for example in this scene 

alone, the triad of Deans mirrored in the trio of Hal, Charles Tavis and Aubrey 

deLint, with two other non-Dean members of the university faculty). Interestingly, 

for one so concerned with the correct use of language, and with so broad a 

vocabulary, Hal seems oddly unperturbed by what must be the overwhelming 

frustration of not being able to make himself heard. On the contrary, his voice, 

fluent and articulate though it is inside his head, remains almost affectless, purely 

descriptive, reducing the character of Hal to an agent of pure perception. Offsetting 

this flat calm is the high incidence of the verb "to be”. Hal himself says either "I am ” 

or "I am not” (in one tense or another) twelve times throughout this passage, with 

a further fourteen occurrences of the verb attributed to other voices but speaking 

about Hal. The novel opens with the phrase "I am seated” (//, 3), followed by a 

neutral description of Hal’s surroundings. More significantly still, Hal repeats the 

phrase "1 am in here" twice, at the end of the opening paragraph (3) and again as 

the Deans realise the seriousness of his condition (13). The first time it occurs, it is 

part of the narrative, thought rather than direct speech. The second time Hal 

attempts to articulate the phrase from his position facedown on the floor. This 

phrase, which does not have an immediate or concrete referent, would seem to be 

the only instance in which Hal seeks the articulated reassurance of his continued 

existence. As Stephen Burn points out, Hal's repetition of this phrase evokes 

Hamlet's question "who's there?", the first of a long list of invocations of that play.
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Burn also rightly points out that this question highlights Hal's condition.^ Its 

positioning at the beginning and the end of the scene keep Hal's trapped condition 

at the forefront of the reader's mind. Significantly too, Hal draws specific attention 

to the vexed question of "whether the damaged even have interested wills” (//, 16). 

Hal does not canvass the point further -  nor, by his narration, do the men in whose 

charge he has found himself -  but the sentence betrays the extent to which Hal has 

been affected by whatever it is that has caused his damage.

What it is that has transformed Hal from the s tudent achieving "grades of A 

with multiple pluses after it" (6) to this barely functional "writhing animal with a 

knife in its eye” (14) is never made clear. However, as Burns points out, several 

episodes over the course of the novel advert to his decline being linked to the 

fictional drug DMZ. A further link is obliquely drawn between this drug and the 

mould that Hal ate as a child. While Carlisle suggests that perhaps the placement of 

this sub-story links Hal's present situation with the thirteen-year-old half-memory, 

this seems less than plausible given that there was no effect in Hal's childhood, at 

least according to the memory here.^ However, the parallels between what Hal has 

been told of his condition after eating the mould as a young child and his condition 

as it is described in the present-day narrative are striking. For example, in Hal's 

account of Orin's recollection of the episode, "he [Orin] says I was around five and 

crying and was vividly red [...] 1 was saying something over and over, he couldn't 

make it out” (//, 10). Here, as in the college interview, Hal is incoherent and 

physically jerky as a result of his ingestion of a poisonous substance. Hal's 

somewhat wry suggestion that his interviewers ascribe his condition to 

"something 1 ate” (10), immediately prior to recounting the mould story would 

seem to strengthen Carlisle's suggestion that the two conditions are linked, but it is 

equally probable tha t the link is merely between symptoms. W hether or not Hal's 

decline is in fact related to his childhood mould misadventure, it is clear that the 

events are linked in Hal's head in some way. Also, as Carlisle points out, the 

language used by Avril in Orin's hazy recollection is echoed by the language of the 

Deans in the office -  "God” and "Help” -  which links the episodes in a further 

manner. The figures of the Deans are significant to Hal’s academic progress, just as

4 Stephen Burn, David Foster W allace’s  Infinite Jest; A R eader’s Guide, (N ew  York: Continuum  
Contem poraries, 2003 ] 40.
5 Gregory Carlisle, Elegant Com plexity (California: SSMG Press, 2007] 28.
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the figure of Avril is Hnked with his passion and talent for language. As such, their 

linguistic connection at this juncture in his life, when his capacity for 

communication appears to have deserted him link the two episodes, if not causally, 

then associatively.

Hal’s reflection on his situation is pervaded by his linguistic intelligence, far 

more than his skill at tennis, which is of course the reason behind his scholarship 

interview. The essay titles listed by the Deans confirm a preoccupation with 

grammar, and Hal’s own memories, slightly later in the book, of the bizarre episode 

involving the "professional conversationalist" [27-31} reveal an almost eidetic 

memory and obsessive interest in research when Hal discusses reading and 

memorising the Oxford English Dictionary. His reflections in the university centre 

on philosophy and language. While he is attempting to explain that he is not as 

damaged as he appears, he repeats the phrase "1 believe” (IJ, 12) four times within 

five lines of text, betraying an intellect fired by passion as well as by pure ability, in 

sharp contrast with the affectless tone of the rest of the narration of the scene. The 

twin concerns with grammar and major philosophers echo the central concerns of 

The Broom o f the System, with the use of language to delineate the self. With this in 

mind, it is worth recalling Lenore Beadsman’s expression of fear that she might be 

no more than a story. The separation of abstract self from concrete body implicit in 

Lenore’s fear is made abruptly real at the opening of the novel, when Hal opens his 

narration with the sentence; "1 am seated in an office, surrounded by heads and 

bodies" [3]. The detachment of Hal's consciousness from his physical situation is 

strengthened by the detached tone, already mentioned, with which Hal discusses 

the ultimately ra ther violent events of his afternoon at the University of Arizona. In 

fact, the only passion in Hal’s narration arises in his discussion of the intellectual 

pursuits now denied to him by his inability to express himself. In other words, the 

degraded condition of Hal’s physical self prevents the exercise and improvement of 

his abstract, intellectual sense. Where Lenore is concerned that her physical 

existence may be an illusion, Hal is daily beset by the insurmountable reality of his 

physicality.

The physical self is of central importance in Infinite Jest, particularly as 

regards Enfield Tennis Academy. References to the physical appearance of a 

number of the players recur throughout the novel, from Hal’s detailed description
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of his position in the interview room, legs crossed "ankle on knee, hands together 

in the lap of [his] slacks” (3) and his reference to Tavis's crossed arms, "their 

triceps; flesh is webbed with mottle [...] the two halves of his mustache never quite 

match" (5) through the descriptions of the physical toll of drills in the  Academy 

(e.g., 97-105) and repeated references to small physical details of life in a sports 

academy. The physical implications of drug and alcohol addiction are also 

canvassed repeatedly and in detail throughout the story. Hal's tennis prowess is 

established early on, but it is one of two notes that ring false in this opening scene. 

Hal is a great tennis player, "gorgeous [...] possibly a genius" (14) who has reached 

the semi-finals of the "prestigious WhataBurger Southwest Junior Invitational [...] 

as of this morning” (4). This evidently means that Hal’s capacity to play tennis has 

not been affected by the change in his condition, which is implicitly connected to a 

visit to an Emergency Room "almost exactly one year back" (16). However, that 

cannot easily be reconciled with the fact that Hal’s gestures in the interview room 

are animalistic, and he is avowedly incapable of typing or writing clearly but would 

instead produce "some sort of infant’s random stabs” (9); if Hal is so gifted a tennis 

player, how can he be unable to govern his movements sufficiently to write 

clearly? It is, perhaps, possible that this discrepancy was intended to reinforce the 

mystery of Hal’s condition by adding a bewildering and implausible symptom; that 

Hal’s disability extends only to communication, spoken, written or non-verbal, but 

does not affect his performance in any other sphere. However, Hal’s assertion that 

he has "become an infantophile” (16) would seem to make use of the wrong term, 

unusual for so scrupulous a linguist. Infantophilia is a form of paedophilia, 

according to W ebster’s dictionary (interestingly, given Hal’s referential 

proclivities, no form of the word appears in the Oxford English Dictionary). Hal 

shows no sexual inclination towards toddlers, and it is safe to take from the many 

references to infant-like behaviour that Hal means that he has been infantilised, 

not that he has become an infantophile. Such small slippages of language are never 

accidental in Wallace, and in a character who prides himself of his linguistic acuity, 

a mistake like this is significant indeed. Combining the two discrepancies -  the 

tennis/writing issue and the linguistic misstep -  the reader is left with a narra tor 

whose fluency remains impressive, but whose accuracy must be questioned.
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It is significant that Infinite Jest opens with such loquacious inarticulacy, 

and in a way that sets the reader on guard against unanswered questions and 

mistaken details, be they so small as single words. This passage sets the scene for 

the rest of the novel, though tone and content vary widely. By putting the reader 

immediately on guard, Wallace indicates that nothing in this narrative web is quite 

as it seems. As such, the fact that Hal's mysterious condition is never really 

explained takes on a meta-narrative significance that might be explained by 

another reference to Hamlet: "there are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, 

than are dreamt of in your philosophy", spoken to the same Horatio to whom 

Hamlet speaks of Yorick as "a fellow of infinite jest” while holding his skull,  ̂ a 

grizzly reference echoed in the novel less than a page later when Hal recalls 

himself, with Don Gately and the masked John Wayne, digging up his father's head 

(/y, 17). All in all the opening pages of Infinite Jest set the scene for a bewildering 

and untrustworthy narrative, labyrinthine and treacherous, in which mysteries 

will be explored but not necessarily solved, and in which language and 

communication are never straightforward.

Besides these ambiguous opening scenes, Hal is the mouthpiece throughout 

the novel for a number of issues concerning identity and communication. Of the 

myriad characters the reader encounters, Hal’s internal monologue is by far the 

most articulate, his ideas, both in conversation and in private, often centred on 

ideas of the individual and society. In conversation with the Little Buddies 

assigned to him by E.T.A.fiat, Hal explains the connection between tennis and the 

self: '"Welcome to the meaning of individual. We’re each deeply alone here. It's 

what we all have in common, this aloneness.’ ‘E Unibus Pluram,’ Ingersoll muses" 

(1123. This passage evokes two separate essays from Wallace's early non-fiction: 

"E Unibus Pluram: television and US fiction”, and also "Derivative Sport in Tornado 

Alley", which is both the first essay in the collection and the essay that immediately 

precedes "E Unibus Pluram”.

"Derivative Sport” details Wallace's early experiences with tennis. More 

interestingly, the essay considers the connections between tennis and calculus, 

connections that come up again in the explanation of Eschaton that takes place in 

the novel between pages 321 and 342. Hal -  though inferior as a player to Michael

6 Shakespeare, Hamlet,  1.5.175 and 5.1.179.
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Pemulis, "far and away the greatest Eschaton player in E.T.A. history” -  literally 

wrote the book on Eschaton [at Pemulis’s behest). Escahton is a recreational 

example of w hat Hal was referring to with regard to the commonality of solitude: 

the game "takes eight to twelve people to play, w /  400 tennis balls [...] plus an 

open expanse equal to the area of four contiguous tennis courts" [IJ, 322). The 

game involves the creation of hypothetical alliances between up to three  players, 

among which teams the available ammunition is divided based on "a working 

knowledge of the Mean-Value Theorem” (323). Mike Strong's brief essay "Dubious 

Math in Infinite J e s t  disputes the legitimacy of this method, arguing tha t Pemulis 

misconstrues the uses of the MVT, which is not strictly relevant to this study but 

ties in with Wallace's som ewhat slapdash approach to maths in Everything and 

MoreJ

More directly relevant, however, is the presence and prevalence of errors in 

Infinite Jest generally. Like all of Wallace's fiction, the novel is notable for its 

mimesis of narrative voices, which in Infinite Jest includes the inarticulate musing 

of ill-educated and befuddled drug addicts among other things. However, one 

element of the narrative is of course Quebecois French, both translated and 

untranslated. It is interesting to note that Wallace’s use of Quebecois, while 

generally close to accurate, is, like his narrative use of mathematics, slapdash. For 

example, the very spelling of the word Quebecois is complicated: Wallace omits the 

second accent, which results in a conflation of the English "Quebecois” with the 

French "Quebecois". While this spelling has come to be accepted, it is arguably 

incorrect. Further, the French for wheelchair is fau teuil rollant, not fau teu il de 

rollent, as Wallace spells it (88). Furthermore, if we accept fauteuil de rollent as a 

freak of dialect, why would the organisation of which wheelchairs are so 

significant a part be called Assassins des Fauteuils RoIIents, which translates 

literally as Killers of Wheelchairs, and omits the ‘de’ that separates Wallace’s 

translation from conventional spelling? Surely the more dialectically accurate 

translation would be Assassins dans Fauteuils de Rollent -  Assassins in (Quebecois) 

Wheelchairs? While this is a minor error, arguably attributable to regional 

language difference, it becomes more significant when we consider the recurrence

7 Mike Strong, "Dubious Math in Infinite Jest", 16 July 2009  
http://w w w .thehow lingfantod .s.com /llm ath .h tm .
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of such minor errors in Wallace's work -  Hal’s mistaken use of the word 

"infantophile” on page 16, Lenore Beadsman’s error regarding the autographed 

Philosophical Investigations in The Broom o f  the System -  conceding that most of 

Wallace’s work is unusually detailed, meaning that such errors as these here 

illustrated are more than mere mistakes. Each of these episodes represents 

instances in which Wallace is drawing attention to the instability of language, 

either in the case of a specific narrative, as with Hal and Lenore, or when 

considering communication between two languages. By slipping in such slight 

errors, Wallace undermines the narrative from inside the voice, thus reinforcing 

our impression of the instability of language while we are considering the very 

characters for whom language is most at issue.

E x p e r i a l i s m  a n d  F o r e i g n  E x c h a n g e :

C a n a d i a n / U . S .  r e l a t i o n s  w i t h i n  O.N.AN.

Besides the interpolation of minor errors in the text, Wallace uses language to 

challenge ideas of communication in another way in Infinite Jest. One of the central 

points of contention in the novel is the relationship between Canada and the US 

post-0.N.A.N. Several Canadian characters crop up throughout the narrative, such 

as John Wayne at Enfield Tennis Academy, Alain at Molly Notkin’s party, whose 

presence engenders a mild dispute over w hether the area between the US and 

Canada is the Great Convexity or the Great Concavity, and of course Avril 

Incandenza. The most sustained dialogue between Canada -  specifically Quebec -  

and the United States is the one that takes place on 30 April, Year of the Depend 

Adult Undergarment, between Remy Marathe and Hugh/Helen Steeply. The 

conversation between these two men, dotted throughout the novel, takes place on 

an outcropping close to Tucson, Arizona, significant also in the life of James 

"Himself Incandenza, the filmmaker responsible for the "Entertainment" that 

forms the basis of Marathe’s hilltop conversation with Steeply. The two men are 

ostensibly working for the U.S. Office of Unspecified Services, an intelligence 

operation "which the Quebecois Seperatiste Left referred to always as B.S.S., the 

‘Bureau des Services sans Specificite'” [I], 89). Marathe is a double, or possibly triple, 

agent, also involved with the extremely violent separatist movement Assassins des
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Fauteuils RoUents, whose members are all paraplegic survivors of a bizarre 

initiation-style game involving leaping in front of trains. Marathe, too, is 

vi^heelchair-bound, working as a double agent to fund the healthcare costs of his 

comatose wife.

The conversation between Steeply and Marathe is narrated in the third 

person from Marathe's point of view. Narrating from this perspective allowed 

Wallace to frame the action in the awkward translated English of Marathe’s 

Quebecois consciousness. Wallace was profoundly conscious of his Americanness, 

as is made clear in the essay "E Unibus Pluram", among others. Indeed, Adam 

Kirsch argues that this consciousness -  "his untimely style of Americanness" -  is 

Wallace’s distinguishing characteristic.^ Speaking through Marathe’s translated 

voice, however, allows Wallace to in terrupt the fluent flow of narrative. By using 

such clumsy constructions as "around the bonfire, far out below upon the desert 

floor, rotated a ring of smaller and palsied fires, persons carrying torches or fires" 

(489), Wallace disrupts the fluidity of expected language, forcing the reader to 

slow down over the narrative, to read more carefully, in a way that reflects the 

challenge of interlinguistic communication, such as that taking place between 

Marathe and Steeply. Interestingly, it is stated more than once that "Steeply’s 

Quebecois was better than Marathe’s English” (89], yet their communication takes 

place through English: "c’etait la guerre" (89). This fact signifies the American need 

for dominance, the Experialist tendency that is referred to throughout the novel; 

indeed, that would seem to be the explanation favoured by Marathe: "Marathe was 

without all power, served now at the pleasures of the power of Steeply and the 

B.S.S. of Hugh Steeply: and now they spoke mostly the U.S.A. English of Steeply’s 

preference" (89). The sporadic dialogue between these men explores the strained 

relationship between Quebec and the rest of the Organisation of North American 

Nations both in terms of content -  the putative campaign by Marathe’s 

organisation involving James Incandenza’s final film -  and in terms of the dialogue 

itself, its disruptive structure and clumsy style.

Another minor point of interest in the Marathe/Steeply exchange is their 

location. The pair conduct their meeting on an outcropping of hill over Arizona.

8 Adam Kirsch, "The Importance of Being Earnest", The New Republic, 28 July 2011.
http://w w w .tnr .com /artic le /books/m agazine/92794/david -lipsky-foster-wallace-pale-
king?passthru=MDM0Y2MvNDO2ZDclOWlxYiFmZmY4OWMwNTAlYzclYzg
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More than once, the narrative makes reference to the fact tha t it is unclear how  ̂

either man got up and how either man intends to get down. Though not in itself 

narratively significant, the fact that their situation is conspicuously mentioned 

evokes one of the antinomies over which Lenore puzzles in The Broom o f the 

System: that of the man halfway up a hill. The question is put as to w hether the 

man is going up or coming down, and given the absence of markings either way -  

footprints or slidemarks -  the question arises of how he attained his position. 

Similarly, in the case of Marathe and Steeply, "unmentioned by either man was 

how in heaven’s name either man expected to get up or down from the 

mountainside’s shelf in the dark of the U.S. desert’s night” (321). This echoing of 

The Broow. o f  the System  recurs at a number of points through the novel, most 

commonly when the narrative addresses issues of language. Another example of 

this is the character of Orin Incandenza. Conversations between Orin and Hal often 

concern language and communication (for example Orin saying to Hal: "’I w ant to 

tell you'”(32)], and Orin, a disaffected professional football player, refers to his 

kicking leg as "the leg" (44), which of course echoes the enigmatic LaVache, the leg- 

obsessed older brother who guides Lenore in her search for meaning in The Broom 

o f the System. While the links between the two novels are subtle, they are definite, 

reinforcing the impression of a guiding philosophy that grew to coherence across 

Wallace’s career, sketched in his earliest work, fleshed out in his best-known and 

refined over every publication.

S e l f , O t h e r , E c h o , S p e e c h : H a l , G a t e l y  a n d  l a n g u a g e

The peculiar inarticulacy of the opening section is mirrored in the final pages of 

the novel by Don Gately’s situation. Gately, who appears in Hal’s memory in the 

opening section, is the focus of the final nine pages of the novel, at the end of just 

over one hundred pages of narrative alternating between Hal and Gately. This 

episode takes place on 20 November, Year of the Depend Adult Undergarment, 

"Immediately pre-fundraiser-exhibition-fete” (//, 964), the fete being the 

W hataburger Invitational. In other words, assuming the W hataburger Invitational 

takes place at the same time each year, the novel closes precisely a year before it
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opens. This puts Hal's recollection of "the only other emergency room [he has] ever 

been in, almost exactly one year back” (16) at the same time as Gately's final 

appearance in the novel, and Gately refers to the episode in the graveyard 

mentioned by Hal in his opening reverie. The narrative links between the two 

protagonists, which crop up throughout the novel, align the characters quite 

distinctly, although their eventual relationship is never clear. Both characters 

struggle with drug addiction and come from complexly dysfunctional homes with 

absent fathers. Both characters are physically imposing, and both are prominent 

figures in institutions that regulate their lives: Hal's Big Buddy position and his 

status as the son of the deceased Headmaster of the Enfield Tennis Academy 

mirrors Gately's job as live-in Staffer at the nearby Ennet House facility. Despite 

their geographic proximity, the two meet, it is implied, some time shortly after the 

close of the novel, in the Emergency Room. Hal’s presence there is referred to in 

the opening scenes and presumably has something to do with the language issues 

that become clear in his opening monologue, possibly ill-effects from having 

ingested the DMZ that Pemulis lost. Gately has been shot in the arm defending 

Randy Lenz and has been refusing pain medication out of fear of relapsing into 

addiction. Hal and Gately are linked in several ways, both direct -  their eventual 

relationship and trip to Himselfs grave or their common connection with Joelle 

van Dyne -  and indirect -  like their shared drug habits and physical prowess.

For all their common features, there is one thing that sets Gately and Hal 

apart, one that becomes im portant when considering the links between the novel's 

opening and closing: the difference in their levels of education. While Hal is a 

prodigy who writes fluidly and articulately about complex literary, mathematical 

and philosophical issues, Gately left school at seventeen, during "his sophomore 

year of class and his junior year of ball” (906), having harboured a drug habit from 

the age of nine and being convinced by a lackadaisical education system of his 

innate stupidity. In sharp contrast to Hal's prepubescent dictionary-memorising 

escapades, Gately scraped through most of his high-school courses, but "English 

just fucking killed him” (905). In the final section of the novel, when the narrative 

spins between Hal and Gately, Gately's passages are notable for their inaccuracies 

of spelling and grammar and the generally low standard of articulation. His
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references to the texts th a t  punctuated  his schooHng are dismissive, alm ost 

spiteful, and his know^ledge of h istory  a lm ost non-existent.

Given this difference be tw een  tw o o therw ise  similar characters, it is 

in te res ting  to observe the  similarities be tw een  the ir  internal m onologues and 

linguistic pa tte rns  at the beginning and the  end of the  book. References to 

hospitals  and to heads and bodies punctua te  both  narratives. While Hal talks about 

the  heads and bodies of the University Deans in the first scene, and  Gately of the 

doctors  w ho lean over him as he floats in and  ou t of consciousness, both  characters  

describe the sensation of d isem bodim ent occasioned e ither by sedation or by 

im m ense pain. In the hospital after being shot, Gately recalls his long acquaintance 

w ith  narcotics, as the  doctor trea ting  him tries to  offer him drugs to ease his pain. 

One m em ory  tha t comes to him is how  "when he  was Pebbled or narculated  in any 

w ay h e ’d becom e this totally taciturn  w ithd raw n  dead-like person  [...] He got real, 

like, in te rio r” [IJ, 893). This description of his drugged sta te  chimes clearly with 

the  images of Hal p resen ted  in the opening m onologue and in the  narra tive  

passages in terspersed  with Gately's hospital thoughts  a t the end; in these  passages 

Hal, like Gately, is uncom m unicative and inw ard-directed, as well as being mostly 

horizontal, on the carpe t in his room  la ter on and on the  floor in the opening scene 

following his a t tem p t to communicate. If w e  a t tr ibu te  Hal’s a ltered  s ta te  to the  ill- 

effects of DMZ, the tw o stories align them selves still m ore  closely, as both the 

im m ediate  and long-term effects of the  drug  cause sensations of disem bodim ent, 

an  inability to function unaided in the w orld  and  a w ithdraw al into the  life of the 

mind. Hal’s internal monologue is substantially  m ore articulate than  Gately's, bu t 

m uch of the  substance is similar. For example, both  characters  consider language, 

Hal from the point of view of a fluent and  articulate speaker and Gately from the 

perspective  of one w ho lacks a similar com m and of language. The fact th a t  Gately 

"hasn’t got clue one about w here  ghostw ords  like SINISTRAL or LIEBESTOD m ean 

o r  come from, much less OMMATOPHORIC" (884) com plem ents  the linguistic focus 

of Hal’s first monologue, and Gately’s serene  slide into hallucination evokes Hal’s 

early  assertion  tha t "there are, by the O.E.D. Vi’s count, n ine teen  nonarchaic 

synonym s for unresponsive" (17).

The closing pages of the  novel consist of Gately’s loss of consciousness 

ow ing  to pain and fever and the  ensuing hallucination of his "Bottom”, or final trip.

169



Gately has spent the hundred or so pages leading to this point attempting to resist 

medication but by the final passage is unable to m uster sufficient power of speech 

to say tha t he is an addict. "He kept trying to say addict [...] he gurgled and mooed, 

saying addictf' (973). As Gately loses his grip on consciousness, his narrative 

perspective takes on the same detachment that characterised Hal's narrative at the 

beginning. Gately "figured he might die [...] it was like trying to pull something 

heavier than you [...] it occurred to him that if he died everybody would still exist 

and go home and eat and X their wife and go to sleep” (973). The juxtaposition 

here of sleep and death, as well as the hallucination tha t follows it, again evokes 

Hamlet's ambivalence regarding the desirability of death: "tis a consummation 

devoutly to be wish'd. To die, to sleep; To sleep: perchance to dream: ay, there's 

the rub; for in that sleep of death what dreams may come".^ That directs the 

reader's attention again to the Hamlet references in the opening pages, bringing a 

circularity -  albeit somewhat truncated -  to the novel's ending. Of course, we know 

that Gately does not die at this point precisely because of that circularity, which 

entails Gately's living presence at some point between Hal's departure from the 

Y.D.A.U. Whataburger tournament, which occurs while Gately is in the hospital, and 

his (Hal's) presence at the University of Arizona at the beginning of the novel. 

Gately's hallucination, then, is not the sleep of death, but a delusion produced -  it is 

implied^o -  by the administration of Demerol to assuage his pain, which may have 

caused a relapse into addiction. This possible relapse may go some way towards 

explaining Gately's remembered presence at Hal's father’s grave; if he relapsed, 

Gately could no longer continue as an Ennet House staffer and would be likely to 

return to a life of crime, in this case, graverobbing. Significantly, Wallace chooses to 

end the novel within Gately's recollection of the past (i.e. before the novel's 

opening and while Gately is a drug addict), suggesting that the past is not easy to 

escape, which would support the reading that Gately is in fact given narcotics in 

the hospital. This ties in further with the circular motifs present in the novel as a 

whole, bolstered by the fact that the novel begins in a present tha t is then led up to

9 Shakespeare, Hamlet, 3.1.66.
10 Boswell suggests that Gately’s delusion may be the product of pain resulting from his 
continued refusal o f m edication, but given Gately’s total lack of articulate speech  or coherent 
thought, as w ell as the Pakistani MD’s w ell-intentioned drug-peddling, this seem s im probable. 
Further, the n ovel’s final circling back to Gately’s "Bottom” m om ent provides a narrative continuity  
that com pellingly suggests that Gately’s delusion is drug-fuelled.
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by the rem a inder  of the  novel, vi^hich finally ends in a past-w ith in-that-past,  giving 

rise to a kind of tem poral Mobius strip, w here  past, p resen t  and fu ture  infinitely 

overlap vi^ithout discernible edges.

The shape of the Mobius band as it perta ins  to the novel m eans th a t  the 

silence be tw een  the novel’s end and its opening becom es no t so much a gap as a 

narra tive  flatland. In the context of w h a t the read e r  knows abou t th a t  period, this 

makes sense; the narra tive  is in terrupted , bu t w e know  certain facts abou t it from 

the  res t  of the  text. This flattened narrative, giving rise to a Mobius shape, ties in 

w ith  the  annularity  of the  novel as a whole, both  s tructura lly  and within  the text. 

The recurring  circular pa t te rn s  of Infinite Jest a re  well docum ented: the idea of 

annu lar  fusion and the  recursive pa tte rns  of addiction circle and  limn the text. 

These infinite recursions ren d e r  the novel in ternally  infinite b u t  non-orientable , a 

p roperty  defined in the  O.E.D. as "(of a surface) such th a t  a figure in the surface can 

be continuously transfo rm ed  into its m irro r  image by taking it round a closed path 

in the s u r f a c e " . I n  view of the  reflected and refracted  connections be tw een  the 

various characters  and them es  over the course  of the narrative, it seem s m ore 

useful to approach  the  novel as an infinitely recurren t,  se lf-perpetuating shape 

than  as a trunca ted  circle. Gately and Hal, for instance, are  inverted  images of each 

o the r  in one scene and then  direct coun te rparts  in another, a p a t te rn  th a t  m aps 

directly on to the refractive p roperties  of a Mobius band. The flattened e lem ent 

be tw een  the end and the beginning both gives rise  to the refractive recursions of 

the  plot and allows for the  imagined possibility of escape from the  decisively 

annular  shape of much of the  narrative. By avoiding too s trong  a focus on 

com pleteness -  bu t  w ithou t rejecting its possibility -  Wallace avoids w h a t 

Karnicky refers to as de Man’s "deconstructive reading, [which] short-circuits 

in te rp re ta t io n ’’^̂  by focusing on the incom pleteness of a narrative. Wallace, 

resisting such a reading, allows for the unreconciled  divergence of his narra tive  

th reads  by positing a narra t ive  flatland within  w hich they m ight hypothetically be 

resolved. By thus neutra lis ing the  th rea ten ing  incom pleteness of the  narrative,

11 Oxford English D ictionary Online, s.v. "non-orientable”, Third Edition, Decem ber 2003, 
online version, June 2011,
h ttp ://w w w .oed .com .elib .tcd .ie/v ie w /E n tr y /1 2802 5?redirectedFrom =non-orientable#eid .
12 Karnicky, Contem porary Ethics and the Modern Novel, (New  York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
20 0 7 ) 7.
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Wallace ren d ers  irre levan t the  incomplete s truc tu re  w ithou t resigning to an  

illusory teleological drive.

W here  v^e canno t see the  depth  of the plot th e re  exists the  possibility -  

albeit faint -  th a t  "un trendy  hum an em otions” [Supposedly, 81) m ight be 

red iscovered  and  th a t  meaningful dialogue could take place in th a t  liminal space. 

The prevalence of annu la r  im agery and the sporadic  appea rance  of the  lem niscate 

figure 0 0  -  for example, Orin’s tracing of the  shape on his Subject's flank (//, 47) -  

reflect the  recursive, inw ard-d irected  na tu re  of much of the  dialogue th a t  

characterises the  novel. The infinite in troverted  recursions of addiction, obsession 

and isolation crea te  the  central force of the  novel, precluding the  achievem ent of 

meaningful com m unication  be tw een  characters  because of the boundaried  

circularity of the ir  situations. The em pty  centre  -  w h a t Wallace referred  to as 

"tornadic" in The Pale King [TPK, viii) -  is reflected in the Entertainm ent, an 

addictive instance of w h a t  Wallace saw  as the  p rim ary  danger to  social 

cohesiveness, discussed in "E Unibus Pluram". Lipsky observes Wallace’s self- 

confessed capacity for television in Although o f  Course You End Up Becoming  

Yourself, which lends a personal d im ension to his pervasive m istrust of televisual 

stimulation.

T h e  Lo n e l i n e s s  o f  t h e  L o n g - T e r m  D r u g  A d d ic t

One of the  m ost obviously isolating situations in the novel is drug  use, w hich has a 

language all of its ow n b u t  so isolates the u ser  th a t  the language becom es its ow n 

circular reasoning, exclusive of any interlocutor. The novel is p e rm ea ted  by the 

various argots of d rug  use, ranging from Erdedy's paranoid  stasis to  Hal’s 

obsessive secrecy and Pemulis’s cautious knowledgeability, am ong m any others, 

spiralling dow n in both  articulacy and intelligence to its u ltim ate devolution into 

the  incoheren t ram bling  of ' y r s t r u l y ' . - p h e  com m on focus of these  various 

reg isters  -  d rug use -  is rendered  a lm ost irre levant by the varie ty  of situations.

13 This character's self-identification as 'y^'struly', which is sim ultaneously first- and third- 
person, displays the term inal alienation o f the character. The nam e 'yrstruly' evokes the voice of 
one o f W allace’s earliest narrators, Sick Puppy, in Girl With Curious Hair, a sociopathic young  
Republican w ho refers to h im self as ‘yours truly' on several occasions, indicating the gradual 
disconnection of his nam e from his identity, which is com plete in the tragic figure o f yrstruly.
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This diversity of voices speaking about a common theme illustrates again the fact 

that a common subject is an insufficient condition for communication even w^ithin 

a common language. Not only that, even a subject that requires the use of specific 

terms is not enough to generate a coherent dialogue. There must be a connection 

betw^een those speaking, a willingness to work.

In another context, Erdedy’s stasis might also be posited as another 

challenge-by-literalisation to the idea of communication, this time to de Man’s 

theory, expounded in The Resistance to Theory, that "no grammatical decoding, 

however refined, could claim to reach the determining figural dimensions of a text" 

-  in other words that language cannot be a clear medium by which to 

communicate.!'^ Pe Man extends this theory ad absurdum, suggesting that no text 

can ever be explained because it contains infinite possible mutations. This 

possibility would seem to lead to a kind of intellectual Xeno’s paradox, in which no 

beginning can be made because no hierarchy can be e s ta b l i s h e d .T h is  idea is 

comically literalised in Erdedy’s paralysis of indecision.

Furthermore, the hallmark of the individual narratives of these drug users 

is isolation. Erdedy is waiting for "the woman who said she'd come" (//, 17), but 

later it becomes clear that one of the common features of his drug binges is 

solitude (particularly notable is his habitual selection of masturbation over sexual 

intercourse during these episodes, [21]). Hal is "as attached to the secrecy as he is 

to getting high" [49), and later reveals his "strong distaste about smoking dope 

w ith /in  front of all these others " (329, "all these” being mostly younger co

students at Enfield Tennis Academy). Pemulis’s connection with drugs is, as a 

dealer, altogether more sociable, yet the formality of his language -  requiring his 

customers to ask him to "please commit a crime" (156) -  imposes an immediate 

and conscious distance between Pemulis and his interlocutors. The dialogue of 

drug users and addicts throughout the novel uses much of the same terminology 

but precludes communication because the speakers are so self-involved.

The flip side of this linguistic stonewalling is to be found in the passages 

concerning Ennet House, the halfway house near Enfield Tennis Academy. One 

subchapter of the novel contains unattributed snatches of dialogue from Ennet

14 Paul de Man, The Resistance to Theory [M innesota: University of M innesota Press, 2002)
82.
15 Ibid., 82-83
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House residents in which they discuss various aspects of their illness and recovery. 

The anonymity of these passages -  a key attraction of the AA system for the 

founder of the Ennet House program -  means that the dialogue is abstracted from 

its speakers, so that the passage becomes almost a snapshot of the non-specific 

concerns of the inmates of the halfway house, reducing the identity of the addict to 

a series of isolated cliches. This, of course, is mirrored in the traditional AA 

procedure, which encourages anonymity both in its insistence on first names only 

and in its removal of individual autonomy, wherein the addict surrenders to a 

higher power to give them sufficient strength to overcome the addiction that has 

already suppressed their autonomy. Don Gately, as part of his job as a resident 

staffer, observes and encourages new inmates, who come in convinced that "this 

slapdash anarchic system of low-rent gatherings and corny slogans and saccharin 

grins and hideous coffee is so lame you just know  there’s no way it could ever 

possibly work except for the u tterest m orons” (//, 350). Gately’s perspective is 

from the step after this one, where he has come through the cynicism of the 

disappointed addict and has spent his time praying to "a God you believe only 

morons believe in" [350) and has reached the point at which the cliches have 

become meaningful and true.^^

The addictions explored in Infinite Jest -  to drugs, entertainment and 

consumption -  are distinctly modern issues, exemplified above all by the 

"Libertine Lady" (33) symbolic of Subsidized Time. As I suggested in the 

Introduction, this concept represents both the gathering pace of addictive -  one 

might even say consuming -  consumerism -  and also the radical arrogance of a 

period that regards itself as free of history, which juxtaposition might usefully be 

read in reference to either Jameson’s The Cultural Logic o f Late Capitalism or de 

Man’s "Literary History and Literary Modernity". Both of these texts problematise 

the relationship of contemporary society to time and the idea of history in a way 

literalised here by Wallace. Indeed, a reading of de Man’s essay through the lens of 

Ricoeur’s theory of narrative and time further sharpens the interest of Infinite 

Jestfs Subsidized Time. De Man’s 1971 suggestion tha t literature, modernity and

16 The AA system as it is presented here contains another echo of Hamlet, in the protagonist’s 
injunction to his mother to "assume a virtue if you have it not [...] refrain tonight/and that shall 
lend a kind of easiness/to the next abstinence" (Shakespeare, Hamlet, 3.4.162-9], advice mirrored 
in AA’s fake-it-till-you-make-it doctrine.
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history are each inherently opposed to one another -  that Hterary history, Uterary 

modernity and historicised modernity are all logical contradictions -  is challenged 

by Ricoeur’s 1988 account of "human time" in Time and Narrative Volume 3, where 

he argues that we use narrative to impose order on the aporetic dysphoria of 

history and the present. Subsidized Time, then, might well be read as a de Manian 

reference to rupture with history, where much of Wallace’s engagement with time 

is governed by a Ricoeurian sense of the importance of organising narrative.

Following the beginning of Subsidized Time, which has been placed in 2002 

(Carlisle, Burn), "NNYC’s harbor's Liberty Island’s gigantic Lady [...] holds aloft a 

product. The product is changed each 1 Jan." (//, 367) The obsessive consumption 

of contemporary society was, as we have seen, consistently at the forefront of 

Wallace’s concerns, particularly as an author struggling with how best to engage 

"people w ho’ve been raised with US commercial culture and are engaged with it 

and informed by it and fascinated by it but still hungry for something commercial 

a rt can’t provide" (McCaffery, "Interview", 128). Infinite Jest provides Wallace’s 

clearest engagement with issues of compulsive consumption, and each of the 

diverse forms of obsession explored in the novel entails its adherents’ isolation 

from each other and the world. The AA system is both narratively and structurally 

significant to the novel, functioning narratively as synecdoche of the addictive 

propensities of Infinite Jest's wider milieux and structurally as another symbol of 

the poisonously recursive language of the postmodern apocalypse. The narrative 

contribution stemming from Wallace’s appropriation of the AA system is explored 

in a 2001 paper by Brooks Daverman, "The Limits of the Infinite: The Use of 

Alcoholics Anonymous in Infmite Jest as a Narrative Solution After 

Postmodernism". Daverman’s point, that "in the text, no character can stand alone" 

seems to me to be slightly sh o r t-s ig h ted .D av e rm an  is right to point out that few 

characters exist in isolation, but it is perhaps more pertinent to examine the 

behaviour of these groups of people, loose connections of location or interest, in 

which the individuals, though not physically alone, are themselves isolated. The 

solitude experienced by these individuals, addicted each to their personal poison, 

ultimately results in either their death, as with The Entertainment, or their

17 Brooks Daverman, "The Limits o f the Infinite: the use o f Alcoholics Anonym ous in Infinite 
Jest as a Narrative Solution after Postm odernism ” [MA Thesis, Oberlin College, 2001]  
http://w'v^vi'.thehov^linpfantods.com /brooksdaverm an.htm .
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reaching "the fork in the road that Boston AA calls your Bottom" [I], 347), resulting 

in the impetus towards recovery, characterised in AA by the desire, or rather the 

need, to give, to connect in some v̂ ây, even if tha t w^ay has seemed and continues 

to seem insipid or inane. This isolation-progression of an individual at the heart of 

a group is consistent with Wallace’s vision of contemporary society, "taking it as 

axiomatic that the present is grotesquely materialistic", but recognising "that we as 

human beings still have the capacity for joy, charity, genuine connections" 

[McCaffery, "Interview”, 132). It is also, importantly, consistent with Wallace’s 

approach to late postmodern literature as a complexly cyclical enterprise tha t 

resists progress as illusory, and his vision for the future. In terms of the Hegelian 

paradigm mentioned earlier, we might say that AA marries thesis (faith) with 

antithesis (cynicism), reaching for synthesis (progress and recovery). Read in 

these terms, the end of the novel -  particularly Gately’s efforts to resist medication 

-  is a distinctly ambiguous analogy for the plight of late postmodernism as Wallace 

saw it. In this. Infinite Jest again exploits the condition of the "contemporary 

extreme", in the way it "enact[s] an aesthetic that does not strive for harmony or 

unity, but, instead, forces the confrontation between irreconcilable differences, 

most notably the difference between reality and art".i^ Taking the idea of the 

contemporary extreme as a guiding pattern, a clear connective path is discernible 

between the structure of the novel, the process and pattern of addiction and 

recovery, and the Entertainment at its core.

While AA is narratively significant to swathes of the plot of Infinite Jest, as 

Daverman’s article shows, its more pervasive influence is largely architectural. 

Structurally speaking, AA permeates the narrative beyond its narrative relevance, 

falling in with the theme of annularity so central to the novel as a whole. In an 

article called "Sharing Experiences: Doing Therapy With the Help of Mutual 

Reference in the Meetings of Alcoholics Anonymous”, Ilkka Arminen outlines the 

processes tha t inform the AA system. As Arminen points out, the central motto 

"one day at a time" "a long time ago anticipated the 'postmodern wisdom' that the 

identity is never fixed”, w h i c h  is central to Wallace’s work and late

18 Durand and Mandel, Novels o f the Contemporary Extreme, 1.
19 Ilkka Arminen, "Sharing Experiences: doing therapy with the help of mutual reference in 
the meetings of Alcoholics Anonymous”, The Sociological Quarterly, 39:3 [Summer 1998], 
http://w w w .istor.org/stahle/41208Q 4. 492.
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postmodernism generally. The point of Arminen’s article is that part of the 

therapeutic work of AA stems not just from speaking about the addiction 

experience, but from the reciprocal work of relating the individual’s story to those 

of other addicts. "[M]embers, again and again, invoke and mutually display their 

newly found identities''^^ and while the focus is largely personal, "the also 

repeatedly refer to cocontributors’ turns of talk in order to make their own 

experiences recognizable to, understandable to, and 'shareable with’ the 

recipients’’. !̂ The necessity not just of speech, but of communication that is 

implicit in the idea of 'co-contributor references” is of course germane to the whole 

concept of a philosophy of communication explored by this study.^^ importantly, 

too, the reciprocal nature of the "sharing” in AA encodes the sharer’s identity 

within a specific set of symbols. The obligatory phrase uttered by each contributor 

at the opening of their narrative -  "My name is X and 1 am an alcoholic" -  fixes the 

speaker’s identity as part of a group. Particularly in the context of a narrative of 

addiction, the AA system works in concert with Wallace’s broader project of 

identity. That is to say, the identificatory phrase above both separates one (I) as an 

individual and integrates one as part of a group. As such, it functions as a narrative 

analogue of Paul Ricoeur’s idem/ipse balance. This performance of ritual speech, 

especially the articulation of the name, guards against the danger implicit in 

addiction throughout Infinite Jest, the loss of the self. This threat is embodied in the 

nameless addicts -  yrstruly, C., even Don Gately, who was known as Bimmy Don -  

who are known only by nicknames within the immediate group of addicts. The 

vanishing of the addicted self is a common theme of narratives of addiction and 

alcoholism.23

The reciprocal, or annular, structure of the AA system echoes the annularity 

of much of the architecture of Infinite Jest, from the idea of annular fusion to the 

circular geography of much of the action. It could also be read as evoking the 

annularity of late postmodernist fiction, in its constant self-referentiality and

20 This concept is sharply evocative of the Ricoeurian theory of narrative identity explored in
Chapter One, and ideas of the presentation of a personal narrative pervade W allace’s w^ork. 
Interestingly, as observed in Chapter One, much of his w riting is structured as part o f a dialogue, 
im plying such reciprocity w ithout necessarily explicating it.
21 Arminen, "Sharing Experiences", 492.
22 Ibid., 491.
23 Philip McGowan, "Fog People: The (Non-]Identity of the Alcohol D ependent in U.S. Literary
and Cultural Representations" [PhD Thesis, Trinity College Dublin, 1997],
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complex internal order (as Arminen points out, AA has succeeded w ithout 

"professionalization of leadership or the emergence of a bureaucracy").^^  While it 

is true that the structures of AA itself contribute a narrative shape to Infinite Jest, 

there are also parallels between the addiction spiral and the spiral system of 

postmodern literature. The "prevailing early critical take” on Infinite Jest, as 

discussed by Chris Hager in his thesis "On Speculation: Injinite Jest and American 

Fiction after Postmodernism", shows a clear critical awareness of the novel’s roots 

in postmodernism, but its originality is somewhat more elusive. The novel exploits 

and engages with ideas of postmodernism and postmodernity, the intersection 

between condition and response. Devices typical of postmodernist representation, 

such as recursivity, metafiction, non-linearity and so on, are common, but it is clear 

both from the ultimate form of this novel and the overarching concerns expressed 

by its author in his own voice and through his fictions, that postmodernism was 

inadequate to represent the realities of late twentieth-century life. Again, the most 

coherent expression of this idea comes from the seminal McCaffery interview: "the 

great thing about irony is that it splits things apart [...] so we can see the flaws and 

hypocrisies and duplicities [...]. The problem is tha t once the rules for a rt  are 

debunked, and once the unpleasant ironies the irony diagnoses are revealed and 

diagnosed, then what do we do?" (McCaffery, "Interview”, 147]. This passage from 

the interview marks Wallace’s clearest articulation of the problem with 

postmodernism: "What's been passed down from the postmodern heyday is 

sarcasm, cynicism, a manic ennui, suspicion of all authority, suspicion of all 

constraints on conduct, and a terrible penchant for ironic diagnosis of 

unpleasantness instead of an ambition not just to diagnose and ridicule but to 

redeem’’ (147, italics added). This ambition to redeem is the next step Wallace saw 

literature as needing to take, to force itself out of the inward-directed spiral of 

cynical postmodern referentiality and "ask the reader really to feel something” 

(23). In "E Unibus Pluram”, Wallace suggests tha t the next great change in 

American literature might be the output of a group of writers "who have the 

childish gall actually to endorse and instantiate single-entendre principles. Who 

trea t of plain old untrendy human troubles and emotions in U.S. life with reverence

24 Arminen, "Sharing Experiences”, 491.

178



and conviction" [Supposedly, 81], a gall or courage that Wallace feels he lacks, 

according to the McCaffery interview.

This reversion to "untrendy human emotions" mirrors Don Gately’s 

explanation of the process of addiction and recovery. The addict spiralling down 

towards their "Bottom” becomes more and more isolated, for all the crowds that 

weave in and out of their troubled narrative, until they reach the crisis point, at 

which time they must choose the m anner of their self-sacrifice: either they give 

themselves up entirely to the isolating and ultimately fatal addiction, or they 

repudiate their autonomy and choose to turn to the mercy of the inane cliches and 

cynicism-free rituals of the established AA system. At this point, the structural 

contribution of the AA system outlined above takes on another layer of complexity. 

The structure of the AA programme is decidedly inward-directed, cyclical and 

wholly self-referential; sharing, in fact, the characteristics of late postmodernism 

that led to its ultimate depthlessness, w here "reality itself, entirely impregnated by 

an aesthetic which is inseparable from its own structure, has been confused with 

its own i m a g e ” .25  Instinctively, then, AA should fail, and Don Gately in particular 

displays a jaded postmodernist cynicism towards the system. Paradoxically, 

however, it is exactly these features of the AA system that allow the curative 

progression of its adherents. Reading the structural similarities as an analogue for 

late postmodernism, then, the AA system hints at a possible solution to the 

problem of post-postmodernism with which Wallace grappled.

The AA system's process from cynicism through internalisation to arrive at 

a nuanced kind of belief mirror Wallace’s own journey through the post-patricidal, 

literary orphan stage of postmodernism to which he referred in the McCaffery 

interview [McCaffery, "Interview”, 150), balancing the important elements of "the 

postmodern founders’ patricidal work” (150) with an awareness of the "toxicity of 

anarchy for its own sake" (149). In other words, meaningful or sincere 

communication -  progress -  in the aftermath of postmodernism, can take place 

only when the programme has been followed. Postmodernism -  addictive, initially 

empowering and exciting but ultimately isolating and suffocating -  becomes the 

addict's Substance, and the insipid rituals and moronic expressions of faith of the

25 Jean-Paul Baudrillard, Sym bolic Exchange and Death, trans. lain Hamilton Grant (London: 
Sage Publications, 1993] 75.
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AA are the "plain old untrendy human emotions” [Supposedly, 81). Cynicism and 

epistemological instability -  the disbelief of the early AA patient -  is internalised 

along with the target of the cynicism, the idea of straightforward, limited narrative 

-  the cliches of the AA system -  finally arriving at a post-Rortian liberal ironism, 

that, in allowing the efficacy of certain vocabularies to be divorced from their 

facticity or truth-status, find a possibility for post-cynical sincerity.^^

The most striking parallel is the necessity of courage: both the addict’s use 

of AA to recover and the w riter’s ability to a ttem pt to move the reader in a real 

way are risible ideas when seen from the relative impermeability of the 

addict 's /w riter’s cynical isolation, seeming naive, inane, moronic, but the reality of 

moving from addiction to slow recovery or through cynicism to a fresh sincerity 

requires immense courage. Ultimately, the laughable cliches become phrases of 

genuine meaning because they are associated with genuine change. The 

progression from cliche to personally meaningful phrase may make the original 

idea seem even more inane to the persistently cynical addict/writer, but it allows 

for the rehabilitation of genuine feeling, a mission Wallace described when he said 

that "real art-fiction’s job is to aggravate this sense of entrapm ent and loneliness 

and death in people, to move people to countenance it, since any possible human 

redemption requires us first to face w hat’s dreadful” [McCaffery, "Interview", 136). 

In other words, in order to overcome a killing addiction, be it to heroin or to 

postmodern irony, we m ust first face the deeply unpleasant reality of the addiction 

and what the addiction is protecting us from. In the case of the writer this entails 

both rejecting the comfortable superiority of m ordant but meaningless late 

postmodernism and laying oneself open to the ridicule and fear associated with 

naked honesty. It is not enough to simply eschew the irony or cliche of late 

postmodernism; in order to progress beyond the depthless surface of the 

postmodern, the writer must attem pt to imbue the aesthetic trappings of 

postmodernism with sincerity and meaningful reference points once more. Only by 

embracing the elements of vacuity and decadence can contemporary literature 

hope to reach readers in a meaningful way, "both to depict this dark world and

26 Adam Kelly’s work on the "New Sincerity” in American fiction, and Wallace’s place at its 
forefront, is discussed in reference to the short fiction in Chapter Four, but the term should be kept 
in mind here in connection with the process of rupturing cynicism by internalising cliche to work 
along with suspicion that typifies the AA journey. As with the AA system, it is also worth 
articulating the lengthy and challenging nature of this process.
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illuminate the possibilities for being alive and human in it" (McCaffery, "Interview”, 

131).

" M a l i g n a n t l y  a d d i c t i v e ":  t e l e v i s u a l  c u l t u r e  a n d  t h e  E n t e r t a i n m e n t

Besides the gradual isolation of drug addiction the novel portrays, there is a 

swifter and more sinister danger to communication at work in Infinite Jest, the 

Entertainment itself Incandenza's final film, the fifth a ttem pt at completion, was 

finished in the Year of the Depend Adult Undergarment (unless it is regarded, as it 

is by some critics, as the completion of the Infinite Jest IV, in which case it has been 

included in Incandenza's output for the Year of the Tucks’ Medicated Pad). Little 

information is available about the film, other than that it s tarred "Madame 

Psychosis”, the screen name of Joelle van Dyne. Joelle is linked in different ways to 

all the male Incandenzas: the erstwhile lover of eldest son Orin who worked on his 

father's last three films, each involving improbable and compelling beauty. She is 

also the presenter of a radio show that Mario, the damaged middle child, finds 

"terribly compelling” (//, 184). On this radio show, early in the narrative, Joelle 

reads the catalogue of reasons one might join U.H.I.D., the Union of the Hideously 

and Improbably Deformed (187), including "the fatally pulchritudinous” (190). 

Madame Psychosis/Joelle is a member of the U.H.I.D., from which organisation a 

"veiled legate” visited E.T.A. "to discuss with Mario issues of blind inclusion v. 

visual estrangement, of the openness of concealment the veil might afford him” 

(317). The links between Joelle and Hal are less direct: the name Madame 

Psychosis, evocative of the Greek philosophy of the transmigration of souls 

(metempsychosis), is also used to refer to the mysterious drug DMZ "in some 

metro Boston chemical circles” (170), named after Joelle’s radio show.

There are further parallels between Joelle and the "vaunted and elusive” (//, 

215) DMZ, including links with the Central Nervous System. DMZ is described as a 

"C.N.S. [Central Nervous System]-rattler” (//, note 8), Joelle as "the twirler who 

owned his [Orin's] soul” (292). Furthermore, Joelle, like the film, is hidden from 

view -  DMZ is extremely difficult to attain. The concealment of all three objects is 

owed to the ambiguity of their effects; Joelle is, by various accounts, either
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disfigured after having acid thrown in her face or "deformed with beauty” [538]. 

Her description of her beauty's effect -  "once they’ve seen me they can’t think of 

anything else and don’t  want to look at anything else and stop carrying out normal 

responsibilities” (538) -  chimes in precisely with the effect of the final cut of 

"Infinite Jest”. Finally, DMZ is a mysterious compound that results in the user 

experiencing time in a different way, which has been referred to as "euphoric” 

(170) but also as "the single grimmest thing ever conceived in a test-tube” (170). 

This disruption of the common flow of time parallels the loss of relation to reality 

occasioned by the viewing of Infinite Jest. The three linked objects -  Joelle, the 

Entertainment and the drug -  are rendered more appealing by the mystery that 

surrounds them, the central jest being that what makes these things so powerful is 

precisely why they must be concealed. The addictive perfection of these objects 

causes the isolation of devotees, the rejection of responsibilities and the neglect of 

the self, attributes to which Marathe refers in his description of a society willing to 

choose its own death (//, 319). In each case, one experience of the object is 

sufficient to unhinge the person who experiences it, rendering them at once 

addicted.

Common to all of these addictions is the absence of desire or ability to 

communicate, not just linguistically but in any other sense, the cessation of 

communication not merely interpersonal but with anything at all. The case of the 

medical attache is a good example here, where the attache and company, eight in 

all, in the home of the attache, are "watching the recursive loop [...] sitting and 

standing there very still and attentive, looking not one bit distressed or in any way 

displeased, even though the room smelled very bad indeed” [IJ, 87). Similarly, 

Pemulis recounts a story he read in Moment magazine (ostensible employer of the 

ostensible "Helen” Steeply) about a soldier dosed with an early version of the DMZ 

compound, who "literally lost his mind [and was] found later in his Army cell, in 

some impossible lotus position, singing show tunes in a scary deadly-accurate 

Ethel-Merman-impression voice” (214), and Joelle's account of her effect on people 

mirrors these depictions of addiction as causing addicts to opt out of life.

The presence of these parallels and the many metonymic images of 

entertainm ent ra ther begs the question of the importance of the primary image, 

the Entertainment itself. Given the fractal nature of the novel as a whole -  which,
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as Wallace said, is structured as a Sierpinski gasket^^ -  the question arises as to 

whether The Entertainment can be regarded as a fractal portion of O.N.A.N.’s 

decadence. The Entertainment weaves in and out of each segment of narrative, 

looming large over the story from the title to the final scene. However, while the 

film cartridge is undeniably central to the novel, it is by no means the most 

dangerous form of amusement to be found in the 1,079 pages that make up this 

encyclopaedia of late-twentieth-century malaise. As previously discussed, there is 

little information regarding the film itself. The film is listed as "either unfinished or 

UNRELEASED” in Incandenza’s filmography, the Master copy "either destroyed or 

vaulted sui testator" [I], note 8). This presumed burial accounts -  or may account -  

for Hal’s early recollection of standing in a graveyard with Gately and Wayne, 

digging up his father's head, perhaps in search of the Master cartridge in question, 

following the A.F.R infiltration of, and Hal’s possible abduction from, the Y.D.A.U. 

Whataburger competition at the hands of the A.F.R., a year before the opening of 

the novel in the Year of Glad. The circumstances surrounding the Master copy of 

the film, its location, its very existence remain resolutely vague throughout, but 

there are a number of points whose ambiguity raise further questions about the 

precise nature of the film’s terrible fascination. For example, the medical attache -  

regardless of the reason for his receipt of the cartridge -  has, we are told, by OOlSh 

on 2 April, Y.D.A.U. "rewound [the cartridge] to the beginning several times and 

then configured it for a recursive loop", in other words, the attache was, by the end 

of the first viewing, still sufficiently self-possessed to rewind the cartridge and set 

the player to a recursive loop. His wife, by contrast, follows his gaze and becomes 

immediately ensnared. In other words, the Entertainment acts on different viewers 

at different rates, in much the same way as most addictive drugs.

"Infinite Jest" can be regarded as the pinnacle of James Incandenza's 

directorial career, and not only because its production ended with his suicide. Jeff 

Karnicky argues that "Infinite Jest", with its narcotic effect of the viewer, 

represents the "culmination of a movement towards s ta s is" .K arn ick y  draws 

attention to another of Incandenza’s films, "The Medusa vs. The Odalisque" as 

another phase in this movement, emphasising the competing implications for

27 Michael Silverblatt, "Bookworm Interview: David Foster Wallace", podcast audio (11 April 
1996] h ttp ://u w w .k crw .co m /etc /p ro g ra m s/b w /b w 9 6 Q 4 1 1 d a v id  foster Wallace.
28 Karnicky, Contemporary Ethics and the Modern Novel, 101.
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directionality of gaze -  on the one hand, the Odalisque, a sexual object with no 

purpose other than beauty and pleasure, and on the other, the Medusa, whose gaze 

is deadly -  as evidence of Incandenza's fixation with vision. This argument 

implicitly invokes Derrida’s description in Memoirs o f  the Blind of w hat he called 

the "Medusa effect”, whereby it is impossible to look on a face "without coming 

face to face with a petrified objectivity, with death or b lindness" .^^  Objectivity, 

then, in the sense tha t Derrida uses it here, is somehow transferable. That is to say, 

the death of subjectivity in a screen representation can be passed to the viewer by 

means of the met gaze (as in the myth of Medusa), who is posited as the ultimate 

voyeuristic subject, leaving him or her literally objectified, robbed of subjectivity 

and agency. Royle suggests tha t this disabling power that inheres in images is 

"ghostly, stunning, even t e r r i f y i n g " , 3 o  a  description tha t resonates with the 

simultaneous attraction and te rro r  of the film "Infinite Jest”, which may be either 

astonishingly beautiful or unutterably horrifying, or, perhaps, both.

The Entertainment is more of a shadow threat in the novel than a genuine 

weapon, although it is discussed in those terms by Marathe and Steeply. The film 

cartridge’s existence is neither confirmed nor denied save by the mysterious death 

of the medical attache and his cohorts. The fact that this episode is the only actual 

appearance of the cartridge over the whole course of the novel highlights the 

inefficiency of the Entertainment as a potential weapon. The rum oured power of 

the film is of course tantalising for those who would wish to damage the unity of 

O.N.A.N., which is perhaps why the cartridge is regarded as desirable. However, its 

concealment and possible destruction render it quite impossible tha t copies should 

be produced on a sufficient scale to cause more than sporadic damage, as to the 

medical attache’s household. The centrality of the Entertainment, then, begs the 

question of its efficacy. Despite the cartridge’s mysterious circumstances, despite 

the unfavourable ratio of effort to damage, the Entertainment is regarded as a 

weapon of extreme power. Given how little sense this makes based on the events 

of the plot -  which render the threat of the film somewhat ridiculous -  one 

wonders what its true  narrative purpose is.

29 Jacques Derrida, M emoirs o f  the Blind: the Self-Portrait and O ther Ruins, trans. Pascala-Anne 
Brault and Michael Naas [Chicago, University o f Chicago Press, 1993] 73.
30 Royle, After Derrida, 129.

184



Unpacking this question requires an examination not of the actual presence 

or absence of the Entertainment in the narrative but of its abstract effect. The 

questions generated by the very possibility of such an artefact are the central 

questions of the novel. Discussions of the Entertainment tend to occur alongside 

dialogue or narrative concerning humanity, American-ness, consumption, 

addiction and autonomy, all of v^hich are central themes of the novel. During the 

mountaintop encounter between Marathe and Steeply, w^hile discussing the 

Entertainment, the Quebecois Marathe posits that the Entertainment is 

symptomatic ra ther than (potentially) causative of the death of the United States. 

According to his vieu^ of the situation, the putative destructive power of the 

Entertainment is only threatening to a country that is in love with its own freedom 

to consume: "forget for a moment the Entertainment, and think instead about a 

U.S.A. where such a thing could be possible enough [...] to fear" [}J, 318] he says to 

Steeply, and later: "This appetite to choose death by pleasure if it is available to 

choose [...] this is the death" (319). Marathe’s argument, though somewhat 

convoluted, hits on a critical point: it is not the Entertainment itself that is truly 

dangerous, but the addled priorities of a country that evangelises freedom to the 

extent that its citizens can (and will) actually choose death by entertainment. In 

other words, Marathe’s point is that the Entertainment is in itself relatively 

powerless, but the mindset of a country that could fear it is inherently self

destructive. If the Entertainment did not exist, such a country would surely find 

another way to lull itself into a warm and comfortable coma. Another Hamlet 

reference, however, implies that the Entertainment may well be a weapon: the 

comment on w ar in Act 4: "I see/the  imminent death of twenty thousand m en /tha t 

for a fantasy and trick of fame/go to their graves like beds”.̂  ̂ This passage uses 

language that strikingly prefigures the scene with the medical attache.

Through Marathe's convolved prose, Wallace draws the reader's attention 

to the way in which the shadowy Entertainment links the central themes of the 

novel without ever requiring narrative resolution. Its elusive nature and the 

absence from the plot of any real crisis involving the cartridge allow Wallace to 

explore all the attendant questions of addiction and self-destruction from a 

detached perspective, unlike the narrative of drug use, which comes freighted with

31 Shakespeare, Ham/et, 4.4.59-62.
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crises and resolutions tha t are all too familiar to readers. The Entertainment, by 

contrast, remains an almost-comic fiction, an abstract villain that permits 

engagement with abstract issues, with none of the messy human fallout of concrete 

social problems. It is no coincidence that Wallace uses the somewhat clumsy voice 

of Marathe to discuss the implications of the existence of the Entertainment for 

American society. Marathe, firstly, is an outsider but holds quasi-insider status as a 

double (or triple) agent, and is as such uniquely placed to comment on American 

society; he is familiar with it, but does not live in it, as do all the other Canadian 

characters. His view is therefore privileged, as signified by his tranquil presence on 

the outcropping in Arizona; we never see him ascend or descend, as previously 

noted. Furthermore, Marathe's stilted English causes a break in the fluidity of the 

prose, forcing the reader to read more slowly, and thus to consider more carefully 

the import of his words. This was a common tactic for Wallace: stilted dialogue, 

very short sentences or overly technical language were used at various points in 

his career to slow the reader, drawing attention to particular expressions and 

ideas.

The Entertainment, ultimately, functions as an empty referent (in the sense 

tha t we hear of it but never see it; it is a semantic possibility, but nothing more) 

around which cluster the issues that make Infinite Jest so exact a commentary on 

the condition of contemporary America. In this sense it mirrors one of the primary 

challenges of postmodern life: the absence of a centre. Infinite Jest, of course, 

shares this feature with The Broom o f the System, its central absence being Lenore 

Sr., whose absence instigates action, and with Brief Interviews With Hideous Men, 

where the interviewer is silenced. The literal decentring of the subject, the absent- 

presence at the centre of a system of signs, links Wallace’s work quite strongly 

with the Heiddegerian-Derridean composite of sous-rature, with Wittgenstein’s 

later vision of language as a system of socially consensual signs, and with Rorty's 

radical neopragmatism, w here the subject-centred epistemology of classical 

pragmatism has been displaced, or replaced, by "an ethnocentric solidarity" or 

system of identifying c o n t i n g e n c i e s . ^ ^  xhe physical absence-or-presence of the 

Entertainment, and the narrative irrelevance of its physical absence-or-presence.

32 Langsdorf and Smith, "The Voice of Pragmatism in Contemporary Philosophy of 
Comm unication”, in Langsdorf and Smith, Recovering Pragm atism 's Voice, 1.
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invokes Derrida's challenge to the metaphysics of presence, complicating the 

challenge by adding a neopragmatist application. In a Rortian paradigm, the 

consequences of the Entertainment are linked not to its concrete presence, but to 

its abstract meaning, a reading that also obliquely echoes the meaning-as-use 

paradigm encountered in Wittgenstein. In other words, with the Entertainment as 

the absent centre of the novel, we are left with a centre that is "not so much empty, 

as called into question’’.̂  ̂ It is not the centre, then, that matters, but the question -  

or in Rortian terms, not the truth, but the vocabulary. As already mentioned, 

Wallace posited the Entertainment as the teleological imperative of entertainm ent 

in general, and television in particular. Television, as Wallace suggested in "E 

Unibus Pluram", is profoundly postmodern. It is indeed posited by McLuhan and 

Baudrillard as the very model of mediated signification, the epitome of the 

postmodern, almost seamlessly combining medium and message, or simulation 

and reality (Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation; McLuhan, Understanding 

Media). The endgame of mass-consumerist postmodernity, as (disjembodied by 

the Entertainment, is not an empty centre but a magnetic one, not a problematic 

but an addictive Object. Like the Armageddon Wallace saw as the end of 

metafiction, the end of postmodernity as symbolised by mass-culture is endlessly, 

imprisoningly recursive, a vision uncomfortably literalised by the medical attache 

in Infw ite Jest Paradoxically, then, it is only the failure of postmodernity that will 

allow for progress; only by interrogating the centre (whether or not it exists as an 

external referent) can we resist the fatal recursivity suffered by those who watch 

tha t film-cartridge, and find a way to avoid Marathe's predicted outcome of 

choosing to be entertained to death, endlessly watching, never interacting. The 

th reat of the Entertainment, in terms of Wallace’s philosophy, is that it is 

undynamic, unidirectional and solipsistic.

33 Hutcheon, The Politics o f  Postm odernism , 36. Again here, it is im portant to note the 
sim ilarity to Broom: Lenore Sr. is not absen t as such, but m issing, or problem atically decentered. As 
the end o f that novel show s, Lenore is in fact literally b elow  the surface [echoing again the 
possib ility  that the Infinite Jest cartridge has been buried w ith its maker]. Similarly, in both novels, 
the burial (figurative or literal] o f the decentered  object is linked with difficulties in 
com m unication: Lenore Sr.’s presence in the tunnels causes the crossing of teleph one w ires, and 
Hal’s im plied presence at the exhum ation of his father along w ith  Gately and W ayne takes place in 
the year b etw een  the end o f the novel and its opening, in w hich tim e Hal has lost his capacity to 
com m unicate.
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The three themes that are most closely linked to the Entertainment -  

addiction, entertainm ent and isolation -  are themes tha t link Infinite Jest with the 

rest of Wallace’s work, from the non-fiction to the short fiction. These links will be 

the subject of the rem ainder of this chapter. The passages highlighted in the early 

part of this chapter are selections tha t illustrate particularly significant 

characteristics of Wallace’s writing as a whole, ra ther than the most significant 

passages from Infinite Jest itself. The novel has its own internal topography and is 

worthy of close scrutiny in its own right, but its importance to this study is of a 

more general nature, highlighting some of the primary concerns of a writer in his 

prime. Wallace's trea tm ent of these themes in his best-known work is critical to an 

understanding of his thematic concerns in general and to a consideration of his 

approach to communication both within and across texts.

Firstly, the theme of entertainment itself was one that occupied Wallace 

from the outset, as in his seminal "E Unibus Pluram”, the essay in which Wallace 

laid out his vision for the future of American fiction. The titular phrase, a 

grammatically suspect inversion of the American motto E Pluhbus Unum [from 

many, one), is echoed by Ingersoll, another student, while the boys are discussing 

the solitude attendant on athletic prowess (//, 112), linking the theme of 

entertainm ent with tha t of isolation. As he made clear in that essay and several 

other items, Wallace viewed entertainment as an ambivalent force, with great and 

growing power to direct the minds of a generation. This ambivalence came across 

in the McCaffery interview, where he discussed the relationships of audience and 

television, which are, "albeit debased, intricate and profound” (McCaffery, 

"Interview”, 127). Wallace does not dismiss television outright, but recognises it as 

a phenomenally powerful force with which any contemporary commentator, of 

any kind, must reckon. His approach to television and film was somewhat 

schizophrenic, being a self-proclaimed film-lover as well as deeply sceptical of the 

prevailing superficiality of modern television. As well as advocating the duty of 

literature to counteract the "cultural hegemony of TV” (136), Wallace traces his 

own struggle with these issues to "schizogenic experience [of] being bookish and 

reading a lot on the one hand, watching grotesque amounts of TV, on the other” 

(130). While these and other engagements with entertainm ent in the non-fiction 

bespeak an ambivalent attitude towards the dominance of television over
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literature, in Infinite Jest entertainm ent in general, and "the Entertainment” in 

particular, is represented as overwhelmingly negative; entertainm ent isolates the 

characters just as any other addiction, as well as causing loss of control, loss of 

decision-making faculties and the abandonment of basic personal hygiene and care 

habits. Discussing the working title A Failed Entertainment, Wallace said, "what 

entertainm ent ultimately leads to [...] is the movie Infinite Jest'? ‘̂ The 

representation of entertainment in the novel, then, is obviously the negative side of 

Wallace's own vision of entertainm ent in general as witnessed in his non-fiction. 

Considering the reasons behind this representation brings the reader back to the 

eponymous weapon, and further back, to the novel's original working title.

The inclusion of the word "failed" in the working title necessarily leads the 

reader to seek for that failure within the text, thus arguably prejudicing any 

reading of the novel. The ultimate title allows for the ambiguity discussed earlier 

as to the film cartridge's efficacy, assuming its dissemination. Also, the title .4 Failed 

Entertainment undermines the argument made by Marathe that it is the country 

itself that is responsible for the growing threat of the Entertainment; Marathe's 

point, that the attitude of the society is far more germane to the success or failure 

of the Entertainment as a weapon than the content of the Entertainment itself. The 

failure of entertainment in Infinite Jest is not the failure of the Entertainment as a 

weapon or the failure of any specific kind of am usement (although, interestingly, 

entertainm ent in general in the novel appears to centre around the Interlace 

cartridges, implying an absence of what we know as scheduled programming. This 

being the case, entertainment is even more seductive, being personally tailored at 

all times). Rather, the failure of entertainm ent is tha t it overreaches its remit, 

becoming not a diversion but an end in itself, and, as with any habit, 

overindulgence forms a destructive addiction. Addiction to entertainment, like any 

other addiction, limits interaction with others, derails the development of 

character and generally stunts the humanity of Wallace’s protagonists. Wallace's 

engagement with entertainm ent over the course of his fiction is decidedly 

negative, while his interviews and non-fiction reflects a more nuanced, considered 

outlook, replete with reservations but ultimately not wholeheartedly opposed to 

the entertainment industry. On the contrary, while entertainm ent in itself is

34 Lipsky, Although Of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself, 79-80.
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presented in a threatening Hght, one of the hallmarks of Wallace's writing is his 

acute awareness of the Zeitgeist, engaging with entertainment at a level tha t can 

only come from the viewpoint of one who recognises that he has grown up within 

the very society he is so anxious to dissect. Returning for a m oment to the th rust of 

Chapter Two, the essay "E Unibus Pluram" posits a future for fiction where it will 

supersede the crushing monotony of televisual entertainment and find a new 

sincerity that risks the mockery of the postmodern consciousness in its re trea t 

from irony. For it is irony -  the irony of killing beauty, the irony of the destructive 

stasis inspired by the frantic and incessant motion of the screen -  tha t flattens 

entertainm ent into the deadly and deadening shape in which it appears in Infinite 

Jest.

Entertainment in the novel functions, as discussed, like any of the many 

other, mainly pharmacological, addictions explored in the text. The "narcotizing 

banality” (McCaffery, "Interview”, 141) of television is fiercely rendered in Infinite 

Jest, by means of the dispassionate narration that characterises the scenes in which 

visual entertainm ent is significant. Even more obviously, the implication of death 

that goes with the litaneutical style of Incandenza's filmography in the Notes and 

Errata evokes the numbing sequence of images brought to chilling life in "The 

Suffering Channel”, which seems the very embodiment of the fear Wallace 

expressed in that early essay regarding the ability of television to banalise the 

most grotesque aspects of humanity by sheer overexposure. Indeed, the reputed 

qualities that render the Entertainment so perilous would seem to further 

reinforce Wallace's distaste for the overly revelatory aspects of television, the 

ensnaring invitation to ogle. The central power of the film reportedly derives from 

the presence of Joelle van Dyne’s breathtaking beauty, which itself has a num ber of 

parallels with the film, and a possible birth-scene. The overwhelming 

prim[ordi)ality of this combination of beauty and genesis is apparently so 

compelling as to be addictively pleasurable, but given the ambiguity surrounding 

Joelle's veiled status and questions of beauty versus ugliness, it is equally arguable 

that the compulsion in the film stems not from its beauty but from its grotesquerie. 

Either way, be it beautiful or horrifying -  or, appropriately, both one and the other 

-  the final cut of "Infinite Jest” is undoubtedly momentous. Its effect, however, far 

from being stimulating, as such images ought to be, is soporific, sedative. The
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ultimate outcome of this is a perversion of the purpose of entertainment, at least as 

Wallace sees it, which is to generate in the reader or viewer new considerations of 

the world and other people. The Entertainment in Infinite Jest is the culmination of 

this perversion, the apotheosis of "apres-garde” filmmaking. The term "apres- 

garde”, of course, contains echoes of the word "regard”, with its watchful 

implications. The ultimate art of the film is not the images on the cartridge but the 

way the film shows contemporary society for the addle-minded toddler it has 

become (note how the names of the Standardised Time years are almost uniformly 

infantile products; fast food, incontinence solutions and so forth). As such its 

effects are meta-theatrical, in much the same way as Wallace’s novel, though in 

many ways imperfect, even unsuccessful, reflects not only its own construction, 

but the readers it hopes to engage. The fabled effect of the film is, essentially, to 

reduce viewers from individuals to types, to flatten affect and destabilise identity: 

to make simulacra of people. The Entertainment offers an exaggeration of 

Baudrillard's vision of paradise, given in America: "mournful, monotonous and 

superficial though it may be, it is paradise’’.^̂  The ecstasy offered by the film is 

definitionally utopian [making its absence the more pointed): it is infinitely 

recursive (symbolically enacted by the infinite viewing loop of the medical 

attache), creating a closed loop that cannot be critiqued from any external vantage 

point, problems that Wallace identified both in postmodernist representation and 

in language itself.

T h r o u g h  a  g l a s s  d a r k l y : v i s i o n , p e r c e p t io n  a n d  t r u t h

The argument between Marathe and Steeply, and its ultimate irrelevance to the 

p lo t ,h ig h l ig h ts  another point of continuity in Wallace's writing between The 

Broom o f the System  and Infinite Jest, and tha t is the treatm ent of truth. In Chapter 

One of this study, the nature and pursuit of truth was discussed with reference to

35 Jean-Paul Baudrillard, Am erica  (London: Verso, 1989] 98. See also Michael Billig, "Sod 
Baudrillard! Or, Ideology Critique in Disney W orld”, in A fter Postm odernism , ed. Herbert W. Sim ons 
and Michael Billig (London: Sage Publications, 1994].
36  W hile the characters are significant, and their argum ent is essential to a consideration of 
the novel's overarching them es, the argum ent itself bears no concrete relevance to the action that 
takes place in the novel.
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the character of Lenore in Broom. Wallace’s engagement with the philosophies of 

Wittgenstein, Ricoeur and Richard Rorty was outlined. Rorty's position on the 

construction of truth is one with which Wallace grappled throughout his career, a 

connection evoked in the title of his short story "Philosophy and the Mirror of 

Nature", given the same title as one of Rorty’s most influential books. Interestingly, 

this title provides yet another link with Hamlet, the original source of the phrase "a 

mirror up to nature,^^ a link that enriches a reading of Wallace’s appropriation of 

this title.

Rorty is also a strong presence in Infinite Jest Marathe and Steeply’s 

exchange regarding the efficacy of the weapon versus the propensity of a society to 

choose its downfall, the mysterious veil over ]oelle van Dyne’s reputed loveliness, 

the missing DMZ, and Hal’s peculiar condition: all of these elements of the novel 

point to Wallace’s view of Rorty’s theory of contingency and constructed truth. The 

reader is consistently made aware of situations in which there are facts missing, 

events formative to the narrative upon which we -  and often they -  can only 

speculate. These events are objectively factual, and so there is some kind of truth 

that is theoretically accessible given the right information. However, by continuing 

the narrative following these events, Wallace puts the reader in a position of 

having to construct the events of the gaps, thus fostering a situation in which truth 

is constructed, as Rorty suggested, but it is a kind of truth that is ultimately 

irrelevant. The reader is thus left with the outline of a philosophy that takes 

Rorty’s basic position that truth is constructed in the absence of existential surety, 

validates and supersedes it, and reveals it as flawed even in its validity. Fallibilism 

in pragmatic philosophy allows for truths that are rendered valid or invalid by 

circumstance. "Uncertainty and deficiency are in fact the sufficient conditions for 

insight and reciprocity”^̂  -  and so meaning can be constructed by readers, by 

characters, by writers -  but that truth is a mere placeholder, a means by which 

they and we can make sense of what we know to have occurred. It is thus an 

appropriately transient combination of Wittgenstein’s ladder theory, Ricoeurian 

narrative meaning-making and Rortian pragmatism: the fallible truth of the 

narrative must be constructed, employed and abandoned.

37 Shakespeare, Hamlet, 3.2.22.
38 Langsdorf and Smith, "The Voice o f Pragmatism in Contem porary Philosophy of 
Communication", in Langsdorf and Smith, Recovering Pragm atism 's Voice, 6.
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The mystery of the true nature of the Entertainment, as well as the 

ambiguity of blame regarding the film itself and the society that fears it, explored 

in the argument between Marathe and Steeply, highlights this approach to truth- 

telling and -making at intervals throughout the novel in a clearer way than other 

episodes in the narrative, such as the confused dialogue surrounding Hal’s strange 

condition or the complicated discussion of Joelle and the U.H.I.D.

It was in the book Philosophy and the Mirror o f  Nature that Rorty challenged 

the idea that people have a capacity to perceive truth. This book, whose title was 

echoed, as earlier pointed out, in Wallace's short story of the same name and 

echoes Hamlet’s discussion of the purpose of theatre, is indisputably significant in 

a reading of Wallace’s philosophy as it pertains to language and communication. 

Rortian pragmatism is particularly in evidence in the fragmented narrative of the 

novel, where it is clear to the reader that while there is an objective underlying 

truth to the story, it is neither discoverable nor important. This ties in with Rorty’s 

suggestion that epistemology seeks as much to legitimate the search for truth itself 

as it does to find the truth. What is important, as Rorty claimed, is that the 

narrative (or conversation) continues even in the absence of that knowledge. Thus 

far, Wallace’s position ties in with Rorty’s. However, the neopragmatic position’s 

focus on conversation over meaning ultimately becomes inward-looking and 

hopelessly late-postmodern, arriving at a Baudrillardian vision of society that is all 

surface and no depth (or indeed a Beadsmanian world that is "words and nothing 

else” [Broom, 119]) with its implication that the search for answers is futile and 

meaningless and questions are not investigated but evaded. While Rorty’s 

pragmatism, in its heyday, provided a fresh look at contemporary philosophy and 

an important challenge to the smug self-importance of late twentieth-century 

epistemology, its ultimate end is self-defeating. Like the postmodernism against 

whose backdrop Rorty worked, his philosophy was more significant for its 

questions than for its answers, and its answers descend ultimately into nonsense. 

In other words, Rorty's philosophy ultimately denudes language of its significance, 

leaving behind only its definitional meaning, so tha t philosophical dialogue 

becomes at its extreme what Wittgenstein termed nonsense; that is, sentences that 

have both grammatical and definitional integrity but do not refer to anything 

outside of themselves.
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It is at this point that Wallace’s philosophy would seem to progress beyond 

Rorty's. Wallace sought beyond either the Derridean deconstruction or the Rortian 

reconfiguration of central philosophical tenets. Having once accepted their loss of 

primacy, the question becomes what next? The central tragedy of Infinite Jest is not 

the impossibility of communication, but its failure. In other words, given a late- 

postmodern society like the one depicted in Infinite Jest, which displays elements 

of deconstructive method and elements of recursive reconfiguration, yet, given a 

society full of people who are sceptical of metaphysics and wary of circumscribing 

narratives, there is still something missing in the achievement of communication. 

The idea expressed by Langsdorf and Smith that "uncertainty and deficiency are 

sufficient conditions for insight and reciprocity" is limited in its validity: as 

suggested above, these conditions are sufficient for a kind of disposable, irrelevant 

construction of meaning -  a fallible but functioning hypothesis -  but they are not 

sufficient conditions for communication to take place. It follows, then, tha t insight 

and reciprocity do not constitute communication. This missing piece, the 

alchemical process tha t turns insight and reciprocity into communication might be 

characterised as engagement, a word Wallace used repeatedly in his non-fiction. 

This engagement, the willingness to listen and take part in the process of 

communication, is, as suggested earlier, another -  less emotionally loaded -  term  

for the "love" of this study’s title. The absence of engagement visible in Infinite Jest 

corresponds with the unwillingness to enter into the relationship that Wallace saw 

as central to successful writing, and, by extension, communication.

It is for this reason that the conversation between Marathe and Steeply, 

though removed in many ways from the central action, is so central to the novel. 

The tragedy of the novel stems from the fact that the characters, and the society of 

which they are representative, are not engaged. They choose to isolate themselves, 

and actually cut themselves off from the possibility of communication by a lack of 

engagement. Conversely, of course, the conversation between Marathe and 

Steeply is one of the few sustained examples in the novel of successful engagement 

and communication, even across a traditional language barrier. What makes 

Marathe's commentary on the self-obsession and destructive pleasure-seeking of 

the United States poignant is the implicit fact that were it not for these tendencies, 

meaningful communication would indeed be a possibility. The th rea t and the
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tragedy of Infinite Jest, both the novel and the eponymous film, Is that a society so 

obsessed with comfort and pleasure would choose to turn  its back on the one thing 

that could save it from oblivion.^^ The redemptive hope of engagement is 

embodied in the situationally and politically uncomfortable Marathe/Steeply 

dialogue. By retaining the tantalising possibility of redemption for the characters 

and society in the novel, in keeping with the desire he expressed in "E Unibus 

Pluram”, Wallace manages to explore the possibility of sincerity and meaning in 

the shadow of postmodernism’s fortress of cynicism, without actually having to 

engage with the challenges of pursuing it. As such, Wallace here follows up on the 

tentative exploration of sincerity in a post-pragmatist textual landscape that began 

in The Broom o f the System  with Lenore and LaVache and the examination of 

metastability that prevents either of them from achieving sincerity in their 

dealings with the world around them, Lenore because of her mistrust of language, 

and LaVache because of his Rortian mastery of linguistic manipulation.

This exploration would continue in Oblivion, with Wallace moving towards 

an embodiment of the "anti-rebels" he identified in "E Unibus Pluram”, balancing 

questioning spirit that must persist following the impact of postmodernism with 

the sincerity and meaning-intention necessary for communication. Infinite jest, the 

bridging text of Wallace’s oeuvre, draws on features of Wallace’s philosophy 

touched upon in Broom and in the early non-fiction, as well as foreshadowing 

much of what would define his later writing. Rorty’s philosophy and Wallace’s 

eventual challenge to its endpoint is one of the themes that runs throughout his 

writing, uniting otherwise widely diverse subject m atter and genres into a 

coherent corpus of work with a central concern, out of which the diligent reader 

can discover a deeply considered philosophy of how contemporary society can and 

should redeem its art and, ultimately, itself. It is interesting also to consider the 

implications of the phrase "the mirror of na ture” in the context of its 

Shakespearean origin. The phrase is uttered in relation to the purpose of theatre; 

in other words, it pertains to the purpose of entertainment. Rorty used it in regard 

to the Enlightenment theory of the function of the mind. Wallace’s employment of 

the term, it is safe to say, draws on both contexts, indicating in no uncertain terms

3 9  It is no acc id en t that W allace's final co llec tio n  o f  sh o rt fiction  w a s  en titled  Oblivion. The  
im p lica tion s o f  th is title  are d iscu ssed  in C hapter Four.

195



the connection in his writing between entertainm ent and the rational 

consideration of contemporary society. The use of this title in Oblivion is a clear 

link between the later collection and Infinite Jest, with its panoply of Hamlet 

references.

A final way in which Wallace challenges the Rortian paradigm of 

constructed truth is through the use of the AA structure throughout the narrative. 

The structure of the novel as it is related to the theory of AA has already been 

mentioned in this chapter, but the workings of AA also provide a new lens through 

which to view Rorty's theories of pragmatism and ironism specifically. Rorty’s 

argument is that constructed truth is not truth at all but merely the socially 

accepted answer to certain questions. This may be so, and at no point does 

Wallace take issue with this suggestion, but the attention to the structures of AA 

extend the idea of constructed truth a little further. Don Gately's recollection of his 

early days in Boston's AA circles is the best example of this. Rorty’s solution to 

constructed truth is ironism, a concept explored in Chapter One of this study. 

Ironism, to recap, involves viewing the world with a sense of detachment, an 

awareness that we do not and cannot have access to cosmic Truth, that knowledge 

is constructed and that no dogma can overcome this fact. However, Gately’s 

reminiscences would seem to challenge this. His initial rejection of the AA 

paradigm appears to tie in with Rorty’s sceptical approach to any dogma. His 

submission to a creed in which he has no faith because it has worked for other 

people ties in relatively well with Rorty’s ironism; you do not abide by constructed 

truth because you believe it is True, but because it makes life easier. However, 

again Wallace diverges from Rorty’s position at this point, by showing how Gately’s 

submission to a constructed system in which he has no faith brings him to a point 

at which he can see the human truth that underpins the AA philosophy.

This is not to suggest that the AA system proves the existence of cosmic 

truth, what Rorty called Truth, but rather to show that engaging with constructed 

truth from a consciously ironist point of view can lead to the surprising discovery 

tha t there is a tru th  beyond its construction, that belief in the construction can 

render the underlying truth very powerful. In other words, there can be a 

synergistic quality to the engagement of a sceptical mind with a constructed truth; 

the resulting truth is greater than the original construction. For instance, the trite
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and frequently risible mantras upon which the AA system is based, once the addict 

has submitted to it, turn out to hold the key to recovery, not because these mantras 

hold any truth in themselves, but because they signify a commitment to a power 

beyond the addict, a truth that they cannot understand or believe. In other words, 

the constructed truth in this case, trite and cliche-riddled though it may be, is 

merely a placeholder text for what is ultimately an ineffable, though still decidedly 

human, truth. The AA system, therefore, provides another example of how 

Wallace's philosophy ties in with Rorty's ideas as far as pragmatism and the 

possibilities of reframing dialogue goes, but once again the possibility of a truth 

greater than the rational mind is glimpsed in the most debased of circumstances.

M o n o l o g u e , d i a l o g u e  a n d  e n g a g e m e n t

Besides Wallace’s engagement with Rorty, Infinite Jest carries on Wallace’s early 

engagement with other branches of philosophy. Hal’s opening monologue is the 

strongest of many instances of a challenge to Ricoeurean theories of identity. As 

has already been argued, many, if not most of the characters in the novel struggle 

with isolation, their narratives confined mostly to monologue or confused and 

fragmented dialogue. Such a backdrop is ideal to explore Ricoeur’s ideas about 

narrative identity; if communication has become meaningless through isolation -  

chosen or forced -  or through the debasement of language as in the case of drug- 

focused dialogue or conversation between characters who do not take their own 

existence seriously; for example Marathe and Steeply, who inhabit created 

personae and as such do not cleave to their identities in the same way as less 

complex characters. However, the clearest challenge to Ricoeur's position is Hal in 

the first thirteen pages. Hal’s internal narrative remains clear, and as such his 

sense of identity in himself remains strong, but he is unable to express it to anyone 

outside of his mind. As such, there is a severe disjunction between his private 

persona and his public self tha t challenges the idea of AA’s reciprocal therapy later 

in the novel. This phenomenon is a somewhat extreme example of the central 

difficulty encountered in Ricoeur’s philosophy of narrative identity: there  is always

197



a disjunction between private and public, owing to the simple fact tha t language is 

not univocal.

By creating so obvious a disjunction between Hal’s interior life and his 

appearance to strangers, Wallace presents a challenge to Ricoeur's coherent 

identity theory right from the start of the novel. By contrast with Wallace's 

growing challenge to Rorty's philosophy, however, Wallace’s engagement with 

Ricoeur here seems more exploratory than outright antithetical; w here  Wallace 

articulates a fundamental divergence from Rortian pragmatism over the course of 

his career, his exploration of Riceour's identity theories appears less decisive in its 

negation. Ricoeur’s theory of identity is exploited in a number of ways over the 

course of Wallace’s career, as explored in reference to The Broom o f  the System  

earlier in this study, as well as in various ways by Wallace’s view of the function of 

fiction; to give the reader "imaginative access to other selves [...because] we might 

then also more easily conceive of others identifying with our own [pain]" 

(McCaffery, "Interview", 127]. In other words, Wallace sees fiction as a way of 

sharing stories of the human condition because by so doing we may be able to 

share and comprehend stories of specific human identity.

Infinite Jest extends this engagement with Ricoeurian narrative theory, 

exploring the limits of the concept of narrative identity, both in the context of AA’s 

narrative self-presentation and beyond. The theory of narrative self-determination 

becomes a central theme in Lenore’s search for an authentic self in The Broom o f  

the System, and as far as that search goes, the theory holds. However, in Infinite 

Jest, Wallace explores the same theory under greater existential strain. In a world 

in which isolation is what unites most people, where the vocabulary of daily life 

actually inhibits genuine communication because it is riddled with cliche or too full 

of jargon to bear any real significance, as is the case with early AA doctor/patien t 

relationships, or the argot of the drug culture that permeates the novel, how can 

we best articulate and communicate our many narratives? The development of a 

way through this debasement of language to the construction of a means of 

meaningful exchange, by way of personal engagement, or love, characterised 

Wallace’s philosophy of communication. The chattering emptiness that 

characterises so much of the dialogue in the novel highlights what Wallace would 

much later term the development of Total Noise, a situation in which we have
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access to more pieces of information than ever before but we lack the skills to 

process the quantity of data we receive. As such, while we have more facts, we 

have less wisdom, and much less certainty.

Wallace’s concept of Total Noise owes much to Marshall McLuhan's theories 

regarding communication, most famously the idea that "the medium is the 

message”.'̂ o However, McLuhan arguably approaches Wallace's position more 

closely with the (photo)graphic text The Medium is the Massage, where he argues 

that technology "pours upon us insistently and continuously the concerns of all 

other men [...] its message is Total Change”."̂  ̂ It is to this phenomenon that 

McLuhan attributes the "Age of Anxiety": the "aspiration of out time for wholeness, 

empathy and depth of awarenessV^ or as Wallace would put it, being an engaged 

citizen.

In the digital age that concerned Wallace, the idea that technology alters 

actual brain function is reinforced by a variety of studies carried out in recent 

years whose findings suggest that the easy access to facts provided by technologies 

like Google may actually affect the way we acquire, process and communicate 

information. The nature and extent of this effect or effects cannot yet be known 

with any accuracy, but there appears to be a discernible effect on the way 

contemporary society members use memory, w hether or not it has yet become 

ingrained. Current research suggests that the high volume of irrelevant 

information we process daily may promote the creation of separate paths in the 

brain.'^^ Wallace's concept of Total Noise, then, not only prevents us from thinking 

and communicating clearly on a day-to-day basis, but may actually recalibrate the 

way we think in the longer term. To relate this to Infinite Jest, the isolating 

behaviours and dialogue that characterise the novel, making communication so 

difficult for the characters, are not only individually damaging, but also socially 

dangerous; if the isolation continues and spreads, and the focus on facts rather

40 Marshall McLuhan, "Understanding Media” in Essential McLuhan, ed. Eric McLuhan and
Frank Zingrone (London: Routledge, 1995] 151.
41 Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore, The Medium is the Massage, co-ordinated by Jerome
Agel (London: Penguin, 2008] 16.
42 McLuhan, Essential McLuhan, 150.
43 An overview of the central themes of this debate can be found in a 2008 article in Atlantic
Magazine by Nicholas Carr, entitled "Is Google Making Us Stupid?”, later expanded into the book 
The Shallows: How the Internet is Changing the Way We Think, Read and Remember (USA: Atlantic 
Books, 2011],
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than ideas continues to prevail [see for example Hal’s obsessive dictionary- 

reading, Pemulis's reeling off of drug-related information, and the oddly 

dispassionate account by yrstruly of the Christmas Eve fiasco), then the actual 

fabric of society, like the pathways of the brain, will be reshaped. In other words, 

what appears in the novel as a series of individual tragedies could, if left 

unchecked, become the large-scale tragedy of a society not only unwilling but 

genuinely incapable of narrative interaction, thus further challenging the already 

embattled identities of those struggling with drug addiction or compulsive 

consumption.

This th rea t of social atrophy, which looms over the whole novel, is set up in 

the opening pages. Hal is an intelligent protagonist, articulate in the eyes of the 

reader, but the identity upon which he prides himself is incommunicable to his 

interlocutors. As such, his self-narrative, coherent though it may be in his mind, 

becomes more of a liability than an asset. Because he cannot communicate his 

identity by means of a coherent narrative answer to the deans’ questions, his 

identity is compromised. After all, one’s identity, according to Ricoeurian theory, is 

mostly identification with others, balanced by the spark of unique creative self 

Hal’s unique creative self is clear from his academic writing, and to the reader from 

his internal monologue, but the deans reject any identification with him, calling his 

efforts at communication "sub-animalistic” and "barely mammalian” (//, 15]. This 

accounts in part for Hal’s repetition of the verb "1 am ”; his inability to articulate his 

narrative identity unbalances his whole sense of self, which he attempts to restore 

by obsessively repeating facts about himself. Hal’s behaviour here maps on to Rick 

Vigorous’s Monroe Fieldbinder stories in The Broom o f  the System. The other side 

of this struggle is visible in yrstruly’s narrative, notable for the total absence of the 

"I” in a first-person account. The addict’s loss of and struggle to reclaim identity is 

of course central to the Alcoholics Anonymous system, with its insistence on the 

phrase "My name is X and I am an alcoholic”, which itself is structurally 

performative, reinforcing the idea that identity is essentially performative, as 

suggested by Arminen’s account of the reciprocal narrative aspect of AA’s sharing 

therapy. The progression of the novel from Hal’s desperate grasp on his "I” to 

Gately’s slippery sense of himself as (recovering) addict and the final description of 

his submission to addiction and loss of his autonomous, I-generating
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consciousness represents the opposite of this reciprocal performance, indicating 

the slippage of society from one with an internal, though confused, idea of its own 

narrative to one whose progression is controlled by sedative external forces, 

cocooned in an isolated bliss that cuts off both the urge and the capacity to 

communicate.

Hal’s increasing focus on his own narrative, culminating in his final 

prediction that someone in the hospital will ask him "So yo then man w hat’s your 

story?" [//, 13] reflects the identity crisis at work in the novel as a whole. Hal's later 

reflection on the meaning of individuality highlights the link between Wallace’s 

ideas about the function and future of literature as in some way linked to the 

salvation of contemporary society and the isolation inherent in addiction and 

compulsive consumption. The repetition of the phrase "E Unibus Pluram” in this 

context clearly links the novel to the essay of several years prior. By stressing the 

common individuality that unites the students in their obsessive repetition of 

mind-numbing exercises -  literally designed to turn  them into automatons -  

Wallace establishes a subtle connection between the dehumanising, isolating 

nature of sports training and its associated corporate sponsors and the 

dehumanising, isolating effect of too much visual stimulation, a connection that is 

also explored within the confines of the novel itself. The primary effect of this 

isolation, as witnessed with Hal’s intracranial isolation, is that the idem/ipse  

balance Ricoeur posited as necessary to a solid sense of self becomes unbalanced, 

the idem undermined by Hal's inability to communicate or identify with others, 

leading to an identity that relies too much on the ipse. This is the opposite problem 

to the one encountered by Lenore in Broom, in which Lenore's idem, or sense of 

identification with others (even fictional ones), was so strong that it overpowered 

her sense of unique self, the ipse. Ultimately, Wallace appears to support Ricoeur's 

theory of narrative identity, particularly when the fiction is read in conjunction 

with the non-fiction and interview passages dealing with the duties and 

possibilities of fiction. In Infinite Jest, tha t support is complicated -  but not 

necessarily undermined -  by the hypothesis of a set of individuals [a generally 

representative subset of society) who find their ability to articulate the balanced 

narrative identity, so sought after in Broom, compromised to the point of
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i m p o s s i b i l i t y A t  tlie end of the novel, though, this balanced narrative identity 

remains desirable, its absence from society deeply threatening. In the final 

analysis, Wallace’s engagement with Ricoeur is significantly more positive than his 

engagement with Rorty, but the interplay of philosophies is more significant in the 

case of Rorty than Ricoeur. In fact, the extent of Infinite Jest's contribution to a 

reading of Wallace’s view on narrative identity is rather limited. While the text 

presents an interesting challenge to the application of the theory, at no point does 

it undermine the premises of the theory itself, as it does with pragmatism and 

ironism, two of Rorty’s central theses. Notwithstanding this general acquiescence, 

Ricouer's articulation of the idem/ipse  balance is important to bear in mind on a 

societal as well as an individual level, and comes into play in connection with the 

link between Wallace’s view of the work of fiction and his writing of it.

In regard to Wallace’s construction of identity, both individual and social, a 

Ricoeurian approach supports the argument that Wallace’s non-fiction can be read 

in some ways as a key to his fiction. As argued in the previous chapter, this is not to 

say that the non-fiction is only valuable when read in conjunction with the fiction; 

on the contrary, Wallace’s non-fiction may well constitute a profoundly important 

contribution to the field of journalism on its own terms, as suggested in Chapter 

Two. However, when considering the creation of a coherent identity, both personal 

and social, and its effect on the potential for communication both within and 

without textual boundaries is enriched by an awareness of Ricoeur’s conceptual 

framework as it pertains to the maintenance of a balanced self. In the absence of a 

balanced individual self, as the novel shows, there is no possibility of meaningful 

communication within society, which possibility is central to the sense of 

impending disaster that pervades Infinite Jest.

Wittgenstein also remains a significant presence in Infinite. As Rorty’s 

presence became more significant in Wallace’s work, Wittgenstein’s domination of 

the texts gradually faded, but the vestiges of his philosophy remain evident across 

Wallace’s career. Wittgenstein’s comparatively minor presence in Infinite Jest (by 

contrast with his pervasive influence in Broom) is no great surprise, given the fact

44 It is worth repeating here that Wallace’s mention of the Gifford Lectures [IJ, 543) -  the 
influential guest lecture series at which Ricoeur spoke in 1985-6 -  as well as the language used by 
LaVache in the Broom of the System  are indications that Wallace was conscious of Ricoeur’s 
influence on theories of identity, and of his importance to Wallace’s own outlook on the interplay 
between literature, the self and society.
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tha t Broom was a conscious effort on Wallace's part to come to terms with modal 

language and the tantalising prospect of perfect clarity in communication. That 

said, Wallace continued to explore a num ber of the questions raised by his early 

engagement with modal philosophy, as well as exploiting several of the narrative 

strategies that arose from his exploration of the same. In the context of Infinite Jest, 

Wittgenstein’s early assertion that "the limits of my language mean the limits of my 

world” adds a layer of complexity to Hal’s urgent self-definition in the opening 

pages.'^^ By instigating a conflict between Hal’s conceivably articulable thoughts 

and his actually articulate speech, Wallace calls into consideration both the idea of 

the conterminousness of language and reality and the question, raised by 

Wittgenstein's early work, of private language. Besides these questions, which 

arise with the very beginning of the novel, there are frequent instances in which 

Wallace draws on the theories of family resemblance and games, as well of 

questions of naming and power, ideas that were extremely im portant in Broom 

and the earlier short fiction. Actual engagement with Wittgenstein is more limited 

here than in Broom, but a refined consideration of many of the same ideas are 

readily identifiable both in Infinite Jest and later in Wallace's career.

Hal’s internal use of language to maintain a hold on his conscious self would 

initially appear to complement Wittgenstein's theory of limits; Hal uses language, 

albeit only silently, to articulate to the reader the world in which he finds himself 

trapped. However, on reflection, what is more evident from this passage is the 

futility of this pursuit. However articulate Hal's thought-processes, his inability to 

communicate those processes leaves him isolated, marooned in his own uselessly 

articulate skull (which reflects again Wallace's conception of the function of 

literature, [McCaffery, "Interview", 127]). The painful interview with the three 

deans makes clear that Hal's thoughts are certainly not the limits of his world; 

rather, they describe merely the internal impressions of a world closed off to him 

by his own inability to communicate. Far from delineating Hal's world, the chasm 

between his articulate thoughts and his inarticulate speech actually distance him 

from a world irremediably removed from him. Notwithstanding this, Hal continues 

to articulate internally his impressions of the world tha t is no longer his, desperate

45 W ittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, §5.6. W allace once rem arked that the 
Tractatus  had the m ost beautiful opening in W estern literature (quoted in de la Durantaye, "How to 
Be Happy"].
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to make himself heard. In other words, through Hal’s incapacity to speak to his 

interviewers, it becomes clear that the limits of the world are contiguous with 

those of language always and only when that language allows for communication.

Extending this theory to encompass another of Wittgenstein’s early 

concerns, Hal’s efforts to establish verbal contact with the deans raises the 

question of private language in a way that Wallace’s earlier work did not. While 

much of tha t earlier work is concerned with communication and its failures, at no 

earlier point does his writing so obviously concern itself with a character's physical 

incapacity to articulate."^^ In Hal, Wallace literalises the challenge that Wittgenstein 

articulated in his question about the possibility of private language. Wittgenstein 

argued that, owing to the social nature of language, and particularly language 

acquisition, it was logically impossible that an individual should have a private 

vocabulary. By private language/vocabulary, Wittgenstein m eant a language 

whose workings are not only unknown but unintelligible to any other person. Hal's 

condition is as close to this situation as it is possible to get within the confines of 

literature: an articulate mind that cannot communicate its thoughts to any other 

conscious mind. The fact that Hal's thought processes are intelligible to the reader 

and as such form part of a social language, as well as the fact that Hal acquired the 

language he is using by means of a social linguistic system, both undermine the 

hypothesis, but these facts are both necessary consequences of the literary context 

in which the investigation occurs. Hal's imprisonment in his own consciousness, 

his maddening incapacity to connect with other people, reinforce Wittgenstein’s 

theory that language is and must be a social instrument. Removed from this 

function, language becomes not an asset but a liability. In other words, language 

that is originally acquired in a social setting (which was W ittgenstein’s refined 

position following his realisation of the error of ostensive theory) can be used 

when divorced from its communicative context, bu t its use will cause frustration 

and ultimately prove counterproductive. Wallace, then, accedes to Wittgenstein's 

vision of language as a social and contingent body. This vision also paves the way

46 Narratives that explore the (mis)interpretation of non-verbal cues became more frequent 
as Wallace’s career progressed, and both Brief Interviews With Hideous Men and Oblivion explore 
truncated or non-verbal communication in a variety of ways. This exploration will be discussed in 
Chapter Four, but of particular note is the persistent reference to confusing facial expressions in the 
story "Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature”.
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for Wallace’s broad engagement with Rorty's ideas of contingency and constructed 

knowledge.

In the context of disjointed exchange of information and the disconnect 

between language and consciousness, the issue of naming arises once again. The 

name Hal resonates deeply with the televisual generation -  about which Wallace 

expressed such concern, and which makes up most of his readership -  as the name 

of the sinister computer in Arthur C. Clarke’s 2001: A Space Odyssey, which was 

made into the famous 1968 film of the same name by Stanley Kubrick. Names are 

critical to an understanding of Wallace’s writing in Infinite Jest as in all his other 

writings. The family name, Incandenza, evokes immolating glory,'^^ a characteristic 

embodied in some degree by Jim, Orin and Hal. Otis P. Lord is the games master 

during Eschaton, the discussion of which raises questions about the 

contiguousness of world and map, which itself has been offered as an antinomy in 

the past. This narrative dispute evokes the picture theory of language Wittgenstein 

posited in the Tractatus and later retracted, which in turn gives rise to a 

consideration of the liminal relationship of language to reality and the figure of the 

author(ity) as s /he  stands in relation to the text. Names in Infinite Jest are less 

broadly comic than in The Broom o f the System, a trend away from comedy that 

would persist throughout Wallace’s career as he experimented more seriously 

with ideas of name and identity.'’̂  ̂ As before, nicknames play a significant role in 

the creation of identity; for example. Himself, Poor Tony Krause, yrstruly and 

Lolasister, among others. Nicknames and their variants are particularly notable in 

the case of the two protagonists, Hal "Halo", "Halation" Incandenza and Don 

"Bimmy” Gately. A new source of nominal complexity is the introduction of 

epithets; P.G.O.A.T., John "No Relation’’ Wayne and Ortho "The Darkness” Stice. In 

some cases the epithets are either explained or self-explanatory, but in some 

instances, like Stice, they go unremarked, establishing intimacy without familiarity. 

Also important when considering the function of names is Hugh/Helen Steeply, 

whose double identity signifies not only his shifting career but also his nebulous 

character and the slipperiness of his language. Like LaVache in The Broom o f the 

System, Steeply is sufficiently certain of his identity to manipulate both specific

47 This is particularly true of Hal, w hose given nam es Hal 0 . reinforce the them e of glory.
48 Significantly, W allace w ould use a variant of his own nam e on tw o separate occasions.
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nomenclature and language in general. Such flexible characters in Wallace's 

writing are always important, usually appearing like signposts at moments of 

narrative or philosophical significance. Names, as ever with Wallace, symbolise 

more than simply handles for identification; nicknames indicate more than 

familiarity, sometimes functioning as synecdoches for the relationships between 

characters [for example, Lolasister). How characters refer to each other and to 

themselves indicates on w hat level the text is working, and variation in 

nomenclature is often a sign of a passage of narrative or philosophical significance.

Besides the significance of nomenclature. Infinite Jest carries on two other 

themes that were important in Wallace's earlier work: games and family 

resemblances. These concepts are intricately linked in Wittgenstein's philosophy, 

as discussed in Chapter One of this study. Language games were introduced as an 

idea that helped to articulate the necessarily social nature of language and 

communication. Family resemblances were introduced as a corollary of the games 

theory. Wittgenstein used this concept to explain the absence of a single defining 

feature of speech-acts, pointing instead to a series of overlapping commonalities, 

one or more of which would be identifiable in any speech act. This idea is also true 

of games, and was introduced by Wittgenstein along with the theory of language 

games. In Infinite Jest, the theory can be expanded slightly to include forms of 

recreation that would not traditionally be called games, but which are nonetheless 

governed by conventions recognised by those who take part: drug culture, gang 

initiation, film criticism and so on. In so expanding the concept, it becomes clear 

tha t there are certain "family resemblances" between otherwise disparate pursuits 

in the novel, all of which lead inevitably to the isolation of the individual and the 

ultimate atrophy of communication, which, like the other originally social, 

interactive pursuits that fall under the term recreation, have become inward- 

looking and isolating.

Finally, Wallace explores the concept of games at a broad level, literalising 

and challenging some of the central notions of games in general. Hal's early 

reminiscences about his relationship with his father include references to what 

could be termed language games, and Avril's involvement with the militant 

grammarian group gives rise to a number of incidences of language play 

throughout the novel, but Infinite Jest is remarkable for the variety of actual games
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that take place in its pages. Tennis, football, chess and drinking games and death- 

defying initiations are some of those that appear over the course of the novel, but it 

is Eschaton that most ties in with Wittgenstein’s philosophical use of games. 

Firstly, Eschaton is basically a language game, in the sense that its meaning comes 

from the linguistic constructs that make up the rules of the game. Once more, in 

Eschaton, the names adopted by the players are significant, establishing the 

players in a make-believe relationship of alliance or antagonism, embodying the 

notion that a name in itself confers identity, albeit in this case playful. The idea of 

games, of play run amok, permeates Infinite Jest, recreation is taken to the extreme 

throughout the novel. Even so, excessive though it is, recreation is the defining 

feature of the novel. Wallace’s radical expansion of recreation in Infinite Jest 

necessarily leads to the characters becoming obsessed with improving their 

particular form of recreation, be it tennis, drug taking or films. Each character 

becomes driven by the notion of perfection, the perfect serve, the perfect high, the 

perfect film. Applied to Wittgenstein’s theory of language games, speakers become 

obsessed with rules and with perfect communication, leading to stagnant dialogue 

and isolation; precisely what is visible in its early stages in Infinite Jest. Ironically, 

the search for perfect clarity was the subject of Wittgenstein’s early work, and was 

precisely what he sought to dismiss with the inherently social concept of language 

games. However, tennis, the central game of Infinite Jest, is pursued with the 

fervour of a profession, and always either alone or antagonistically. The emphasis 

on rules and perfection outweighs the spirit of play that makes it a game, just as 

the militant grammarians take the crucial aspect of play out of language, leaving us 

isolated and uncommunicative, though our vocabulary may be perfect. It is no 

accident that Hal’s condition appears to have arisen from his pursuit of perfection 

(in the form of a recreational high], leaving him possessed of an astonishing 

vocabulary, and in full command of the rules thereof, but no means by which to use 

it. In other words, Wallace ultimately reaches the same conclusion as Wittgenstein, 

but in the opposite direction: that the perfect expression of anything is neither 

possible nor desirable, leading merely to isolation and frustration, and that social 

interaction is the key to any successful life.

Infinite Jest as a whole reveals a great deal about Wallace’s conceptions of 

language, communication and the world outside the mind. By the (chronological]
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beginning of the novel, Hal has undergone a painfully literal version of w^hat 

Wallace termed Wittgenstein's "tragic fall" (McCaffery, "Interview", 143). The fall 

referred to Wittgenstein's "loss of the whole external world" (143). Where in the 

case of the philosopher, that loss was the loss of certainty regarding the 

relationship of language to reality, in Hal's case, it is the loss of any ability to relate 

to that world. Wallace's take on Wittgenstein's final position on language was "in 

order for language to even exist, it must always be a function of relationships 

between persons" [143). Hal, then, in his inarticulate state, is a challenge to the 

very possibility of language, tragically imprisoned in his own mind, and thus 

sentenced to involuntary solipsism (thus, again, the repetition of “1 am"). Wallace 

saw Wittgenstein’s later philosophy as "the single most comprehensive and 

beautiful argument against solipsism tha t’s ever been made” (McCaffery, 

"Interview", 143). Language must always be a social instrument, in cause and in 

effect. The articulation of the social nature of language is the basis for Wallace’s 

engagement with Ricoeur and Rorty, whose philosophies are also important to the 

novel. This conclusion, challenged and proven within the first thirteen pages of the 

novel, is rearticulated throughout the text in a variety of situations, including 

language barriers, secrecy, the addiction/recovery/relapse cycle and the soporific 

death-by-comfort of contemporary America as embodied in the eponymous film, 

each situation enriching and deepening the exploration arising from the opening 

scenes.

C o n c l u s i o n

Infinite Jest may or may not be Wallace’s masterpiece; the publication of The Pale 

King has led to a flurry of accolades, but it is too new to accurately assess its 

standing in relation to Infinite Jest. Infinite Jest’s primary significance to this study, 

however, is as a bridging text in Wallace’s philosophical development. Over its 

1,079 pages, the novel reiterates a variety of the concerns that were present in the 

early work, particularly theories of games and entertainment, both philosophical 

and literal, and the self-immolating comfort-seeking tendencies of a society 

trapped in its own consumerism (literalised in the labyrinthine Jayne-Mansfield- 

shaped profile of Corinth in The Broom o f  the System). Wallace’s capacity to
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physically (and often geographically) articulate the challenges he saw approaching 

society are once again in evidence, and the identity crisis facing gifted but 

disaffected youth recur in more and more harrowing forms in Infinite Jest. These 

questions are revisited in the text, but rather than simply rehashing the questions, 

Wallace probes further for answers, leading to a more nuanced approach to ideas 

of identity and communication in society.

While much of his early work focused either on the maintenance of a sense 

of identity despite society, or on the vapid self-absorption of society in general. 

Infinite Jest deepens its remit to exploring the possibility of defending a fragile 

sense of self within a society in danger of homogenising itself to death. While the 

early work tended towards the metafictional, occasionally to the point of glibness, 

as Wallace himself admitted, Infinite Jest shows his struggle with the legacy of the 

structures of postmodernism. The major innovation of Infinite Jest is that it became 

an encyclopaedic novel seeking to articulate a central thesis as well as represent a 

chaotic world. The novel represents the first steps towards what Adam Kelly has 

called the "new sincerity", a path that would take Wallace into the more refined, 

reflective tone typical of Oblivion and the later non-fiction.'^^

Where The Broom o f the System  and much of the early short fiction focused 

on the struggles or failures of an individual to find a way to meaningfully 

communicate their experiences of the world, Infinite Jest begins a much more 

ambitious project: the search for a means by which society can redeem itself from 

the annular trap of postmodernist recursivity and re-learn to use language to 

communicate as well as challenge. By the late 1990s, the interrogative function of 

postmodernism had become simply repetitive, the constant deferral of action by 

dialogue. Linda Hutcheon suggests that there is "a certain negativity" inherent in 

postmodernism, because "a theory of agency [...] is visibly lacking in 

postmodernism".^^ In other words, the discursive strategies of postmodernism are 

inherently limited because they are modally always interrogative. Communication 

cannot take place without reciprocity, and answering questions with questions 

rapidly atrophies reciprocal possibility. The postmodern challenge to meaning, 

then, is in some ways a one-sided dialogue. The options are either response, or

49 Adam Kelly, "David Foster W allace and the N ew  Sincerity in American Fiction”, in Hering, 
Consider D avid Foster Wallace, 130-146 .
50 Hutcheon, The Politics o f  Postm odernism , 22.
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failed communication. Infinite Jest traces the many tragedies of failed 

communication, from Hal's opening yowls to Gately’s final mumbles.^^ As such, it 

should be a bleak and depressing novel. In places, it is. The final scene, however, 

with Gately waking on the shore, carries with it notions of renaissance, narratively 

individual -  we know that at this point Gately enters AA and gets clean -  but 

figuratively also social and literary. Viewed in this way. Infinite Jest stands in the 

vanguard of rehabilitative literature, tentatively bridging the gap between the 

dying spasms of postmodernism and the callow sincerity that could lie beyond if 

enough writers w ere to risk their credibility.

Over the course of the novel, the possibility and value of communication is 

weighed, challenged and contorted. Infinite Jest, then, provides a sustained 

engagement not only with the philosophy of communication, but also with the 

process; the craft of fiction provided Wallace with greater scope than technical 

philosophy, engaged his mind more fully.^^ As such, it is worth reiterating that 

Wallace’s writing is not simply an exercise in philosophy, but a means by which to 

test hypotheses in the context of a contingent, confusing world. In other words, 

Wallace’s writing allowed him to take philosophical ideas from their clean 

abstraction and investigate their accuracy, their application and their utility to the 

messy business of living; after all, the fundamental purpose of philosophy is the 

attainment and improvement of the examined life. Ultimately, Wallace’s tragic 

characters are those who cannot abandon the search for perfection and settle for 

contingency, who cannot commit to an imperfect communication but instead 

pursue excess in the name of perfection. These are the characters, like Rick 

Vigorous in The Broom o f  the System, and Orin in Infm ite Jest, for whom telos -  

purpose -  is the same things as teleios -  perfection -  like Erdedy, who cannot 

choose because there is too much choice, or like the society Marathe describes, 

seeking the comforts of infancy instead of the rewards of maturity, whose

51 The novel is not exclusively focused on failed communication: there are instances of 
successful communication that give the novel its shape. For example, Don Gately’s successful 
completion of the AA programme is based on his successful communication'; Hal’s earlier life is 
marked by his skilled use of language and compassionate ability to communicate w îth his younger 
Buddies; Mario, although he listens to the radio alone, feels a connection with Madame Psychosis 
that mirrors what Wallace sought from his readers. Marathe and Steeply are the prime example of 
successful communication. However, in view  of the overall project of this thesis, it is the failures of 
communication in Infinite Jest that provide more valuable insight than its successes.
52 Lipsky,i4/t/ioug'/? Of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself, 261.
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appetites sicken and consume and whose capacity to communicate atrophies for 

want of engagement on either side. Wallace said of Wittgenstein that "what made 

[him] a real artist [...] is that he realized tha t no conclusion could be more horrible 

than solipsism" (McCaffery, "Interview”, 143). As a final summation of the 

importance of Infinite Jest, as always, the most apposite description of Wallace’s 

writing is his appreciation of someone else’s mastery.

211



C h a p t e r  F o u r

A n  a r r a n g e m e n t  o f  d i s t a n c e :

LOVE AND COMMUNICATION IN THE SHORT STORIES

I n t r o d u c t i o n

Wallace’s short fiction forms a crucial element of his work, and arguably displays 

his unique authorial skills more clearly than his longer prose. This final chapter 

considers the structure and style that make Wallace’s short fiction so distinctive, 

and explores their place within the remit of this study; that is, the articulation of a 

guiding philosophy of communication in Wallace’s writing as a complete corpus. 

The short fiction both articulates and tests Wallace’s philosophy of 

communication, wherein the ingredients for communication -  interlocutors, 

speech or text, common language [cognisant of the limits of linguistic 

commonality) and opportunity -  must be galvanised by a willingness to give of the 

self, characterised variously as connection, engagement and love. Love is the 

catalyst for this process, necessary to but undiminished by the process.

This chapter explores the progression of Wallace’s short story style through 

the three collections of short fiction he published, and how it contributes to an 

overall understanding of his work. The study focuses on two or three stories from 

each collection. Each of these sections situates the short fiction in relation to 

Wallace’s other writing, allowing the study to deepen its understanding of Wallace 

as philosopher as well as writer. While the three collections contain marked 

differences, there are unifying themes that stretch through them. Those themes 

include several of the themes that have been articulated over the course of this 

study: for example, performative identity; the delicate interdependence of the self 

and the other; the challenge of communicating in a meaningful way despite
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divergent vocabularies, and most importantly, the means by which the individual 

might best survive the confusions and challenges of the late-postmodern world.^

Wallace’s short fiction ranged from extreme brevity ("A Radically 

Condensed history of Post-Industrial Life, for example, comes in at fewer than 100 

words) to novella-length ("Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way", which 

covers 140 pages). Given the wide variations of style, structure and length, as well 

as his tendency to subsume previously published fragments into his novels -  not to 

speak of the novels' own resemblance to a patchwork of loosely connected short 

stories, which will be touched on shortly -  Wallace’s short fiction resists 

consideration as a unit. This, of course, is not untypical of short fiction in general, a 

notoriously difficult form to pin down. As Norman Friedman put it, it is not “simply 

a tendency to disagree, [but] rather, an apparent difficulty in agreeing on what it is 

we are disagreeing about".^ Flippant though it may be, Friedman’s point is 

important. The short story form is nebulous and pluralistic, inclusive of contrary 

impulses and lacking any kind of unifying set of features. Like non-fiction, it tends 

to be seen as a negative definition: short fiction is non-novelistic prose. However, 

this very elusiveness makes the short story an ideal form through which to 

examine Wallace’s philosophy of communication, as it provides multiple narrative 

grounds for testing his hypothesis, as well as sharing certain structural 

characteristics with the principles that inform it. Nicola Bradbury discusses a 

similar concept in connection with the work of John McGahern, referring to "the 

relationship between the sense of process and that of design in the short story".^ 

Bradbury goes on to discuss the ambiguous border between structure and

1 I have chosen to focus on stories that w^ere published as part o f collections, to the exclusion  
o f uncollected pieces. The stories chosen for analysis here are a representative sam ple of the w hole. 
This decision  w as taken for several reasons: firstly, the three collections span W allace’s writing  
career, providing a useful fram ework w ithin which to consider his developm ent. Secondly, these  
are the stories the author chose to include in collections; they are the ones that have been revised  
and reworked according to his artistic and idealistic progression. Finally, m any o f the uncollected  
p ieces w ere item s from longer w orks in early form and m ight therefore be regarded as unfinished. 
Similarly, I have om itted exam ination of num erous collected stories that m ight enrich this study. 
The exclusion of these p ieces is not intended to impugn their quality or challenge their place in the 
W allace oeuvre, nor to tailor my m aterial to the argum ent at hand, but concessions have been m ade 
to both space and clarity w ithin this work, and this is one.
2 Norman Friedman, "Recent Short Story Theories: Problems in Definition" in Short S tory  
Theory a t a Crossroads, ed. Susan Lohafer and ]o Ellyn Clarey [London: Louisiana State University  
Press, 1989) 13.
3 Nicola Bradbury, "High Ground", in Re-reading the Short Story, ed. Clare Hanson (London: 
Macmillan Press, 1989] 86.
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substance in McGahern’s Higher Ground, using this as grounds for advancing w hat 

she terms "a starting point: or [...] direction" for a definition of the short story. Her 

final word on McGahern might be read with Wallace in mind:

[...] it is not just the emotional and moral territory that 

we recognise here, but [...] the way we come to know 

them: the directions implicit in the phrasing itself [...] 

the nervous accuracy of tense, mood and voice in the 

verbs, which tell us where the boundaries lie."̂

As will become clear during the story-specific discussions, style, structure and 

philosophy are intimately connected in Wallace's short stories.

While aspects of his writing remained consistent over the course of his 

career, such as his mimetic tendency and use of dialogic narrative, there is a clear 

development and a marked difference of tenor between Girl With Curious Hair and 

ObUvion. One of the primary features to note is the increasing tendency towards 

brevity, both of story and of sentence, which grew with each collection. The 

shortest story of all appears in the middle collection, Brief Interviews With Hideous 

Men, accompanied by several of the titular interviews, but these pieces are notable 

for their long, breathless sentences. In the case of the interviews, their brevity is at 

once accounted for and undermined by the presence of the unseen interviewer, a 

woman whose presence and speech are both represented by the letter Q. The 

critical importance of this character's silence will be explored later in this chapter, 

in the case of "A Radically Condensed History”, the story is remarkable for its 

scarce punctuation. It is perhaps worth remarking tha t in this micro-story -  the 

shortest publication of Wallace’s career -  is visible the hallmark of Wallace's long 

fiction and non-fiction: the long, convoluted sentence. V.S. Pritchett’s assertion that 

he wrote short stories because he was "a man of short breaths”  ̂ did not apply to 

Wallace. In other words, while the stories in Brief Interviews are on average 

shorter than those in either of the other collections, the overall tendency towards 

brevity is undermined in the middle collection either by implied dialogue, in which 

the stories are, in essence, halved, or by the persistence of lengthy sentences. By 

the publication of Oblivion, however, Wallace had begun to shorten both his stories

4 Ibid., 96.
5 V.S. Pritchett, "The Art of Fiction No. 22" in The Paris Review, 17 (Winter 1990] 
http://www.thepari.sreview.org/interviews/2263/the-art-of-fiction-no-122-v-s-pritchett.
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and his sentences. Oblivion is notable for its powerful use of short lines of narrative 

as punctuation. Specific instances of this will arise later in the chapter, but the 

movement from long sentences and breathless prose to a combination of long 

passages and short phrases, often strategically placed to pull the reader up short, is 

a significant one.

As regards brevity versus prolixity on a wider scale, it is interesting to note 

that, while much of his short fiction stands alone, a number of Wallace’s published 

stories would be subsumed into his novels. Wallace frequently returned to similar 

characters, writing what could almost be considered prototypes of his more 

memorable characters,^ sometimes changing titles and republishing stories in new 

incarnations. The relationship between these stories that w ent to make up The 

Broom o f the System, Infinite Jest and The Pale King and other, standalone stories, is 

worth touching on here, along with the hypothesis that Wallace’s novels can 

generally be broken down into what might be termed a tapestry of short stories, 

rather than a saga in the style of Tolstoy, or more recently, Franzen. The 

fragmentary nature of the novels’ narrative structures, as well as the loose 

weaving of arcs of narrative that focus on several protagonists -  both features that 

typify Broom and Jest -  seem more typical of collections of loosely connected 

collections of short fiction like Beckett’s More Pricks Than Kicks than of the classic 

linear-progressive novel.

Wallace’s career-spanning concern with the fragmentation of society needs 

no further canvassing. His articulation of the plight of the individual both intra and 

contra mundum  is central to the lives of his characters. The inescapable mental 

isolation of the individual, bringing with it the lurking horror of solipsism, is 

perhaps the single most significant topic, animating every piece of writing, and 

fuelling the artistic purpose of his work. It is therefore not a great surprise that 

fragmentation should be a structural feature of Wallace's writing. As noted, all 

three novels contain excerpts that were published elsewhere before being 

subsumed into the longer narrative.^ Certainly this is not unusual; on the contrary, 

many writers publish fragments of longer works. However, what is significant in

6 For exam ple, as n oted  in th e  d iscu ssio n  o f  th e  story  "Girl W ith C urious Hair”, Sick Puppy as
a p o ss ib le  forbear o f  yrstru ly  in Infinite Jest, or LaVache B eadsm an, w h o  sh a res sign ifican t 
ch aracter istics and m an n erism s w ith  Orin Incandenza.
7 For a full list o f  th e s e  p ieces , se e  th e  b ib liograp hy on w w w .th eh o w lin g fa n to d s .co m .
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the case of Wallace is not tha t these fragments exist, but how they are w orked into 

longer narratives. A notable feature of Wallace’s novels that has been referred to in 

Chapters One and Three is their structural instability. While they are intricately 

mapped, as Hering has illustrated, the novels do not follow a plot structure as such: 

they are not arranged according to a linear chronological trajectory, or even, in the 

case of Infinite Jest, the Gregorian Calendar; neither do they display the exordium- 

exposition-crisis-resolution pattern of traditional narrative. Rather, the novels are 

temporally meandering, densely peopled and without thematic arcs tha t draw 

together a coherent story. Indeed, one of the main factors in the challenging nature 

of these novels is the absence of a primary narrative thread: the novels have 

protagonists, but usually more than one, and they focus almost equally on the 

people surrounding the protagonists. Events unfold, but the timelines of the novels 

seem to bear relatively little relation to the timelines of significant events. In other 

words, the novels do not conform to the constraints that circumscribe the 

traditional novel. As such, it can be difficult to appraise the novels along traditional 

lines.®

It is at this point that the incorporation of the shorter excerpts takes on a 

new significance. The novels, particularly Infinite Jest, weave together strands of 

narrative, ultimately creating a tableau rather than a cohesive plot. Such an 

outcome could be said to be uniquely American, the narrative embodiment of the 

underlying creed of the United States, E Pluribus Unum: from many, one. The 

patchwork nature of Infinite Jest is not unique: many of the most ambitious 

American novels share this characteristic: Moby-Dick, As I Lay Dying, Catch-22 and 

so on.^ This tendency toward the fragmentary is in part explained by the tension 

inherent in the phrase E Pluribus Unum, the tension between the individual and the 

collective whose ever-present threat of fragmentation Wallace articulated by

8 While it is certainly not the case that all novels must be appraised along "traditional” lines, 
the frustration of that mode of reading can make it difficult to situate a writer within his milieu. In 
Wallace’s case, his non-traditional narrative structure feeds the tendency to regard him as sui 
generis, in turn reinforcing the impression of him as unprecedented. While Wallace was a singular 
writer, he was a product of his era. Therefore, the idea that we should consider how his novels 
diverge from traditional narrative norms is not so reflexively traditionalist as it might appear.
9 This idea of patchwork narrative as literary response to a patchwork identity and its 
impact on the narrative structure of the American novel is too broad to be explored in detail in a 
single-author study. However, Wallace’s work provides one example of the complex relationship 
within American literature between the episodic or multifocal novel and the short story, a 
relationship that merits further inquiry.
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inverting the motto. That tension is one of the driving concerns of American 

hterature, as well, perhaps, as a significant contributory factor to its structural 

development.^^

Besides the shifting balance of length and brevity, one development visible 

over the course of these three collections is Wallace's movement away from the 

hyperbolic language tha t characterized his early work. The linguistic peculiarities 

of each collection will be explored in greater detail as each collection is discussed, 

but over the period in which these three collections were published there is a 

distinct calming of language. The hyperactive, overstimulated voices of the first 

collection give way to a range of distinctive voices tha t speak more calmly, often to 

an unseen interlocutor [usually but not always Q.), and of more mundane matters. 

Finally, in Oblivion, the narratives become more and more contemplative, either 

internalized or abstracted away from urgency.

It can be tempting to view short stories as the sporadic by-product of a 

w riter of novels. As Valerie Shaw has pointed out, there is a "shortage of 

precedents for treating the short story as a separate genre” from the novel. 

Indeed, according to Shaw, the short story has tended to be treated as inferior to 

the novel, seeming "flimsy” by c o m p a r i s o n . Wallace’s situation, then, is not 

unusual, particularly given his renown for writing sprawling novels. However, 

notwithstanding the impressive scale and scope of such novels as Infinite Jest, such 

a view is liable to blind the reader to the artistic and philosophical significance of 

Wallace's short stories. This study's consideration of the short fiction has been left 

to the end because it is felt that the short fiction, more than any of his other work, 

embodies the traits that most distinctively characterize Wallace's writing. That is 

to say, the elements of the long fiction and the non-fiction that distinguish 

Wallace's writing are present also in the short fiction, in a more concentrated form. 

Shaw suggests that this stylistic distillation is a common feature of short fiction; 

indeed, her contention that "the short story has a marked ability to bring apparent

10 For an exam ination of the relationship of unity and diversity in American culture, see
Hans-Jurgen Grabbe et al. [eds.], E Pluribus Unum or E Pluribus Plura? Unity and D iversity in 
Am erican Culture, Heidelberg: European Association for American Studies, 2011 [Oslo Conference 
2009], in particular, David Mauk’s opening essay, "E UPluribus Unum or E Pluribus Plura: A Brief 
Exploration of the Them e”, which lays out som e of the origins of the relationship.
11 Valerie Shaw, The Short Story: a critical in troduction  (London: Longman, 1983] 5.
12 Ibid., 2.
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extremes of style together, mingling self-conscious literary devices and colloquial 

spontaneity" resonates sharply with this study's earlier references to Wallace's 

tendency to move svi^iftly betv^^een s ty le s .F u r th e rm o re ,  this trait is indeed more 

pronounced in the short fiction, as the ensuing discussions attest.

Wallace’s engagement v^ith the process of communication in his short 

fiction is pronounced. The freedom of the style allowed for a unique exploration of 

the recurrent themes of isolation, (dis)affection and (mis)communication, so that 

the short fiction becomes the embodiment and testing-ground of the philosophical 

hypothesis he had developed. The narrative starkness -  what Eudora Welty called 

"wasteless and yet w e l l - f e d " ,a n d  what Poe called the "unity of effect"^^ -  that 

separates the short story from a novel's sustained progress allows for a more 

considered engagement with issues raised by the narrative on the part of the 

reader, since those issues are not swept away or complicated by the further 

exposition of the plot. Given, also, that short fiction does not require the real-world 

basis of non-fiction (indeed, Wallace's short fiction was noted by many critics for 

its profound estrangement from the quotidian), the slightly didactic tone that is 

often discernible in the non-fiction does not come through in the short fiction. The 

addition of these two factors to Wallace’s established linguistic style makes the 

short story a distinctly suitable form for him; narratively unfixed, linguistically 

complex and philosophically searching, the stories lack resolution. His short 

stories demand a great deal of the reader, while reposing a great and necessary 

faith in the capacity of the reader to build on what is given in the stories, both 

narrative and philosophy.

The reader’s part in Wallace's short fiction embodies his declaration 

that for the relationship between writer and reader to work -  in other 

words, for communication to take place -  the reader is "going to 

have to put in her share of the linguistic work" (McCaffery, "Interview", 

138). This position might arguably be read in light of reader-response

13 Ibid., 6.
14 Eudora W elty, "A Family of Em otions”, review  of Selected Stories  by V.S. Pritchett, N ew York 
Times Book Review. 25 June 1978.
h ttp : //w w w .n v tim e s .c o m /b o o k s /9 8 /l l/2 2 /sp e c ia ls /w e ltv -p r itc h e tth tm l.
15 Edgar Allan Poe, "The Philosophy of Composition", Graham ’s American M onthly M agazine o f  
Literature and Art, XXVllI (1846). Reprinted in Nina Baym, ed. Norton Anthology o f  American  
Literature volum e B. 6*’’ Edition, New York: WW Norton & Company 2 0 0 3 ,1 5 9 9
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theory. However, while Wallace’s philosophy of communication certainly involves 

the reader and his/her experience, the perspective offered by reader-response 

theory is less nuanced than this study’s hypothesis, which acknowledges the 

somewhat nebulous involvement of the author and allows for a focus on the 

dynamic or relationship involved in communication itself, rather than considering 

the reader’s experience in isolation. In other words, Fish’s "interpretative 

communities” would have to include the writer to satisfy the conditions of the 

hypothesis. The implication in Wallace’s statement, made explicit in my 

hypothesis, is that the writer does as much work as the reader to allow 

communication to take place. Indeed, the very idea of communication as it is 

outlined here includes but is not limited to interpretation.

In terms of reader-response theory, Riffaterre’s "superreader", which at 

least acknowledges that the literary experience is "not simply the message, but the 

whole act of communication" is the closest to Wallace’s implication here; however, 

Riffaterre goes on to dismiss the author, saying that "any attempt to bring him 

back only produces interference, because what we know of him we know from 

h isto ry".R iffa terre  begs the question of authorial intention by appealing to the 

reader’s interpretation of the author’s intention, rather than acknowledging that 

the author’s intention, though complex and unknowable, is significant. Riffaterre’s 

efforts to clarify the poetic process lead not to a clear approach, but to a simplistic 

one.

It may be useful to briefly explore how reader-response theory interacts 

with the process of communication under investigation here. Wolfgang Iser opines 

that "the literary work has two poles, which we might call the artistic and the 

aesthetic: the artistic pole is the author’s text, and the aesthetic is the realization 

accomplished by the r e a d e r " . I s e r ’s conflation of the text and the author are 

problematic, and common to the approaches of several prominent reader- 

response theorists, including Fish, whose interpretative communities comprise 

readers and their processes of interpretation, not only dismissing the author, but

16 Michael Riffaterre, "Describing Poetic Structures: Two Approaches to Baudelaire’s 'Les 
Chats’", in Jane P. Tom pkins (ed.], Reader-Response Criticism From Formalism to Post-Structuralism  
(Baltim ore, Johns Hopkins University P ress l9 8 0 ] 27.
17 W olfgang Iser, "Interaction Between Text and Reader”, in Susan R. Suleim an and Inge 
Crossman (eds.), The Reader in the Text (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1980], 106.
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allowing the text no influence at all.^  ̂The problem posed by this conflation is best 

illustrated by reference to the antinomy of the man on the hill in Broom  [later 

invoked by the figures of Marathe and Steeply in Infinite Jest). LaVache discusses 

the antinomy of the man with Lenore, w here they come to the conclusion that, not 

only could the man be going up the hill or coming down the hill, as Wittgenstein 

proposed, but tha t -  based on new technologies -  he could conceivably have been 

dropped there by helicopter, a possibility also implied by the description of 

Marathe on the Arizona outcropping. Thus the problem -  or text -  that 

Wittgenstein had proposed has been afforded a new interpretative possibility, 

unforeseen and therefore unintended by its author.

Applying this to reader-response theory, while contemporary 

interpretations of older texts offer new angles of perception, it is important to 

acknowledge and allow for the fact that these angles were not intended by the 

author. This is not to say that reinterpretation is invalid, but that the overall 

experience is enriched by the consciousness that our perspective and intention as 

readers may not chime with the author’s. The outrage, for example, of 

encountering casual racial or sexual discrimination in older texts is tempered by 

an acknowledgement of the author's differing milieu. Simply put, the awareness 

that our interpretation of a text diverges from the intention of the author allows 

for more sensitive reading, and thus more engaged communication.

Wallace also meditates on this idea in "Greatly Exaggerated”, w here he 

argues tha t authors are not merely machines for producing texts, and suggests that 

"authors are monkeys who mean", implicitly averring the importance of authorial 

intentionality. While the position of the author in the process of communication -  

particularly given the necessary absence of the author -  is challenging, the 

tendency of reader response theory to elide, evade, m urder or in other ways 

silence the authorial figure does not solve the problem. The philosophy of 

communication enacted by Wallace allows for the complexity of the author's 

absent presence by making it a third pole in the process of communication, active 

but absent.

18 Stanley Fish, in Is There A Text In This Class? [M assachusetts: Harvard U niversity Press, 
1980) 147-173.
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While reader-response theory alone does not account for Wallace’s 

philosophy of communication, faith in the reader is a central characteristic of 

Wallace’s guiding philosophy: in order for communication to take place, either 

within or without a text, there must be a leap of faith on both sides, with the hope 

that solid ground can be reached in the unseen middle. Building on the findings of 

the earlier chapters, this chapter traces Wallace’s development of that faith from 

an authorial perspective, in the face of a seemingly inescapable recursive 

postmodernism. The chapter addresses the idea of engagement in Wallace’s fiction, 

discussing how it permeates the short fiction, and explores some of the features 

that make his short stories unique, as well as discussing their value in relation to 

the purview of this study. While length and volubility are arguably some of the 

central features of Wallace’s writing as a whole, the short fiction encapsulates the 

au thor/reader relationship that was so important to Wallace, as well as presenting 

and exploring challenges of communication in a variety of settings, in ways that the 

longer fiction and non-fiction were unable to do. The short fiction is, overall [and 

with some exceptions), narratively and structurally simpler than the novels: if only 

because of their brevity, they tend to lack the complexly woven strata of narrative 

that characterise the novels. Notwithstanding this, the short fiction is the locus of 

some of the most innovative ideas that he would explore, and the clearest 

incarnation of his dynamic philosophy.

In "Octet", one of the most complex stories from Brief Interviews With 

Hideous Men, Wallace directly addresses the question of the relationship between 

writer and reader. The pop-quizzes in "Octet” are comparable to the Rick Vigorous 

segments in The Broom o f the System, in which Wallace engaged with story-telling, 

but their dialogic structure makes them the most direct engagement with 

questions of authorship and mediation in Wallace’s career. Playing archly on the 

postmodern reader’s usually-cynical relationship with metafiction and mediation, 

Wallace employs both the tactic of postmodernist metafiction and the assumed 

response on the part of the reader. By anticipating the reader’s response as 

conditioned by late-postmodern culture, Wallace prevents the closure of the 

system of interpretation. By directly facing the reader’s cultural inclinations, 

Wallace challenges the reader to consider those inclinations at the next remove: 

w hat McCaffery suggested might be termed "meta-metafictionality” (McCaffery,
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"Interview", 136]. Wallace's recognition of the always-mediated nature of writing, 

and his direct approach to the issue, obviates the high postmodernist response of 

exposing that mediated nature. As a consequence, the story provides as a fa it  

accompli the primary challenge of postmodernist interpretation; Wallace, as it 

were, pre-empts the young boy in the crowd by having the Emperor announce that 

he is naked. "Octet” provides the reader with a choice: to accept the possibility of 

collective progress beyond the point of simple recognition and engage in 

communication in the knowledge of its mediation, or refuse to progress on the 

grounds that all language and all communication are inescapably mediated, itself a 

conviction mediated by language and Western cultural and philosophical 

constructs. In "Octet”, Wallace demonstrates that by accepting that the form of 

expression affects, and to an extent even effects, what is expressed, it is possible to 

see past the fact to a point at which mediated communication might be meaningful 

again. Further, in its meta-metafictional injunction that the reader consider the 

structures of metafiction, "Octet” demonstrates that the alternative to accepting 

the mediated nature of communication is to continue discovering mediation in 

every message, in an endless idealistic recursivity, the ultimate postmodern idee 

fixe, not unlike the endlessly fascinating, ultimately fatal Interlace cartridge, 

"Infinite Jest”.

In his interview with Larry McCaffery, Wallace talked about the "weird, 

delicate, I-trust-you-not-to-fuck-up-on-me relationship between the reader and 

the w riter” (McCaffery, "Interview”, 130). The delicacy of this relationship is 

perhaps even more pronounced in short fiction than longer prose; the short story 

affords the w riter little chance to retrace steps that have gone awry, and minimal 

guidance or context for the uncertain reader. Metafictional devices, as Wallace 

demonstrates in "Octet”, allow the writer to at once inculpate and exculpate 

himself by drawing attention to faults, but there is not the same scope to forecast 

or retrospectively recast events in a short story. Where a novel allows a writer to 

contextualise the action, to weave a linguistic background in which narrative 

consistency is bolstered by a carefully constructed fictional world, a short story 

has only its own limits to rely on. It has been argued that the brevity of the short 

story form makes it uniquely suited to the contemporary mindset. Gordimer 

suggested in 1968 that the short story is "a m atter of hit or miss, and it is perhaps
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for this reason tha t it suits modern consciousness -  which seems best expressed as 

flashes of insight alternating with near-hypnotic states of indifference”,^̂  a phrase 

tha t evokes the cyclical stupor of addiction and epiphany that characterise Infinite 

Jest in particular. In other words, Wallace’s use of the short fiction form arguably 

reflects his conscious engagement with his generation's Zeitgeist, as well as an 

artistic preference.

It should be noted that the fragmentation Wallace explored was psychic as 

well as social. A hallmark of his stories is their tendency to be narrated in the first 

person, either as a monologue or as part of a dialogue. This occurs across the 

board, but is most noticeable in the short fiction, particularly the eponymous 

interviews from Brief Interviews With Hideous Men, in which the interlocutor, Q., is 

indicated but never heard, making the narratives a peculiar hybrid of monologue 

and dialogue. The short story is uniquely suited to structural experimentation of 

this kind: Clare Hanson has suggested that "the form of the short story has lent 

itself to the presentation of the partial, the i n c o m p l e t e " , 2 o  and the shadowed 

presence of the unspoken in a dialogic narrative -  situation, background, thought 

process and so forth -  is particularly powerful in the short fiction. This tendency 

also contributes to the sense of isolation and alienation that pervades much of 

Wallace’s writing, a disconnection from society that was one of his main concerns 

in every aspect of his work. He spoke of this disconnection in much of his non

fiction -  the "great despair and stasis in U.S. culture" [Supposedly, 49) -  as well as 

referring to it in interviews. One notable instance is again in the McCaffery 

interview, where Wallace refers to the communion of minds that he believes 

should be the outcome of good literature:

You’re at once allowing the reader to sort of escape self 

by achieving some sort of identification with another 

human psyche -  the w riter’s, or some character’s, etc. -  

and you’re also trying to antagonize the reader’s 

intuition that she is a self, tha t she is alone and going to 

die alone. You’re trying somehow both to deny and 

affirm that the writer is over here with his agenda while

19 Nadine Gordimer, "The International Sym posium  on the Short Story: South Africa”, Kenyon 
Review  30:4, (1968] 460.
20 Clare Hanson, Re-reading the Short Story, 2.
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the reader's over there vi îth her agenda, distinct.

(McCaffery, “Interview", 137)

This passage reaffirms one of the central tensions of Wallace's writing: the desire to 

at once reinforce and collapse the boundary between writer and reader. It is only in 

the context of this tension that communication can take place: the dichotomous 

simultaneity of interpretative resistance [active) and capitulation (passive) that 

characterize a reader's engagement with the text allows for the dynamic relation of 

the reader’s self to the writer 's  absent other. He articulated the goal of fiction as 

being "to aggravate this sense of entrapm ent and loneliness and death in people, to 

move people to countenance it, since any possible human redemption requires us 

to face what's dreadful” (136). As such, he displayed a contempt for what he saw as 

the postmodernist tendency to "dramatize how dark and stupid everything is” 

rather than to "[apply] CPR to those elements of what's human and magical that 

still live" (131). By contrast, as discussed in Chapter Two, Wallace saw the 

redemption of literature (and by extension humanity) in the possibility of reversion 

to "unsexy" sincerity. Thus, ironically, the way out of recursive postmodernism, for 

Wallace, was not progress, but rather regression. This possibility is investigated in 

Kelly's essay on Wallace’s place at the forefront of the "New Sincerity" of American 

fiction, where he points out that, although Wallace regarded reading as 

fundamentally commercial, "an economy like any other where goods are bought 

and sold", that through the motif of gifts, both within the texts and in Wallace's own 

vision of writing's exchange, writing can transcend the economic, "into the realm of 

the gift of sincerity”. Wallace's tentative reach for this type of sincerity is borne 

not of innocence but of experience. That is to say, we, as readers, critics and writers, 

must recognize the nakedness of our literary emperors, face the indelicate horror 

of the situation and somehow move on from repeatedly revealing and decrying the 

situation. Among the b roader significances of Wallace’s work was his recognition of 

the fact that post-postmodern sincerity is not a simple m atter of putting aside 

familiar ironies and insouciant hipsterisms, it is a m atter of countenancing the 

questions raised by postmodernism and reforming our linguistic vision of the 

world having taken those questions into account.

21 Kelly, "The N ew  Sincerity”, 146.
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Kelly’s article concludes that Wallace’s "reconfiguration off the writer- 

reader relationship displaces metaphysics while retaining a love of truth, a truth 

now associated with the possibility of a reconceived, and renewed, sincerity".22 As 

Kelly points out early in his article, it has become a cliche among scholars that 

Wallace "affirmed and embodied sincerity” in his work.^^ In Wallace’s short fiction, 

this pursuit of truth is complicated by Wallace’s fidelity to the voices of his 

narrators, which he uses to reveal a truth that is hidden beneath the narrative’s 

surface. The capacity of these stories to undercut themselves and unravel within 

their own confines reveals a complex relationship with truth-telling that 

complicates the sincerity Kelly talks about.

This is not to say that sincerity has no place in the short fiction; on the 

contrary, the stories are almost exclusively concerned with revelation of one kind 

of another. However, the complex interplay between truth and narrative that 

implies philosophical engagement with Ricoeur and Rorty forms Wallace’s primary 

challenge to the idea of truth and sincerity as simple ends. By playing with 

perspective over the course of his short fiction, Wallace was able to explore that 

complexity in a way that neither long fiction nor his brand of casual journalism 

allowed for. This chapter develops an analysis of that engagement with the 

ambiguities of sincerity and truth. It is perhaps important at this point to recall 

that sincerity and truth, though certainly linked, are decidedly not identical. As 

Kelly points out, Wallace was deeply committed to a truth "associated with [...] 

sincerity”.24 It is the liminal space between sincerity and truth that the short fiction 

so precisely depicts; of particular note in this regard are Wallace’s tendency to use 

first-person narrators and his career-spanning focus on story-telling and self

representation ("My Appearance”, "Suicide As A Sort of Present" "Good Old Neon" 

and "Oblivion" are a few of many examples]. In this liminal space, the spaces 

between articulation, interpretation and communication are open to exploration, 

and it is here tha t we see Wallace’s philosophy of communication at work both 

within and without the narrative confines of his work. Shaw points out that the 

success of a short story "often lies in conveying a sense of unwritten, or 

unwriteable things: the storyteller accepts the limitations of his art, and makes his

22  Ibid.
23  Ibid., 131.
2 4  Ibid., 146, em p h a s is  mine.
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freedom an aspect of those same restrictions. And if his story succeeds, that 

freedom is passed on to us’’.25 This is perhaps the best articulation of the 

connection between Wallace’s short fiction and his philosophy of communication, 

and the reason the philosophy is at its clearest in the short fiction: these two loci of 

meaning share structural similarities. In the lacuna between speech and 

interpretation lies the freedom to choose -  or not choose -  to take part in the 

process.

The short fiction also provides Wallace's clearest engagement with the 

concept of love in all its forms, from the "Hideous Men" of that collection's title to 

the strange prophet in "Another Pioneer". Love is one of the organising concepts of 

this thesis, in particular the connections of love with the simultaneous 

strengthening and obliteration of the self. In "Little Expressionless Animals”, Julie 

explains to her lover why she dislikes animals: "because animals' faces have no 

expressions" {GWCH, 41). She attributes the same quality to men, whose faces 

"move through different configurations of blankness" (41). For Julie, this blankness 

is the ultimate horror; just as the motion of waves is "what keeps oceans from just 

being very big puddles” (41), the changing of expression is all that keeps people 

human, interesting, lovable. Julie describes love as something almost physical: 

"how could you ever even hope to love what you can't grab onto" (41), more 

visceral than emotional. Later in the collection, "Here and There” tells the story of a 

breakup, the loss of connection, by interweaving two related but divergent 

narrative voices, symbolizing the disintegration of a previously coherent narrative 

union. The story unfolds during a therapy session in which the breakdown of the 

couple's relationship is discussed by both parties, with the initial rupture  being 

ascribed by the girl first to her partner's apparent unwillingness to kiss her, which 

he denies, and later to his physical distance. In other words, their union dissolved 

because the distance between them, physical or metaphysical, became unbearable. 

On the other hand, the danger of trying to collapse the distance between selves is 

also dangerous. Rick, who seeks to absorb Lenore in The Broom o f  the System, 

provides an example of this; a further example comes in the later story "Oblivion", 

about a married couple functioning as a unit. Love is powerful, and so dangerous; it 

must be held in balance. Wallace's narrative treatm ent of love, throughout the

25 Shaw, The Short Story, 264.
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short fiction in particular, provides a useful framework within which to explore its 

philosophical importance.

T h e  E a r l y  Y e a r s : G i r l  W i t h  C u r i o u s  H a i r

Wallace’s first collection of short fiction, Girl With Curious Hair, was published in 

1989. This early work is markedly flawed, but, like The Broom o f  the System, 

foreshadows much of w hat would develop into Wallace’s greatest strengths as a 

writer: the distinctively labyrinthine narrative style, the memorably damaged 

characters, the hopelessly commercialized world of Wallace’s anxious mind. This 

collection displays Wallace as a writer grappling with late postmodernist 

exhaustion, both complying with and challenging the now-conventional methods 

of postmodernist representation such as metafiction and recursivity. Like Broom, 

some of the narrative devices in Girl With Curious Hair are clumsy, but the 

collection is driven by the fragmentation of self and society, and shadowed by 

isolation and uncertainty.

W h e n  y o u  f u c k  a r o u n d  w i t h  r e c u r s i o n :

" W e s t w a r d  t h e  C o u r s e  o f  E m p i r e  T a k e s  It s  W a y "

The stories range from psychopathic Young Republicans to contemporary 

television and a fictionalized depiction of Lyndon Johnson, among other things, but 

the collection is dominated by the novella "Westward the Course of Empire Takes 

Its Way". This novella deals with a generation of "McDonalds alumni" [GWCH, 240) 

-  children who starred in McDonald's advertisements -  who have been called to a 

reunion in the apocalyptically isolated Collision, Illinois. Significantly, this reunion 

is referred to as "the Reunion of All Who’ve Appeared" [372) and takes place at the 

Funhouse, which is an embodiment of postmodern recursivity as well as a none- 

too-subtle reference to John Barth’s collection of short stories, the title story of 

which is referenced in this novella, and which May includes in the canon of short
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fiction that "is less and less about objective reality and more and more about its 

own creative p r o c e s s e s ” , ^ 6  a quote tha t could be applied in some ways to 

"Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way.

The title Lost in the Funhouse is redeployed in the novella as the title of a 

book by the "writer and academic C-— Ambrose" {GWCH, 292], who teaches the 

writing seminar at which two of the protagonists first meet. As the in-text author 

of Lost in the Funhouse, Ambrose functions as a fictional analogue for Barth’s 

fictional analogue of himself in the original story, an adult projection of Barth’s 

original Ambrose.^^ That text also provides an apostrophe to the novella -  unusual 

for Wallace, who tended not to use epigraphs -  and as such it invites the reader to 

consider the places of metafiction and exhaustion in the text. In particular, the 

passage in "The Literature of Exhaustion” in which Barth deals with the idea of “fe lt  

ultimacies” is relevant to "Westward”: "a ‘happening’ where nothing happens”, he 

suggests, is the end of art in the "age of ultimacies”. M o r e  significantly, however, 

Barth regroups from his apocalyptic prophecies and goes on to suggest tha t "it 

might be conceivable to rediscover validly the artifices of language and literature -  

such far-out notions as grammar, punctuation... even characterization! Even plot! -  

if one goes about it the right way, aware of what one's predecessors have been up 

to”.29 Such an expression seems markedly similar to Wallace’s search for a way to 

move beyond postmodernism and metafictional exhaustion, and casts a reading of 

"Westward” that both ties in with McCaffery’s suggestion of "meta-metafiction” 

(McCaffery, "Interview”, 136) and acknowledges Wallace’s career-spanning

26 Charles E. May, The Reality o f  Artifice  [N ew  York: Simon and Schuster, 1995] 83.
27 Significantly, how ever, Am brose has becom e his family name, w here it is the character’s 
given nam e in the original story. This shift is in teresting given the treatm ents o f both fam ilies and 
nam es throughout W allace’s work, and seem s a clear signal that the Am brose in "W estward” is 
closely related but not identical to the Am brose in "Lost in the Funhouse". By extension, W allace's 
Magda, A m brose’s ex-w ife, w ho know s the future o f the characters, is not the Magda of "Lost in the 
Funhouse”, but a potential future version  of that Magda, thus a literalisation of the future 
possib ilities for W allace’s characters.
28  John Barth, "The Literature o f Exhaustion”, in Currie, M etafiction, 164-5, em phasis original.
29 Ibid., 164-5. This passage in som e w ays underm ines the com m on interpretation of Barth’s 
essay, as argued by Robert McLaughlin in the essay  "Post-Postm odern D iscontent”, w here he 
argues that Barth's vision of the artist is "one w ho insists on the transparency of representation  - 
but he is not severing the connection [betw een  representation and reality] altogether”. McLaughlin 
invokes Barth’s d iscussion  of the language of love to further bolster his argument, offering another  
point of contact b etw een  Barth and W allace in reference to "W estward”. Robert McLaughlin, "Post- 
Postm odern Discontent; Contem porary Fiction and the Social W orld”. Symploke. 12:1, 57 -9.
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concern with the possibility of meaningful communication and the redemptive 

capacity of post-postmodern art.

Drew-Lynn Eberhardt, the unlovely but prolific self-declared 

postmodernist, and Mark Nechtr, the wholesome and appealing "late-adolescent 

chosen who radiate the kind of health so complete it’s sickening" [GWCH, 233) are 

an inexplicable couple who meet at the beginning of the novella in their East 

Chesapeake Tradeschool Writing Program. This is the kind of programme that 

Wallace credits with [or perhaps blames for) producing a generation of incurably 

recursive metafictionists who write "this self-conscious [...] deconstructed 

disclosure [that supposedly makes] said metafiction realer than a piece of p re

postmodern 'Realism'” (265), which is, in its own recursive loop of influence, 

precisely the sort of writing this novella at once lampoons and embraces.

"Westward” was one of a number of his early works that Wallace 

disavowed. In his interview with Larry McCaffery, Wallace talked about his 

distaste for the kind of metafictional trickery that characterizes the novella. 

Metafiction, though not w ithout its uses in the abstract, had, by the 1980s, "become 

a god-awful trap” (McCaffery, "Interview”, 142). Furthermore, Wallace's estimation 

of his own skill at the time was not high: "Twenty-five year-olds should be locked 

away and denied access to ink and paper" (142). This assessment is followed by 

his very similar, and oft-quoted, judgment of The Broom o f the System, which he 

called his "sensitive little self-obsessed bildungsroman" (143). As discussed in 

Chapter One, this self-assessment should not be dismissed out of hand; after all, a 

writer's take on his own work is a privileged view in its way, but it is also a limited 

perspective, one that is necessarily tainted by unfulfilled ambition. Wallace had 

said earlier in the same interview "as time passes 1 get less and less nuts about 

anything I’ve published" (136). In other words, his repudiation of Broom and 

"Westward” is explicable in terms of the maxim "familiarity breeds contempt”. °̂ As 

with Broom, "Westward” is an important point in the development of Wallace’s 

philosophy. "Westward" is the young Wallace's a ttem pt to come to terms with 

metafiction, in the same way as Broom was an exercise in exploring modal logic. 

While "Westward” -  and, indeed the rest of Girl With Curious Hair -  are imperfect

30 This tendency to repudiate his own w ork is one that is frequently in evidence in the non
fiction, particularly the casual or observational journalism, in which W allace typically adopts the  
"aw-shucks” persona explored in Chapter Two o f this study.
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and perhaps best described as juvenilia, these works, in their very imperfection, 

show the process by which one writer found his distinctive style. It is easy to take 

the writer’s dismissal of his own work as justification for ignoring that work, but it 

leads to a false vision of the whole. With all its juvenile flourishes and obnoxious 

cleverality, "Westward” shows Wallace’s early engagement with the art and craft of 

fiction. As a young writer profoundly aware of the mediated experience he 

purveyed, this clumsy exploration of mediation and consciousness allowed 

Wallace to move beyond the technical questions of metafiction and into the 

philosophical heart of late postmodern writing.

Philip Coleman’s essay on "Westward" unlocks some of the many signposts 

at work in "Westward", a goal made all the more challenging by the text’s constant 

efforts to direct its own reading. As always with Wallace, names are important. In 

the short fiction, it is particularly rewarding to pay attention to the names of 

stories^^ as well as characters. Coleman’s essay explores the "nexus of intertextual 

routes [...] that reveal interesting possibilities for interpreting Wallace’s work".^^ 

Of particular note is the allusive title, which is taken from George Berkeley’s poem 

of the same name. Coleman also argues, based on the title’s later italicization in an 

introduction to "Solomon Silverfish", that Wallace may have planned on expanding 

"Westward" into a full novel, or indeed publishing the novella as a standalone 

piece in its own right, which does not quite fit with his dismissal of it in the 

McCaffery interview. Taking Wallace's assessment of "Westward" as an example of 

what happens "when you fuck around with recursion" [McCaffery, "Interview", 

142), the story becomes an important technical inquiry on the part of a young 

writer. As Coleman points out, while it is arguably a critique of the metafictional 

structures used by John Barth in particular, "Westward" "moves beyond the 

formally playful to include a consideration of questions [...] of broader historical 

and cultural/political or ideological import".^^ As in the case of The Broom o f the 

System, a work that has been largely dismissed by both writer and critics, 

"Westward" shows the early philosophical principles that would come to

31 This w ill again be addressed later in this chapter in relation to the titling and re-titling of 
"Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature”. It is also in teresting to note the num ber of p ieces W allace 
published as short stories, under their own titles, w hich w ere later folded into his longer fiction.
32 Philip Coleman, "Consider Berkeley and Co.: Reading 'W estward the Course of Empire 
Takes Its Way'”, in Hering, Consider D avid Foster Wallace, 63.
33 Ibid., 68.
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characterise Wallace’s writing: deep sincerity, m istrust of glibness, abiding interest 

in the human condition and hope, albeit at this stage uncertain, for the future of 

literature as a redemptive force.

As Coleman suggests in this essay, influence and its attendant anxieties are 

central to "Westward”, in both the textual world and the real. The novella blurs the 

line between reality and fiction at several levels: most obviously, the title itself -  

"Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way” -  is taken from the 1861 mural of 

the same title, which in turn took that title from the final lines of a poem by George 

Berkeley some century earlier. The story also centrally recasts the existing Barth 

story "Lost in the Funhouse” as a work by a character in the story, the director of 

the writing program, Professor Ambrose. The fictional part -  Collision -  of a real 

place -  Illinois -  gives a familiar but dystopic edge to the narrative. The decidedly 

real McDonald's is given a fictional advertising director and clown (j.D. Steelritter 

and son], whose other client, the actor Jack Lord, '̂* was also a real person and is 

associated in the story with a fictional business venture named LordAloft. This 

name may be taken from the 1919 prose/poem  romance "The Geste of Duke 

Jocelyn”, itself full of metafictional passages that would later be echoed almost 

exactly by William Golding's The Princess Bride. In the following quoted section, the 

rogue, under pain of death, sings a song for his freedom, including the lines, "My 

lord aloft doth hang full oft/Poor rogues the like of m e/But all men know where 

e’er he go/A greater rogue is he” [Farnol, 7].^^ This passage, and the idea of singing 

for one's life, are evoked by Jack Lord’s later reappropriation from real character 

fictionalized within Wallace’s story to doubly-fictionalised character in Mark 

Nechtr’s story within the story, in which Lord appears as a prison warden, asking 

the protagonist [named Dave) "how's life in general, down there" [GWCH, 367). 

Dave is in a prison infirmary having been variously and viciously assaulted after 

his cellmate [a counterfeiter named Mark) escaped. Lord is once again asking Dave 

to "rat” (or in another slang term, sing) in re turn  for his, the Lord aloft’s, protection 

from the violations and depredations of Mark's many cronies in the prison. In 

other words, if Dave does not sing, [Jack) Lord, aloft, will leave him to hang.

3 4  Lord w a s  fam ous for starring in H aw aii F ive-0 , e p is o d e s  o f  w h ich  are playing on re p ea t  in 
th e  Central Illinois airport.
35  Jeffrey Farnol, The G este o f  D uke Jocelyn  (London: Little B row n  and Company, 1 9 2 0 )  8, 
h ttp : / /w w w .p d (b o ok s .co .za / l ib ra rv / lE F F E R Y  FARNOL/IEFFERY FARNOL-
THE GESTE OF DUKE 10CELYN.pdf.
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Meanwhile, Mark, the radiantly healthy young adult with secret ambitions to write 

something great, arguably functions to some extent as a Wallace-avatar in this 

story. As such, Mark’s use of the names Dave (for his own avatar, the romantic 

innocent archer in the story he writes for the class) and Mark (for the counterfeiter 

-  a significant choice of vice in a story about authenticity -  who is a thoroughly 

awful specimen) further blur the boundary between author and story, real world 

and fictional world, again evoking Barth's story about Ambrose writing about 

Ambrose.^® This complication (like Mark's story), "imposes the very logic that it 

obeys" [GWCH, 359) by using minor details like names to pierce the borders of fact 

and fiction, so destabilizing ideas of authority and truth, a tactic tha t Wallace 

would use several times over the course of his career.

Parents and children, generation and procreation are central to the story. 

Mark and D.L.’s relationship is based on the claim of an unexpected pregnancy that 

results from their single sexual encounter. The epithet "fiendishly, coldly fertile” 

(234) is applied to D.L.'s writing, but seems at first also to describe her procreative 

state. Mark, who produces less in the writing program, is described as possessed of 

"this monstrous radiance of ordinary health" (233). What unites the pair, to some 

degree, beyond their putative issue, is their shared distrust of Professor Ambrose 

and his program. It is therefore ironic that they should be travelling to the literal 

incarnation of Ambrose’s postmodern "funhouse”, the physical manifestation of 

Ambrose’s aversion to criticism, which he receives in different measures from both 

D.L. and Mark. The funhouse is being built in Collision, Illinois, by the ad-man J.D. 

Steelritter, who works with his "clown of a son, DeHaven" (241). Steelritter’s 

career has been dominated by his management of the McDonald's ad campaigns, in 

which he puts child actors together in false family groups. Families are linked with 

creativity in "Westward" in a more complex way than they were in Broom) where 

family in Broom functioned as a backdrop to the creation of identity -  as, for 

example, in the case of the Spaniard/Snapiard family’s literal performance of their 

collective identity -  in "Westward’’, family represents the disappointment of 

expectations. Steelritter’s son, though "not a bad kid” [GWCH, 247) is a 

disappointment to his father’s work ethic, born with a sense of entitlement that

36 Mark’s teacher, Ambrose, whom Mark does not trust, has said that "fictionists who tell the 
truth aren't able to use real names” [GWCH, 261), a maxim given the lie by Wallace’s use of real 
names in his writing.
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frustrates his father’s desire to build a legacy. Mark and D.L. are expectant parents 

and members of "a not at all promising marriage, so far” (238), whose futures 

(particularly, it is implicit, Mark's) are compromised by the situation in which they 

find themselves. The original Collision family is the result of a driving accident, 

more trad itionally associated w ith  death and closure than w ith  creativity or 

generation. The most vibrant fam ily seen in "Westward" is the commercial family 

of "Everyone Who Has Ever Appeared in a McDonalds Commercial”, a family of 

cynical corporate generation rather than human creation. This fact speaks to 

Wallace’s overarching anxiety over the loss of human connectedness that he saw 

as characterizing late twentieth-century society, an anxiety that was intim ately 

connected to his anxiety and ambition for w riting. As such, the connection of 

fam ily w ith  creativity takes on a greater significance, wherein the barrenness of 

postmodern metafictional hyper-production (figured in D.L.) becomes not simply 

an irr ita n t but a very real danger to the continuation o f society, which w ill 

reproduce w ithout generating, as in Drew-Lynn’s unprogressive pregnancy, or the 

threateningly verdant industrial crops.

The link between fe rtility  and creativity is further strengthened by 

Wallace’s repeated references to the fe rtility  of the ground around Collision. As 

Connie Luther points out in her essay on Frederic Jameson and "Westward”, the 

crops in the story take on an almost threatening aspect; the corn grows "quickly 

and th ickly and ta ll” [GWCH, 257), shading the highways, a "disorienting, w ind

blown, verdant, tall, total, menacingly fe rtile ” vista (275) that invades the dreams 

of Tom Sternberg’s mother even years after her son has moved on from his 

involvement w ith  McDonalds (254). The tow n’s own origins in carnage and stasis, 

combined w ith  the frightening fe rtility  of the environs, provide a useful backdrop 

to the story’s exploration of term inal productivity, bodying forth the postmodern 

condition that concerns Wallace. As Luther points out, this terrib le  fe rtility  (echoed 

again in D.L. in ways both physical and literal) has ties w ith  Frederic Jameson’s 

vision of the deadening prolificacy of the postmodern era, the furious production 

of which he "considers [...] paradoxically steri le” . T h e  ominous literalisation of 

Jameson’s vision of late capitalism in the endlessly repeating, identical rows of

37 Connie Luther, "David Foster Wallace: W estward with Frederic Jameson", in Hering, 
Consider David Foster Wallace, 32.
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corn is reflected in the  a ttitude  of the  novella to pos tm odern is t  production, both  

creative and productive. Later in "W estw ard”, D.L., a self-proclaimed 

postm odernis t,  declares th a t  she "detest[s] any and all kinds of m inim alism ” 

[GWCH, 305] in reaction to DeHaven’s articulation of the  "progressive m inim alism ” 

(305] of his vision for popular music, in which simplicity is param ount. Like the 

cornfields, D.L. the prolific and neurotic  pos tm odern is t  is menacingly fertile bu t  

strangely  sterile. By w ay  of he r  association with Collision and its te rr ib le  lushness, 

D.L. is linked to the  earth, a link apparen tly  reinforced by he r  sudden  -  and 

ultimately illusory -  pregnancy. By contrast, Mark, while less osten ta tiously  

e thereal is paradoxically less earthbound , both in his superhum an  rad iance of 

health  and in his nam e -  Nechtr -  w ith its evocation of nectar, the  mythical d rink  of 

the  gods. This name, too, links him back to Ambrose, w hose nam e connects him  to 

am brosia, the  food of the  gods. Mark’s civil m arriage to D.L, and Am brose 's  

commercial m arriage to Steelritter, are  the  ties by which these  differently rarefied 

individuals a re  earthbound. Oddly, D.L.'s false pregnancy both underm ines  and 

recasts  the  connection of procreative fertility and creativity. Her fierce desire  to be 

pregnan t is w h a t launches he r  "not a t  all prom ising m arr iage” to Mark, just as her  

s ta tus as self-proclaimed postm odernis t,  despe ra te  to write, makes her  work, 

though prolific, cold and  sterile. It is only much later, after she has given up her  

phan tom  pregnancy and he r  d ream s of literary  brilliance, th a t  she will succeed 

both creatively and procreatively. By contrast, Mark, w hose own desire  is no t for 

brilliance of the  kind D.L. seeks, bu t w ho "desires, som e distant, ha rd -earned  day, 

to w rite  som eth ing  th a t  stabs you in the  h e a r t” [GWCH, 332). In o the r  w ords, while 

D.L.’s am bition is to be a g rea t w riter,  Mark's is to w rite  som eth ing  great, a 

significant difference for a w r i te r  w ho refused to describe him self as such 

(McCaffery, "Interview ”, 139). W hen Mark does, finally, w rite  a story, he feels, 

significantly, th a t  it is no t his own, a corollary of the fact, described earlier in the 

narrative, th a t  "occasionally, a w r i te r  will encoun ter  a s tory  th a t  is his, ye t no t his” 

[GWCH, 294), th a t  is to  say, a s tory  th a t  should have been  w ritten  by the  w riter,  bu t 

has instead been  w ritten  by som ebody  else. Such a s tory  is know n to the  w rite r  

because of "the exact s tab  of a s tory  th a t  belongs to h im ” [294), echoed la te r  by 

Mark’s desire  to w rite  som ething th a t  "stabs" (332). There  is a m urky quasi- 

paternal connection, also, be tw een  Mark and  Ambrose, h in ted a t by the  similarity
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in their names (in the same way as Ruble and Kopek Spasova in The Broom o f  the 

System] and vaguely explicated close to the end of the story, where Mark, like his 

thinly-veiled fictional persona, "in a related relation, will not rat" [GWCH, 371). The 

story in question, which Mark will not tell, involves an escape, with Ambrose using 

"genuine feeling [...] to cradle an infant’s thick healthy neck, to bear an exhausted 

bu t replenished but still deprived detergent heir [Mark] from an unenclosed place” 

(371).38 Central Illinois and the location of the Funhouse have earlier been 

described as "the most disclosed place you could ever fear to see" (242). Thus 

Mark’s position as "just along’’ (249) is obliquely falsified by the implication that 

he has escaped from Collision, and so has a connection to the place. Thus, finally, 

the second meaning of the journey, "whose [...] curve westward leads straight on 

to Collision" (371). Connie Luther posits tha t "East is the past and West is the 

future".^^ If that is the case, the collision of several pasts at a single future point 

leads to chaos and stasis (for example, the revelation of D.L.’s false pregnancy and 

resulting dissolution of her marriage to Mark) that gives way to growth and 

progress (for example, D.L’s subsequent career, marriage and family, and Mark's 

shorter-term progress of actually producing a story for the workshop). This 

process mirrors the original chain of events that led to the establishment of 

Collision and so, indirectly, the mutual involvement of all the characters, which 

complicates Luther’s suggestion of the binary opposition of East and West, 

implying that East and West are interdependent, even that one creates the other, 

which then recreates its creator, a description that could be applied to literature: 

direction is dependent on opposition.'^'’

Having said that, the primary recurring image in "Westward” is of 

movement, specifically directed movement, beginning with the title. Motifs of 

direction include, most obviously, the staggering westward journey to the 

Funhouse; the backward spin of a wheel within a wheel tha t fascinates J.D. 

Steelritter; the trajectory of an arrow that occupies Mark’s mind; and, of course.

38 Besides the narrative relationship im plied by the connection of nam es here, there is a
m eta-narrative connection of Mark, writing a poorly disguised version o f himself, w ith Barth’s 
Ambrose, writing about a fictionalised version of himself.
39 Luther, "David Foster Wallace: W estward w ith Frederic Jameson", 53.
40  Direction, of course, can be both passive -  W est, for exam ple -  and active -  the direction by 
a piece of work of its own interpretation, a d ichotom y that holds m ore significance in a story about 
m etafictional travelling than it perhaps w ould under other circum stances.
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the name of the place to which they are travelhng: Colhsion, which necessarily 

implies conflicting directionality. What unites these motifs is not just that they 

concern direction, but tha t they concern the phenomenon within a freely travelling 

object or group of objects tha t causes a paradoxically oppositional trajectory to 

appear simultaneously. Steelritter’s fascination with the spin inside a spin -  staring 

into a spinning thing, "you can see something inside the spin sputter, catch, and 

seem to spin backwards inside the spin, against the spin" [GWCH, 245) -  has to do 

with desire, the engine of his business. The spin somehow symbolizes the catch of 

criticism, of healthy opposition, that marks a potentially successful ad campaign.'^i 

In this sense it also resonates with Wallace’s own description of the "click" that, for 

him, marked out good fiction (McCaffery, "Interview", 138-9]. Mark, a "fair 

competitive target archer" [GWCH, 236) also mentally links criticism to a 

paradoxical flaw in direction: an arrow that is angled directly at the target will hit 

left of the bullseye, whereas "the straight-aimed and so off-angled target arrow  will 

stab the center, right in the heart, every time" (294]. The explanation, such as it is, 

that is offered for this paradox is that the answer "lies in what happens [...] as it’s 

traveling to the waiting target" [294]. In other words, it is not the original intent, 

but the process, the journey from launch to impact -  or from writing to 

interpretation -  that finally determines the stab of what is l a u n c h e d , ' ^ ^  3 ^  

association easily linked with Wallace’s ideation of the relationship between w riter 

and reader, where what occurs between those two distinct points is what 

determines the outcome. The westward -  future -  direction of the journey, 

especially in connection with its multiple interruptions and uncertainties, as well 

as the place to which the group is traveling, with its evocation of directional 

conflict, is complicated by the past association of all the characters with the place. 

Their journey into the future, both literal (temporal) and figurative (the traditional 

associations of the west with the future, in which the title is complicit] becomes a

41 The backward spin-against-spin Steelritter is referring to is the motion of a gyroscope, 
which is used to maintain balance, which is interesting considering the symbolism of Steelritter’s 
spin.
42 Writing and archery are also linked by Mark’s repeated use of the word "stab" in relation to 
both pursuits. The violence associated with such a term is in Mark’s case emotional, perhaps the 
more so because his access to his own emotions is limited, "except when he shoots” {GWCH, 303]. 
Mark thus disturbingly associates passion with violence [emotion with the act of shooting], an 
association tempered by guilt, which becomes important in his later story-within-the-story, where 
passion, violence and guilt play out an unpleasant and unsettling drama.
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confrontation or collision with the past that conversely allows each character to 

change the direction of their future for the better.

The positioning of Collision as a crisis-point echoes Wallace’s own 

assessment of postmodernism. Responses to postmodernity had become recursive 

and sterilely overproductive, as depicted by the threatening fields of corn. 

Simultaneously, w hat had become the artistic norms of postmodernism -  

metafiction, overt self-consciousness, irony -  had grown directionless, 

characterised by movement for the mere sake of motion, simultaneously, 

paradoxically, progressive and reflexive. This is textually symbolized by Illinois: 

w est of the characters and so symbolic of the future but deeper into middle 

America and so symbolic of introspection. The Funhouse itself, the "exit and egress 

and end in full view" [GWCH, 332], fittingly symbolizes the endgame of 

postmodernism, w here the only alternatives are escape (exit) or submission (end). 

Steelritter sees the Funhouse as a place of submission, where no one will ever 

leave, a haven of unthinking consumption, the prototypical Infinite Jest. Wallace, on 

the other hand, sees in this a horror, and either sees or hopes for the possibility of 

escape. Collision as a place symbolises the violent decentring of the subject at the 

heart of postmodernism. Collision has two possible outcomes. With a small c, 

collision leads to stasis and death: literal stasis and death in the case of the woman 

in the car, figurative stasis and death in the case of the Funhouse, the stasis of 

fulfilled desire, the death of D.L.’s phantom child and of the will of all present. 

"Advertising will finally have arrived at the death tha t’s been its object all along. 

And, in Death, it will of course become Life” (310). If we replace the word 

'advertising’ here with 'metafiction', or even more sweepingly, 'postm odernism’, 

the sentence almost precisely evokes Wallace's contention that metafiction and 

similar tricks of postmodernist fiction are ultimately apocalyptic (McCaffery). On 

the other hand. Collision with a capital C, although it begins in stasis and death, 

gives rise to growth and potential not once, but twice: the first growth of the town 

and the second, significant but metaphorical, collision at the end of the story that 

Magda's predictions reveal will lead to the death of a sham marriage and the 

growth of a new family. By extension, the fatal end of postmodernism may allow 

for the growth of a new and altogether healthier kind of creativity. Taking Drew- 

Lynn as the embodiment of postmodernism -  for we are asked to do so right from
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the beginning -  we see that the cataclysmic journey's end alter which illusion is 

swept aside will not kill her outright, but in fact redirect her so that she is able to 

produce both mentally and physically. Mark, the quietly ambitious, trapped by a 

desperate and self-deceiving postmodernist, is then freed, again both literally, in 

that he begins to travel extensively, and figuratively, in that he finds his voice. 

"Westward" ends with the plea to relax, a final paragraph punctuated by 

commercial jargon culminating in an exhortation:

Listen to the silence behind the engines' noise. Jesus, Sweets, 

listen. Hear it? It's a love song.

For whom?

You are loved. (373)

In these closing lines Wallace hints at the possibility of a literature that 

takes the avant la lettre Total Noise of a society addicted to consumption and uses 

it to find a new kind of silence, and a new kind of redemptive honesty. The explicit 

juxtaposition of this possibility with love reinforces this study’s contention that, 

for Wallace, love must be the driving force behind any communication. The 

sacrificial disposition that characterises this study’s definition of love is also linked 

with finality and death. In this regard, for metafiction and postmodernism, it is 

ultimately, obversely, the end that creates, or might create, a tentative beginning. 

In this idea, the later Wallace, the "postpostmodernist”, the champion of New 

Sincerity, is clearly visible.

"Gir l  W ith  Cu r io u s  H a i r "

In sharp contrast to the potentially redemptive closing pages of "Westward", which 

are also the closing pages of the collection Girl With Curious Hair, the title story of 

the collection is a portrait of a character in the final stages of postmodern 

disaffection, the epitome of Jameson's "waning of affect".'^^ The narrator, Sick 

Puppy, embodies the particular alienation that Jameson associated with late 

capitalism: the term  alienation, with its implications of a coherent subject in 

anguish, has been succeeded by a fragmented subject defined and motivated by

4 3  Jam eson, Po5tmorfern/5m, 16.
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commodity fetishism (Sick Puppy's obsession with his appearance, cars, clothing 

and particularly aftershave speak to this idea). Sick Puppy and his punkrocker 

friends are at a concert, and all, except for the narrator, have taken LSD made by 

one of their number. The story is relatively simple, but is interesting in the context 

of a consideration of Wallace's early style. Like most of the collection, it is 

imperfect; much of the imagery is clumsy and many of the gags repetitive or 

av\/kv^ard. The subtlety that would characterize much of his later work is largely 

absent, and the characters are rather more garish than his more memorable 

creations. Nonetheless, as Jennifer Levin pointed out in her 1989 review of the 

collection, "Wallace is such a bold writer that his failures can be almost as 

interesting as his successes”.'̂ '* Like "Westward”, which Levin counted among those 

failures, calling it "tiresome", "Girl With Curious Hair" shows the rough outline of 

much that would develop into the hallmarks of his more mature work. The 

distinguishing features of "Girl With Curious Hair” tha t merit attention in this 

context are the narrative voice that is used, and the tactic, clumsily used but 

decidedly present in this story, of using a seemingly unrelated surface narrative to 

bring out a sub-story, usually connected with the character's past. This was a 

favourite strategy of Wallace's, particularly in the short fiction, and where it is 

discussed in this study, it is referred to as skeletal narrative structure. "Girl With 

Curious Hair" is one of the earliest and clearest (though least refined) examples of 

this tactic in Wallace's career.

"Girl With Curious Hair'' is typical of Wallace's early work: somewhat more 

violent and crude in execution than the later -  though still distressing, more 

refined -  violent episodes in his fiction. Within the context of a consideration of 

Wallace's approach to communication, the most significant characteristic of this 

story is how he forces the reader to consider the narra to r as something more than 

the sociopath he initially seems. Wallace makes the  reader listen to the flat, 

affectless tones of a deeply unappealing character, but the story, while shocking, is 

not written only to shock. Talking about Bret Easton Ellis's work, Wallace said that 

its fault lies in its mere mimicry of "dark times, and stupid ones", but that great 

fiction should "find a way both to depict the times' darkness and to illuminate the

4 4  Jennifer Levin, "Love is a Federal Highway", review  o f Girl With Curious Hair, by David 
Foster Wallace, New York Times, 5 N ovem ber 1989, Books 
h ttp ://w w w .n y tim es .co m /b o o k s/9 7 /0 3 /1 6 /rev iew s/w a lla ce -r -g ir l.h tm l
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possibilities for being alive and human in it” [McCaffery, "Interview”, 131). Sick 

Puppy, then, a narrator who embodies the depthless commodity fetishism of late 

postmodernism, provides Wallace with a bleak background against which to light 

humanity. This humanity comes in the form of the eponymous girl, whose purity, 

symbolised by her fair hair, enchants the group of misfits; the Negro pianist and 

even the young Sick Puppy, who appears in flashbacks. By sharpening this contrast 

with the flat narration of depravities, Wallace subtly articulates the possibility of 

meaningful connection even with the most repulsive character.

In the essay "Sentimental Posthumanism”, Paul Giles takes issue with 

precisely this tendency in Wallace's writing. According to Giles, Wallace "sought to 

construct a more affective version of posthumanism, where the kind of flattened 

postmodern vistas familiar from the works of, say, Don DeLillo, are crossed with a 

more traditional investment in human emotion”.'̂  ̂ Wallace’s [post)humanism 

went beyond abstraction to encompass a passionate interest in humanity in all its 

messy imperfection, viewing it with a gaze that took account of the violent, 

deformed and disturbing. As Levin noted in her review, "his ability simply to 

describe is superb. And it is when he allows his observations to speak for 

themselves [...] that he is at his most effective. When showing rather than telling, 

Mr. Wallace allows his characters to function in both a symbolic and a living 

context”."̂  ̂ Wallace’s authorial presence is simultaneously nonjudgmental and 

profoundly compassionate, and although tha t presence is always distinctive, in his 

better work, it is never intrusive, but tender. However, Levin describes Wallace at 

his best as "tender and strong”.'̂  ̂ The strength to which she refers is the strength 

to show the ugly and the brutish along with the noble and the great, the ability to 

"include the transcendent as well as the maimed” in a style that "succeeds in 

restoring grandeur to fiction".^^ Part of this grandeur rests in stories like "Girl With 

Curious Hair”, in which an utterly repellent, sociopathic protagonist is treated with 

the same tender observation as the fragile and endearing teenage protagonist in 

"Forever Overhead”, from Wallace’s second collection. Brief Interviews with

45 Giles, "Sentimental Posthum anism ”, 330.
46  Levin, "Love is a Federal H ighway”.
47  Ibid.
48  Ibid.
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Hideous Men.^'^ Sick Puppy’s narrative is a violent, sociopathic one, pitted with 

episodes of horror, replete with sexual violence, sordid histories of drug and other 

abuse, physical attacks and bodily f u n c t i o n s . M u c h  of the crudity of these 

episodes would be refined out of Wallace’s writing by the time of Infinite Jest, 

although the thrust of the episodes would be no less chilling. In light of this, it is 

interesting to approach "Girl With Curious Hair”, and indeed Mark Nechtr’s 

peculiarly bloodthirsty fictional output in "Westward" as the blueprints or practice 

runs for Wallace's later engagement with the human body.

Notwithstanding the comparative grotesquerie of the plot in "Girl With 

Curious Hair”, the story does not have the stomach-churning effect of a Chuck 

Palahnuik work. It bloodiness is not the visceral gore of a Fight Club, nor do its 

bodily functions and mishaps echo the gut-punching awfulness of "Guts”. Neither, 

despite its sociopathic protagonist, does the narrative fall into the bathetic trap  of 

a Bret Easton Ellis setup, in fact, the bodily aspect of the violence is at once dulled 

and heightened by the detachment with which its narrator views it. This effect 

results from the language Wallace has his narrator use, which further reinforces 

the Jamesoniam sense of fragmentation. Sick Puppy is a Young Republican, an 

embryonic corporate lawyer from military royalty and commercial money. As 

such, he tells us, his appearance is clean cut and appealing, looking younger than 

his twenty-nine years. His dress is what would be termed 'preppy’: expensive, 

tailored, wealthy corporate uniform. His language, however, is stilted, swinging 

from register to register, making peculiar use of emphasis and slang, conveying the 

overall impression of someone who does not speak English very well. He does not 

seem to lack intelligence, but his language production and relationship to time are 

profoundly strange, both indicative of sub-par social skills. In this way, he also 

looks forward to Hal in Infinite Jest.

Recalling the past. Sick Puppy says, affects him the way narcotics affect 

other people. He speaks disaffectedly, or rather, without affect, to the point of

49 This rare combination, which might be termed 'unflinchingly tender’, is what gives a story 
like "Brief Interview # 2 0 ” its great power. In that story, also from Brief Interviews with Hideous Mer\, 
and which will be discussed in detail later in this chapter, Wallace accords the same interest to the 
situation of a psychopathic sexual predator as to that of his victim, whose story is being told.
50 Sick Puppy’s occasional reference to himself as "yours truly” [GWCH, 69, 71, 73), which 
occurs as he loses his temper and becomes even more dissociated from the situation, combined 
with the general thrust of the narrative, looks forward to some extent to the character of yrstruly in 
Infinite Jest, as earlier suggested (Chapter Three, footnote 11],
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psychopathic or autistic lack of em pathy, yet apparen tly  functions well in m ore  

than  one social group, no tw ithstand ing  his peculiar idiolect. He is, in o ther  words, 

a m orass of contrad ic tory  information, the quintessentia l p roduct of a 

paradoxically over-involved and hyper-isola ted  late tw en tie th -cen tu ry  society.

W hat m ost accounts for this ja rr ing  discord be tw een  style and substance is 

the na rra to r 's  p rim ary  register. As suggested above, the  p ro tagonis t’s monologue -  

the  s to ry  is n a rra ted  in the first person  -  reads  like som eone for w hom  English is 

no t his first language. More specifically, the  argot th a t  pervades  Sick Puppy's 

narra tive  is ou tda ted  and  odd in its emphasis. For a person  w hose  social group 

appea rs  mostly to consist of profane punk-rockers. Sick Puppy's m annerism s are  

archaic, for example "I very much enjoy seeing Negroes perform  in all areas of the 

perform ing arts. I feel they  are  a ta len ted  and delightful race, w ho are  often very 

entertaining", or "Gimlet is a bisexual w ho is keen as anything on oral sex" {GWCH, 

55-6). These sen tences  both  occur w ithin  the  opening paragraph  of the  story, and 

both contain the sam e elem ents th a t  characterize the  particular creepiness of the 

narrative. In the first case. Sick Puppy is expressing a decidedly unsavoury  racial 

outlook, which he follows w ith  the  opinion th a t  "close up they  [Negroes] 

frequently  smell unp leasan t” (55). The cognitive d issonance caused by the w ide 

d is tance be tw een  though t and articula tion is a useful example of Wallace's use of 

irony: Sick Puppy's m anner  is deeply ironic, considering the na tu re  of his speech. 

However, as in the  case of Wallace’s use of metafiction, the irony does not exist for 

its own sake alone. Linda Hutcheon points to irony in he r  articulation of the "initial 

concern" of pos tm odern ism  "to de-naturalize  some of the  dom inan t features of our 

w ay of life".^^ This is a useful po in t from which to discuss Wallace’s use of the 

m ode here; in the  late tw en tie th  century, and in its art, sexuality has becom e 

m undane. As Eagleton points out, this "trivialisation of sexuality is especially 

ironic’’,52 because, having been  recognised as a fit subject for s tudy  and  discussion, 

it has lost its pow er to shock. Wallace’s ironic t rea tm e n t  of the  subject by 

m ediating it th rough Sick Puppy’s quasi-nostalgic m ode of expression re-distances 

sexual depravity  from the  realm  of the  m undane. In o ther  words, Wallace takes an 

existing, exhausted irony -  sexuality’s loss of subversive pow er -  and re-energises

51 Hutcheon, The Politics o f Postmodernism, 2.
52 Terry Eagleton, After Theory [London: Penguin, 2003] 3.
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i t  by deploying a decentred nostalgia as a second layer of ironic reference. Thus, 

the irony Wallace uses is both underscored and undermined by its own 

conventions. Elsewhere, Wallace sim ilarly subverts -  or rather re-ironises -  the 

normative irony (irony that involves the reader in "amiable communities”, as 

Booth put it)^3 of postmodernism's debased sexual language by distancing its 

delivery and employing a deadpan narrative tone, in "Brief Interview #20”. in that 

story, the vocalisation is accompanied by the ironic re-objectification of the rape 

victim  by the man who claims to love her, a humourless but powerful polarising 

irony that conforms more to Handwerk's definition of ethical irony than to the self- 

mocking tone of much postmodernist irony, including some of Wallace’s own 

ironic metafiction.

In essence, the repugnance of Sick Puppy's attitude is slightly distanced by 

the manner in which it is expressed, which has the effect of amplification-by-delay. 

The discord between what is said and what is intended renders the apprehension 

o f meaning more powerful because the process of interpretation is not 

instantaneous; thus the narrative impact is doubled because the linguistic 

involvement o f the reader is two-fold, in the second instance above, while the 

im port of the sentence is not offensive, the expression and the material im port of 

the phrase are tonally oppositional: the idiomatic couching -  "keen as anything" 

{^GWCH, 56) -  is more frequently associated w ith  the innocent 'gee-whiz' kind of 

narrative that steers clear, at least superficially, of such ideas. Such outmoded 

language is usually either nostalgic or ironic; here it is a combination of the two 

whose effect can comfortable be termed neither. It is language that could be used 

for double-entendre -  indeed much tongue-in-cheek comedy is based on such 

interpretive layering -  but the double-entendre depends for its comedy on never 

slipping into the language of the intended meaning. In the case o f "Girl W ith 

Curious Hair" the comic potential is replaced by a sense of instability and 

unpredictability that can be ascribed to the difference in register between the 

innocuous, almost childish, phrase "keen as anything" and the explicit adult 

sexuality of "bisexual" and "oral sex”. By re-ironising the already exhaustively 

ironised, Wallace urges a consideration o f the ironic modes that have come to 

seem inescapable, i f  not actually natural.

53 Booth, A Rhetoric o f Irony, 28.
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This tonal slippage continues th roughou t the  narrative, accom panied by a 

high incidence of seem ingly  ex traneous detail. More im portantly, the  s truc tu re  of 

the  sen tences -  which is s trik ing -  contributes to the  disconcertingly deadpan  tone 

of the  overall narrative. Long sentences  pervade the  narrative, a tendency  for 

which Wallace is no ted  in all areas of his writing. However, even the  sh o r te r  

sen tences in "Girl With Curious Hair" are  s trangely  structured . Consider, for 

example, the  following com paratively  brief  sentence: “I cannot becom e high from 

ingesting drugs, and all m y friends w ho are  punkrockers  find this very fascinating 

and a lot of fun.” [GWCH, 58) As well as the instability of reg is ter created by the 

tonal d isparity  be tw een  the  slang "high" and the formal "ingesting", the  s truc tu re  

of the sen tence is notable. The la tte r  half of the  sentence in particu lar is 

rem arkab le  for its clumsiness; while it is gramm atically  unexceptionable, it suffers 

from a so r t  of sub-intellectual pleonasm, causing a fairly s tandard  s ta tem en t to 

becom e difficult to read. It is tem pting  to account for this structura l anom aly by 

pointing to the generally  uncom fortab le  narra tive  style of the protagonist, a m ere  

gestu re  to reinforce the  sense of oddness and discom fort occasioned by Sick 

Puppy’s peculiarity of articulation. However, w ith Wallace, it is unw ise to assum e 

th a t  any feature is incidental. Besides contributing to a coheren t im pression of Sick 

Puppy’s voice, the  unse tt led  s truc tu re  of this and o the r  sen tences force the read e r  

to take tim e over the  w ords. Since fluency is com prom ised  by unconventional 

structure , in te rp re ta t ion  is drastically slowed. Again, this is a tactic th a t  would 

appear  th ro u g h o u t W allace’s writing, and is particularly  evident because 

com paratively unrefined  so early  in his career. A com parable  la ter  story, 

"Philosophy and the  M irror of Nature" [Oblivion), contains m any of the  sam e 

features as "Girl With Curious Hair": a pathologically aw kw ard  charac ter  w hose  

(probably  flawed) percep tion  of his intellectual p row ess  overtakes any 

consciousness of social ineptitude; a decidedly unorthodox  m ode of expression; an 

incident from the  pas t  th a t  p ro trudes  through the  narra tive  against its n a r ra to r ’s 

will. Many of the  n arra t ive  s trategies th a t  go to m ake up "Girl With Curious Hair" 

a re  also visible in "Philosophy and the  M irror of Nature", bu t  in a m ore advanced 

form, as the  discussion of th a t  s to ry  will show.

In "Girl With Curious Hair", the  tactic of slowing a re a d e r ’s progress  through 

the narra tive  is clumsy bu t effective. As would becom e s tandard  practice for
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Wallace, much of the salient detail of a protagonist/narrator’s life and character is 

exposed not by the events of the p lot at hand, but by means of the short sentences 

and asides that punctuate the narratives. Sick Puppy typically reveals himself to be 

incapable of picking up social cues by his interpretation of circumstances. For 

example, when other members of the audience of the concert at which the surface 

narrative’s action unfolds avoid the obviously volatile group, Sick Puppy imputes 

approval and generosity to the ir avoidance: "The other crowds coming to see Keith 

Jarrett’s concert were in approval of our bunch’s happy go luckiness and gave us a 

generous amount of room and privacy in the Concert Hall’s spacious lobby” 

[GWCH, 57). This scene, among others, throws an unsettling light on the 

protagonist, making his awkward social interactions seem almost innocent, his 

friendships those of a child who has not yet developed a moral compass. However, 

the violence that characterizes the social interactions o f his friends, his sexual 

attachment to fire and the drug culture that surrounds him complicate this 

innocence, savagely undercutting the unformed, almost childish character that 

seems to emerge from such profound absence o f social awareness. The overall 

effect is a complex mesh of linguistic and interpretative challenges that does not 

afford the reader any certainty.

The tonal slippage and the processing delay for the reader caused by the 

unstable sentence structure combine to make "Girl W ith Curious Hair” 

linguistically distinctive. However, a distinctive style -  w hile  it  is one of the most 

noted features of Wallace’s w ork -  is not enough to make a successful story. As 

mentioned earlier, there is a second element at w ork here that is particular to 

Wallace’s short fiction: the unspoken or skeletal narrative. This strategy is 

complemented by Wallace’s creation of voices like Sick Puppy’s, which force the 

reader to take in the narrative more slowly. In the short sentences and asides that 

a careless reader can often miss in a less stilted narrative, Wallace provides 

glimpses of another narrative at w ork below the surface, one that is exerting a 

current influence on the protagonist, though one they would rather not reveal. 

Raymond Carver, whom Wallace referenced as a model in his interview w ith  

McCaffery, suggested in his essay "On W riting” that the short story begins w ith
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"first the ghmpse''.^'^ Moreover, this idea of the  ghm pse is one Carver took from V.S. 

Pritchett, w ho called the  sho rt  s tory  "som ething glimpsed [...] in passing''.^^ 

Wallace’s m ode of revelation seem s to conform to this definition, and  perhaps even 

push the limit of its in tended  meaning. In the  case of "Girl With Curious Hair", the 

sub-narra tive  is revealed in a ra th e r  contrived scene, in v^hich Sick Puppy is 

contem plating Cheese's assertion  th a t  he "was unable  to conceptualize a Sick 

Puppy such as myself, and [...] tha t he also did not u nders tand  the  happ iness  tha t 

w as exuded by me at virtually all m om ents" [GWCH, 70). Sick Puppy then  

internally  grapples w ith  this question th a t  has "stymied" him (71), recalling two 

incidents in his pas t  th a t  "historically have ever m ade [him] unhappy  and gotten 

[him] dow n in the  dum ps" (71]. The first is "the time in college a t  Brown 

University" (71) w h e re  he a t tem p ted  to enlist in the military bu t "the Recruiting 

Officer m ade us take a dum b personality  te s t  and  1 flunked and la ter  w hen  I w en t 

back to politely complain they gave me ano th e r  te s t  and said I flunked it, as well, 

and then  m ade me speak to a Dr.” (71). This m em ory  s tresses  Sick Puppy’s 

alienation from social norms, indicating th a t  his affectless dem ean o u r  is no t a 

recen t development, or one th a t  he is sufficiently aw are  of to consider a problem. 

In this he contrasts  sharp ly  with Hal Incandenza’s struggle for a normal 

dem eanour.

The second m em ory  is m ore in teresting  to an exploration of the  skeletal 

narra tive  stra tegy  and  its im portance to this study: Sick Puppy recalls an incident 

from his childhood, w here  he and his eight-year-old s is ter find po rnography  in his 

b ro th e r ’s room and he a t tem pts  to mimic w h a t he sees with his sister, which 

ra th e r  unsurpris ingly  "failed to make m y s is ter happy" [GWCH, 72). This, it is 

implied, is Sick Puppy’s first encoun ter  w ith  his own sexuality, and  the  episode 

ends as follows: "my father en tered  the  room  w hen she [the sister] called him and 

saw  us committing a sexual act and he took  m e dow n into his w orkshop  by our 

playroom  in our h o m e’s basem en t and b u rn ed  my penis w ith  his gold lighter" (72). 

It is clear tha t this episode has profoundly  affected Sick Puppy’s sociosexual 

development, and m ay well account for his dissociative behaviour and sexual 

fetishes. He is sexually excited only by oral sex and  burning, bo th  of which are

54 Raymond Carver, "On Writing", in May, The New Short Story Theories, 273.
55 Ibid., 277.
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easily interpreted as a response to his early experience. Intercourse is unpleasant 

to his partner and is abruptly interrupted before climax. Therefore it is not 

sexually gratifying to him either directly or indirectly. The immediate punishment, 

however, is administered while he is still excited and thus becomes associated 

with sexual release in his mind. It is particularly interesting to note that, while his 

friends are freely and frequently violent, the adult Sick Puppy displays very little in 

the way of violent tendencies. Although his sexual appetites are twisted and 

sadistic in themselves, he repeatedly avers that they are consensual. His accounts 

of his sexual activity strongly suggest that he is unwilling to coerce a partner. His 

attachment to Gimlet is partially explicable by the fact that she "is not chicken” 

[72) and is willing to indulge both his fetishes. In other words, Gimlet and Sick 

Puppy connect because they have complementary sexual needs.

The revelation of Sick Puppy’s underlying trauma is, as earlier suggested, 

clumsy; particularly relative to a later story like "Philosophy and the Mirror of 

Nature" or "Oblivion", but it is this very clumsiness tha t makes it a useful 

illustration of the development of this skeletal strategy. This strategy is significant 

when considering Wallace's philosophy of communication primarily for its 

deepening of the narrator 's  character. The protrusion of the sub-narrative through 

Sick Puppy's present-day narrative throws into relief his disturbing relational 

style, providing the possibility of a reason behind his demeanour. As regards an 

investigation of the workings of philosophy, it is often through such structural 

strategies that Wallace explores the challenges of communication. On the one 

hand, the skeletal narrative allows Wallace to consider the ways in which it is 

possible to fail to engage with the world, as with Sick Puppy’s peculiar 

conversation style. On the other hand, the skeletal structure also shows how, even 

during a narrative of one's own construction, suppressed elements of one's 

identity or past can filter through. Skeletal narrative, then, allows for the 

exploration of two-fold obstacles to engaged communication, internal 

[demeanour) and external [trauma).

In the end, Wallace's short fiction explores the links between people, both 

within and across narrative boundaries. Sick Puppy, who is radically unengaged, 

presents a situation that violently divorces sexuality from love. Instances of sexual 

violence in Wallace's writing are remarkably numerous, while instances of loving,
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functional sexual relationships are few. This violent desexualisation of love places 

love on a Platonic level: love is intimate but not physical, and as such can be used 

to describe any voluntary connection betw^een minds. In the McCaffery interview^, 

Wallace describes much of the purpose and duty of fiction as "to aggravate this 

sense of entrapm ent and loneliness and death in people” (McCaffery, "Intervievi^”, 

136], in other words to bring about a connection, or at least the possibility of 

connection, between human beings. Interestingly, for Wallace, this duty seems to 

apply not just to his readers, but also to his characters. He objects, in the same 

interview, to writers who “adopt this sort of flat, neutral transformation of people 

and events into fiction without bothering to make the effort of refocusing their 

imaginations on the people who still exist underneath these transformations” 

[132). In an age of misery and confusion "maybe half of fiction's job is to dramatize 

what it is that makes it tough [to be a real human being]. The other half is to 

dramatize the fact that we still are human beings, now. Or can be.” (131). Love, the 

ability and willingness to connect with an other self, is central to this ambition.

T h e  M i d d l e  P e r io d :  B r i e f  In t e r v i e w s  W i t h  H i d e o u s  M e n

Love -  in its various forms -  is the primary consideration of the titular interviews 

in Wallace’s second collection. Brief Interviews with Hideous Men. In fact, in an 

interview with Michael Silverblatt, Wallace said that Brief Interviews was 

fundamentally about loneliness, as was everything he wrote.^^ In the context of the 

definition of love given in this thesis -  the drive to connect -  loneliness is simply 

another facet of the same struggle, the isolation that opposes the engagement 

Wallace sought after. In the world he was writing about, however, love is a messy 

and complex topic. As Christoforous Diakoulakis points out in his reading of Brief 

Interview #20, "every ‘I love you' is surely pornographic [...] ‘Love’ is nothing but a 

fabrication, a figure, an invention if you will: it is a story -  un tru th”.^̂  This 

postmodern mistrust of love, one of the "untrendy emotions" mentioned in "E 

Unibus Pluram” accounts for some of the stranger stories that make up this second

56 David Foster W allace, "Bookw^orm", Interview  with Michael Silverblatt, KCRW,
3 August, 2000 http://w w w .kcrw .com /etc/program s/bw /bw 000803david foster Wallace.
57 Cristoforos Diakoulakis, "’Quote Unquote Love...A Type of Scotopia’: David Foster W allace’s 
Brief Interviews With Hideous Men", in Hering, Consider David Foster Wallace, 147.
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collection; rather than accepting and working with the burlesque, debased version 

of love permitted by the intellectual heritage of postmodernism, Wallace explores 

some of the darker, more secret parts of love, "because he knows it is only that, the 

recital of love, a story [...] which preserves its possibility".^^

Rather than try to bring authenticity back to a concept denuded of it by "a 

postmodern cynicism that self-righteously proclaims the end” of all such things,^^ 

Wallace finds another way of resisting apocalyptic postmodern anomie. As Jennifer 

Levin observed in her review of Girl With Curious Hair, Wallace is at his best when 

he allows his characters to speak for themselves: "when showing rather than 

telling, he is tender enough and strong enough not to shy away from love -  

w hether he’s attempting to define it, or [better yet) simply daring to expose it’’. °̂ 

In Brief interviews With Hideous Men, Wallace literalises the strategy, isolating the 

voices of the interviewees by muting their interlocutor, the female known only as

Q.

P o w e r  a n d  Sacrifice ; "Brief In t e r v ie w  #2 0 ”

A particularly striking example of both of these features is "Brief Interview #2 0 ”. 

The interview, as becomes clear over its course, takes place in a bar, where the 

interviewee is explaining to Q that he only came to love the woman in question 

after she related the story of her violent rape and near-death at the hands of a 

psychotic sexual predator. In a sense, the story narratively mirrors its own plot: it 

is by means of the narration of a "quote-unquote love” [BI, 263) story [albeit 

encompassing a twisted and disturbing vision of love) that the meaning of love can 

be divorced from its invocation of "the most w orn down of stereotypes” and 

released from ironic abasement.^i The narrator, unnamed in the story, although he 

mentions the name Eric at one point, is hostile to Q, and pompous in his 

mannerisms, as well as ra ther dismissive of the woman he claims to have loved. 

This woman, "what one might call a quote Granola Cruncher", {Bl, 245) is revealed 

to have related the story to Eric after he picked her up at a folk music festival. He in

58 Ibid.
59 Ibid.
60 Levin, "Love is a Federal Highw^ay”.
61 Roland Barthes, 4̂ Lover’s Discourse: Fragments, (London; Cape, 1979} 151.
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turn relates it to Q in a tone of deep self-consciousness, dropping in quotes of her 

words at frequent intervals.

Love and connection become loci of power in this story in a way that 

reflects tellingly on Wallace’s linking of fiction with love. In this case, the power 

relations are quite starkly mediated by gender. Told from the point of view of the 

man, this story is striking for the silence of two of the three central characters, the 

woman the story is about, and the woman the story is for. Furthermore, the 

'Granola Cruncher' is silenced in two ways, both by the narrator and by her 

assailant. However, as the narrative progresses, the narrator begins to lose control: 

on the one hand, he begins to respond more directly and emotionally to Q's unseen 

questions, his coherent narration ultimately devolving into the misogynistic rant 

that closes the interview. On the other hand, the ‘Granola Cruncher', muted in both 

his narrative and hers, which he has appropriated for his own purposes, begins to 

reappropriate her story by means of infiltrating his voice, so that his narration is 

full of her language. This apparently passive appropriation of power is savagely 

mirrored in the story of her rape, where she "determines that her only chance of 

surviving this encounter is to establish a quote connection with the quote soul of 

the sexual psychopath" [BI, 256]. Exercising great power of will, she duly does so, 

ultimately going beyond submission to self-offering, robbing the act, and so the 

agent, of power. In the end, although she is technically raped, the Granola Cruncher 

finds herself with the upper hand, realizing that "her focus and connection were 

inflicting far more pain on the psychotic than he ever could have inflicted on her" 

(266].

The Granola Cruncher's appropriation of her would-be rapist's deed reads 

as a convincing parallel for much of the less graphic power play in Wallace's other 

work, where many of Wallace’s other mute women subvert the power of the 

narratively articulate men who would control their stories by seizing the very 

voices of the men. This occurs in one of Wallace’s later stories, "Oblivion", forcing 

their stories out through appropriated voices. We see this in "#20", as Eric 

increasingly peppers his speech with the exact words of the Granola Cruncher. The 

same pattern is visible in the relationship between Lenore and Rick in The Broom 

o f the System, where Rick tries to establish his centrality in Lenore’s narrative but 

ends up quoting her words and reducing himself to caricature. That pattern is
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importantly absent from Lenore’s later, better relationship with Andrew Lang, 

discussed in Chapter One, who has no desire to mould her vocabulary and, unlike 

Rick, does not a ttem pt to appropriate Lenore’s name by repetition. Similarly, in 

Infinite Jest, Avril’s obsession with language is often referred to by other 

characters, like her sons, who regularly quote or paraphrase her opinions about 

language. It is important to note that, while power is explored in these instances 

within the confines of a gender division, but in light of the fiction/love connection, 

these findings are broadly applicable to Wallace’s philosophy generally. While 

Wallace’s treatm ent of gender and language merits investigation, there is a 

broader significance to the multiple connections of love [of various kinds], 

language and power in the context of Wallace’s philosophy of communication. In 

view of this, "Brief Interview #20” becomes one of the most important of Wallace’s 

short stories not merely for its significance to a political or feminist exploration of 

his work but also for its illumination of his approach to language.

Diakoulakis, in his essay on the story, questions the central connection of 

the story, repudiating the idea of a genuine connection between souls. However, he 

does recognise that the outcome of the story -  namely the girl’s survival of the 

attack and her assailant’s emotional breakdown and flight -  complicates this 

question in several ways. In terms of "what did really happen" it seems on the one 

hand that the story’s end, the irreducible fact of her escape, makes it "irrelevant 

how one describes, names or explains it”.^̂  ^n d  yet, on the other hand, he offers 

the Derridean definition of love from S a u fle  Nonr. "this infinite renunciation that 

somehow surrenders to the impossible".^^ As a definition of love, it is strikingly 

like the act of the girl in respect of her rapist. This infinite renunciation also evokes 

Julia Kristeva’s description of the Abject, a discussion that includes specific 

reference to rape. The girl’s abjection of her self, her total submission to her 

attacker, falls neatly under Derrida’s image of love that surrenders (in the French, 

"se rendre", literally "gives itself') to the impossible. It is in this very abjection or 

renunciation of the self, however, tha t the power lies: as she abjects her 

subjectivity, renouncing her very identity and giving herself wholly to the 

impossible Other, she robs that Other of its object, which is the domination of her

62 Diakoulakis, "’Quote Unquote Love... A Type of Scotopia”', 150.
63 Derrida, On the Name, trans. David W ood, ed. Thom as Dutoit (Stanford: Stanford University  
Press, 1995] 74.
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now buried self. As such, Derrida's definition of love as abject renunciation of the 

self appropriately contains the seeds of its own opposite. By refusing to fight, to 

submit to the traditional dynamic of the crime of rape, the girl actually negates the 

power struggle inherent in such a dynamic. Paradoxically, by thus apparently 

totally rejecting power, she actually appropriates it. By this estimation, then, 

Derrida’s definition of love is more complex than Diakoulakis' assessment 

suggests: love is not mere submission but also a subversion of power dynamics, 

the appropriation of power by virtue o f its rejection. The repudiation of identity, 

under these circumstances, becomes its most irrefutable confirmation.

Diakoulakis uses Derrida’s description of love to explore the use of naming 

in this story, as always a significant element in Wallace’s writing. Firstly, it is worth 

reiterating that we know the names of neither the interviewer (Q.) nor the girl 

[‘the Granola Cruncher’). The narrator mentions, late in the narrative how her 

name became a source of fascination: "1 kept saying her name and she would ask 

What? and I’d say her name again” [BI, 270). Diakoulakis views this obsessive 

repetition as positive, seeing in it a recognition that love is possible, an effort to 

overcome the singularity of the other by naming, imbuing her name with awe, the 

tender act of a lover. However -  especially given that the repetition itself 

reinforces the narrator’s position of privilege, because only the narrator knows her 

name -  this reading seems hollow. In view of the power play at work in the story 

as a whole -  the background story of the rape, Eric’s fixation on knowing the girl, 

on keeping her with him, saying "can you see why there’s no way 1 could let her 

just go away after this?” (270) -  the act of naming takes on a much more sinister 

aspect. Rather than symbolizing tenderness, Eric’s naming seems more like an 

attempt to possess the girl, to establish dominion over her in a more complete way 

even than her attacker. In this context, his naming seems rather aggressive than 

amorous. Far from empowering his lover by naming her, Eric is seeking to control 

her by possessing her. The problematic desire to possess and circumscribe female 

characters recurs in a number of Wallace's works, notably, as discussed earlier, in 

The Broom o f the System, in which acts of nomenclature are similarly significant, 

though perhaps more overtly symbolic than here.

The issue of naming arises close to the end of the narrative. The narrator 

provides his obsessive desire to keep and define the girl as evidence of his love for
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her. This is another instance of the impHcit connection o f language, love and 

power: by naming the girl, he seeks to master her identity, as i f  naming becomes 

knowing. His desire o f mastery is a combination of love and fear; he has been 

moved, as he thinks, to love by her story, yet he fears subm itting to her influence. 

In this regard he m irrors her attacker, who, he suggests, "regards rape and murder 

as his only viable means o f establishing some kind of meaningful connection” {BI, 

258) and yet for whom this process "is the k ille r’s psychotically literal way of 

resolving the conflict between his need for connection and his te rro r of being in 

any way connected” (260), a construction strik ingly evocative of the sociopolitical 

conflict Wallace identifies in "Up, Simba!” . For the narrator, that act is not literal 

but figurative: the domination he seeks is not physical (literal) but nominal 

(linguistic), again linking power to language and both to love.

The complexity of the narrator’s attitude to the girl, the striking m ixture of 

adoration and contempt, also maps on to Wallace’s expression of the attitude o f a 

w rite r to his readers, the "love-hate syndrome of seduction” (McCaffery, 

"In terview ”, 130) that he saw as characteristic of much o f his generation’s fiction 

w riting. For Wallace, there was an inescapable paradox in the relationship 

between author and reader, and in "Brief Interview #20” that paradox is made 

manifest. The complex relationship between author and reader, in which the 

author depends on the reader’s approval as well as offering something potentially 

important, leads to what Wallace saw as "this desperate desire to please coupled 

w ith  a kind o f hostility to the reader” (130). It is not d ifficu lt to see this dynamic at 

play in the story, where the narrator despises the g irl’s lifestyle and outlook, yet 

finds himself almost obsessively in need of her approval and love. As a 

consequence, he attempts to master her, to prove his own superiority, in much the 

same way as Wallace described the tendency he saw in his own and others’ w ork 

to challenge the reader w ith  long sentences, too much data or the intentional 

frustrating o f expectations. When that does not work, and the narrator realizes 

that the power balance in the story has shifted to the girl, he loses his control over 

language altogether, transferring his rage to the other mute female character in an 

incoherent tirade. While this story is a useful starting point from which to explore 

Wallace’s approach to gender, it also has a more general significance for the way 

language is used. The transference of anger in the final paragraph equates the
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female characters in an interesting way, but also demonstrates the effect of a total 

loss of power on the linguistic control of the narrator, irrespective of gender. 

Besides its implications for reading gender construction in Wallace, this story 

shows a link between communication and power that is nowhere else as clear.

While "Brief Interview #20" is a story about successful communication on 

several levels, Wallace was equally concerned with the failure of communication 

and its consequences. Two stories from Brief Interviews With Hideous Men fall 

particularly into this category: "Suicide as a Sort of Present" and "The Depressed 

Person". These stories both deal with depression and suicide, and are stylistically 

similar, but approach similar issues from very different perspectives. Both are told 

in the third person, a comparatively unusual style for Wallace, whose stories 

tended to be written as monologues or (frequently one-sidedj conversations. The 

two stories also share one of the most remarked-upon hallmarks of Wallace's 

work: the extensive use of footnotes.

Lo v e  a n d  s e l f - l o a t h in g :

"Su ic id e  a s  a  S o r t  o f  P r e s e n t " a n d  "T h e  D e p r e s s e d  P e r s o n "

"Suicide as a Sort of Present" comes immediately before "Brief Interview #20" in 

the collection.^4 Just three pages long plus footnotes, the story is still not among 

the shortest in the collection, being roughly eight times as long as the shortest, but 

is among the most powerful. Structurally speaking, the story is among the least 

immediately challenging of Wallace’s short fiction; told in the third person, the 

story starts on a formally unthreatening note: "There once was a mother" [BI, 241). 

Combined with the title, such an opening seems clearly to foreshadow a standard 

narrative of parental self-sacrifice. The style is not wholly straightforward -  

Wallace's distinctive sentence structure and syntax are very much in evidence -  

but for a reader in the latter half of Brief Interviews With Hideous Men its 

comparative simplicity is remarkable. The narrative concerns a m other and child. 

The mother -  on whom, significantly, the story focuses -  is described as having 

"had a very hard time indeed, emotionally, inside" (241). Her self-image is

64  T he story  is a sh g h tly -ed ited  u p d ate  o f  "Self-Harm as a Sort o f  Offering", w h ich  a p p eared  in  
th e  M id A m erican  R eview , 18:2  (Spring 1 9 9 8 ].
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dominated by the "feehngs of self-loathing, terror, and despair that seemed to have 

been w ith  her always” (241). Her relationship w ith  her own parents is a source of 

shame to the mother: although her parents, we are told, were in no way harsh or 

cruel, she noticed the ir defects -  they were "low-income, physically imperfect, and 

not very bright" (242, footnote] -  and loathed herself more for having noticed such 

flaws. Interestingly, the relationship w ith  her parents is explored almost 

exclusively through footnotes, which themselves punctuate the text at odd points, 

tangential and thus striking. For example, the footnote in which the mother-as- 

child’s appraisal of her parents' flaws is discussed is a footnote for the following 

sentence: "Her expectations o f herself were of utter perfection, and each time she 

fell short of perfection she was filled w ith  and unbearable plunging despair that 

threatened to shatter her like a cheap m irro r" [242). The mother-as-a-child’s 

complex and despairing self-relation becomes central to her identity: "she took an 

almost abject pride in her mercilessness towards herself’ [242). This last feature, 

noted offhandedly in a brie f sentence at the end o f a paragraph, is very important. 

The complex recursivity o f the cycle of self-loathing at w ork in the young mother 

appears more than once in Wallace’s protagonists. The struggle to achieve 

perfection, and more significantly, approval, followed by a repudiation of the 

desire for perfection and approval leading to self-loathing which in turn 

strengthens the need for perfection and approval is a cycle that is explicitly 

revisited by the narrator of "Good Old Neon", in Oblivion, as well as form ing an 

im plic it part of several o f the titu la r interviewees. Of particular note, this cycle 

once again m irrors and exaggerates Wallace’s sketch o f the author/reader 

dynamic of desire and repudiation seen in "Up, Simba!", here sketched on a much 

more personal level.

The young woman grows up and has a child. No mention is made of a 

partner, and while it  is told in the third-person, the narrative is lim ited to the 

horrific  internal life of the mother. Her relationship w ith  her child is even more 

complexly horrible than her relationship w ith  her parents because of the 

overwhelming pressure she feels to love the child, even though "every time the 

child fell short, her natural inclination was to loathe it" [5/, 242). As a mother, 

however, that instinct is overruled by the fact that, as the narrator points out, "no 

good mother can loathe her child ’’ (243). Consequently, whenever her natural
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tendency to loathe imperfection bodies forth in relation to her child, the mother is 

"instantly plunged into such a chasm of self-recrimination and despair tha t she felt 

it just could not be borne” [243]. The stage is set for the reader to build a 

prem ature interpretation of the title. The contrast between the mother's 

"impeccable” outward behaviour and internal turmoil continues to grow, while her 

child grows to love her "more than all the other things in the world put together" 

(243).

The final paragraph of the story, just seven lines long, is the dramatic locus 

of the narrative. Typically, for Wallace, notwithstanding his renowned prolixity, it 

is the shorter sentences tha t contribute much of the dramatic heft. Easily 

overlooked for their brevity, the majority of Wallace's revelatory moments are 

surprisingly concise.^^ The two most important sentences in the story are the last 

two: "She could not, of course, express any of this. And so the son -  desperate, as 

are all children, to repay the perfect love we may expect only of mothers -  

expressed it all for her." {BI, 244]

The sudden inversion of the expected outcome of the story^^ allows little 

time for consideration of the philosophical implications of such a reversal. 

Wallace’s atypical use of a standard narrative form and excessive deployment of the 

soothing comma force a calm reading of the narrative, further boosting the shock 

value of the final lines. The combination of structural departure and narrative 

surprise divert attention from the actual focus of the story: the mother. In light of 

the ending, the opening line loses its lustre of parental sacrifice and is recast as a 

shift not in circumstance but in identity. Following her son's suicide, the woman is 

no longer a mother. Such a reappraisal sets the rest of the narrative up for a 

reinterpretation that does its protagonist no favours. Rather than eliciting 

sympathy for her terrible internal battle, as the mother may do on the first reading, 

the story now becomes about a damaging and ultimately fatal failure to 

communicate. The mother's inability to communicate her internal turmoil begins to

65 A particularly stark instance o f this occurs in "Incarnations of Burned Children", the 
shortest p iece in Oblivion, in w hich the narrative unfolds over tw ô and a half pages o f long and 
largely unpunctuated sentences, giving m om entum  to the narrative that borders on inertia. The 
reader is suddenly brought up short sixteen  lines from the end by the devastatingly brief "If you’ve 
never w^ept and w ant to, have a child” [Oblivion, 116).
66 Ironically, this ending fits into one of the categories of authorial behaviour Wallace 
m entioned w hen d iscussing hostility  to his readers: "devoting a lot of energy to creating  
expectations and then taking p leasure in disappointing them" (McCaffery, "Interview", 130).
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appear selfish and shallow; ironically, the reader comes to share her terrible 

opinion of herself. The tactic of sudden reversal, as it is employed here, also mirrors 

the suddenness of the son’s act, highlighting the absence of any real relationship. 

The mother’s worry about how she should behave in the eyes of others becomes 

paramount, colouring her relationship with the child. The sentence "No good 

mother can loathe her child” is a good example of this colouring: on the first 

reading, this sentence implies that the woman was a good mother and as such 

naturally loved her child. However, in light of the ending, the word 'can’ reads not 

as a fact but as an imperative: it is not the case that the woman instinctively loves 

her child, but rather that she knows that to be a good mother, she must love her 

child. Her consequent charade of love leads to her child’s adulation of her and so his 

own, finally ruinous self-loathing. The mother’s failure to admit of failure in herself 

becomes the ultimate failure of her son, a damaged and imperfect child whose 

mother’s outward perfection cruelly highlights his own flaws.

The slight distancing of the third-person narrative allows a cold, clinical tone 

to prevail. The woman is given no name or identity except either "mother-to-be” or 

"mother”. Her child is given no identity at all, remaining ungendered until the final 

page. This clinical tone and absence of identity further highlights the absence of 

meaningful communication, the deception on one side rendering all communication 

false, and more than false, destructive. The self-absorption of the protagonist is 

underscored by these tactics: her essential humanity is given over to selfish 

considerations, the inherently nurturing dynamic of the mother-child relationship 

interrupted by a concern for appearances. The negative light in which the former- 

mother comes to be seen reflects a marked commonality in Wallace’s treatment of 

such internally conflicted characters. The above narrative strategies -  the clinical, 

almost sardonic tone and particularly the refusal to name the protagonists -  are 

traits shared with another story in the collection that deals with depression and 

internal struggle, "The Depressed Person". The self-pity that characterizes both 

protagonists more even than their self-loathing is treated with a detachment by the 

narrator that allows its real horror to speak for itself, rather than forcing an 

interpretation by heavy-handed narrative direction. Both protagonists damage 

those around them without noticing it, as the suddenness of the suicide in the 

former story attests.
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"The Depressed Person" is significantly longer than  "Suicide as a Sort of 

P resen t”. Fifth or sixth in the  collection, depending  on the  s ta tus  of "A Radically 

Condensed History of Postindustrial Life" as story  or ap o s tro p h e  (it appea rs  on 

page 0 of the collection), the  s tory  opens starkly: "The dep ressed  person  w as in 

te rr ib le  and unceasing em otional pain, and the impossibility of sharing  or 

articulating this pain w as itself a com ponen t of the pain and a contributing  factor in 

its essential horror" (5/, 31). The pro tagonis t of this s to ry  is m ore  im m ediately  

distasteful than  the  m o th e r  in "Suicide as a Sort of Present", p rim arily  because he r  

particu lar internal conflict does not m anifest itself in th e  sam e in tense desire  to 

please others. The pain of the Depressed Person, as she is uniform ly referred  to, 

consum es and blinds her, and he r  inability to express h e r  pain forms the  basis of all 

h e r  communications. The s tory  is an u tterly  scathing account of the  solipsism 

a t ten d an t on depression. The story 's  focus is the com pulsion of "the depressed  

person" to constantly  unburden , to share, reveal, confess. Structurally, it epitomises 

Wallace's m id-career style, w ith  long sentences and extensive, m eandering  

footnotes. The style is clinical, free of moral direction. The deadpan  narra t ion  

reveals a self-obsessed neurotic  w ho leans parasitically on he r  "Support System", 

w om en  from her  school and college days -  they are  never called friends -  calling 

them  th ree  and four tim es in a night to "process this g rief  and loss and find some 

w ay to survive" [BI, 48-9) subsequen t to the  death due to "accidental" overdose of 

he r  therapist. This death  and ano th e r  Supporte r’s serious illness a re  only fleetingly 

alluded to, highlighting the  blind self-absorption of the  central character. The case 

of the  th e ra p is t’s death  is one of few openly directive in terven tions  by the  narra tor: 

"only a person  in very  deep denial indeed could fail to see [that he r  death] m us t 

have been, on som e level, intentional" (43). The depressed  p e rso n ’s response  to he r  

th e ra p is t’s death, again, is wholly self-centred: "on top  of the  shattering  

abandonm ent-issues  it b rough t up, the  th e ra p is t’s unexpected  death  also could not 

have occurred a t a w orse  tim e from the  perspective of the  d ep ressed  pe rso n ’s 

journey  tow ards  inner health" (43). As in "Suicide as a Sort of Present", details of 

the  lives of those upon  w hom  the  depressed  person d epends  a re  relegated a lm ost 

entirely to footnotes, except for the  details th a t  perta in  to  the  depressed  person  in 

som e way.
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It is tempting, of course, in light of Wallace's suicide and history of 

depression, to read these stories, among the many that deal with depression and 

suicide, as somehow ominous or diagnostic. Such efforts at forensic reading, 

however, frustrate criticism and limit interpretation. Further, they do not 

contribute anything to the aims of the present study, and as such will be avoided. 

The [unresolved) question of w hether the depressed person is in fact depressed or 

merely (as seems more in keeping with her behaviour) pathologically needy is 

ultimately irrelevant here. What is significant in the context of this study is the way 

the protagonist relates (or fails to relate) to those around her. In stark contrast to 

the self-censorship of the mother in "Suicide as a Sort of Present", for whom hiding 

her misery is of paramount importance, the depressed person is compulsive in her 

attempts at communication, but her communication is utterly one-sided. The 

depressed person embodies the failure of communication, w here the tortured 

mother portrays its absence. The central point is that communication will not 

necessarily take place even where a speaker and a listener are present. There is a 

dynamic -  the reciprocity of conversation -  that is required to allow 

communication to take place, as distinct from mere expression, and is wholly 

absent in the depressed person. In terms of Wallace's vision of communication in 

fiction, the plight of the depressed person almost parodies unsuccessful writing, or 

writing in which what he called the "click" is absent (McCaffery, "Interview, 138). 

In this case, there is no engagement: the dynamic process tha t characterizes 

Wallace's philosophy of communication, the point between launch and impact, fails 

to ignite. Such writing is unsuccessful not because it is not true  or valid or skilled, 

but because it does not allow a place for the reader. The hostility Wallace described 

in the McCaffery interview is not merely insulting to the reader but in fact harmful 

to writing. A guarded writer, who is conscious of the authorial self may make 

beautiful prose, but In Wallace’s conception of the purpose and possibility of 

writing, such prose is dead: "Once the first-person pronoun creeps into your 

agenda you're dead, art-wise” (McCaffery, "Interview", 135).

"The Depressed Person" embodies the deadening constancy of recursive, 

non-reciprocal dialogue. In other words, the depressed person is the figurative 

embodiment of hostile postmodernist writing: self-regarding, repetitive, draining 

and uninvolving. Such a reading accounts for the disdain with which the narrator
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plainly regards the protagonist in a way that a straight reading does not. The title, 

as ever, is misleading. The story is of course not about a depressed person as such, 

but about the protagonist’s conception of herself as such: the depressed person 

sees herself as unable to communicate her pain, and by her excessive efforts to 

communicate that inability to communicate, she succeeds in closing off the 

possibility of reciprocal communication and any real possibility of relating. Thus, in 

regarding herself as inescapably alone, she cuts off by excessive repetition those 

who might rupture her solitude, finally condemning herself to the solitude that she 

so fears, a malaise tha t could well be attributed to late postmodernism of the kind 

Wallace talked about. Paralyzing introspection combined with obsessive verbosity, 

two hallmarks of postmodernism, lead not to enlightenment or healing, but to trite 

responses. Where the dynamic processes of communication come under stress -  by 

force, by propaganda, by exhausted referentiality -  communication cannot take 

place. The deadening logorrhoea of failed communication is the endgame of late 

postmodernist literature, as envisaged by the cri-de-coeur "you must go on, I can’t 

go on. I’ll go on”,6̂  spoken by Beckett's anonymous narrator, enacted here by 

Wallace’s unappealing -  and fittingly unnamed -  protagonist.

M a t u r e  W r i t i n g s :  O b l i v i o n

Wallace’s final collection of short fiction, Oblivion, was published in 2004. As the 

title would suggest, the collection primarily focuses on the hidden, the forgotten 

and the repressed. The collection’s exploration of death, traum a and conflict can 

make for uncomfortable reading at times, but Oblivion is unarguably Wallace’s 

apotheosis as a short story writer. The stories are marked by many of the same 

tactics that characterized the earlier work, but those strategies are subtler and 

more refined. Oblivion is particularly remarkable for the development of Wallace’s 

mimetic narrative style, as well as for the skeletal narrative structure in evidence in 

earlier work, which comes to the fore in Oblivion, with its focus on the struggle 

between concealment and revelation. As in the earlier work, the characters in 

Oblivion struggle incessantly with language, and issues of linguistic control in the 

collection hark back to Wallace’s early engagement with Wittgenstein.

67 Samuel Beckett, The Unnamable (London: Faber 2010 ) 134
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C o l l a p s i n g  s t o r i e s : " P h i l o s o p h y  a n d  t h e  M i r r o r  o f  N a t u r e ”

One of the finest examples in Wallace’s work of the skeletal narrative structure is 

"Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature”. This story was published in McSweeney's 

Quarterly Concern in 1999, under the title "The Porousness of Certain Borders 

(VIII)”, a title that links it with three other stories, each with the same title but a 

different number. This change in title is of course significant to a reading of the 

story as a whole. Under the first title, the story appears (misleadingly) to be part of 

a series, which leaves the reader seeking outside the narrative for further 

information that is never forthcoming; far from being part of a series, this story has 

nothing in common with the other three save its title. The later title, by which the 

story is referred to throughout this study, "Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature”, 

evokes Rortian philosophy, taking its title from Rorty’s 1979 book of the same 

name. As mentioned in Chapter One, this book outlined Rorty’s challenge to the 

Aristotelian idea of the human mind as a mirror, reflecting the world as it truly is. 

In the case of Wallace’s story and in light of his philosophical background, the use 

of this title directs the reader to consider those elements of the narrative that are 

not reflective of the world as it is. Rorty rejects the theory of the mind as a mirror, 

positing instead that the "truth” of the world is constructed and agreed upon, and 

cannot be subjected to objective tests of veracity. A corollary of the Aristotelian 

mirror theory entails the possibility of judging the character of a person based on 

physical characteristics; in other words, the face is a mirror of the nature behind it. 

The central ideas implicit in these theories -  on the one hand that the mind is 

engaged more by obliquity than by directness, and on the other that the 

coincidence or disjunction of appearance and reality are material considerations in 

our approach to any narrative -  ground a reading of "Philosophy and the Mirror of 

Nature” that is inherently wary.

The reader's  wariness is further heightened by the opening of the story,

which begins in the middle of a sentence. The story appears to deal with the

cosmetic misfortunes of the narrator 's  mother. In this narrator, Wallace channels

the voice of a pseudo-intellectual loner of sinister aspect. He randomly italicises

phrases and misuses words, creating a distinctive and self-conscious voice,
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pompous, vaguely aggrieved and above all, controlled. It is clear from the outset 

that the narrator is nervous, hiding something, but the narrative does not offer 

many clues. The story initially appears to follow no plot trajectory and to include 

no events, but to concern the criminal negligence of plastic s u r g e o n s .T h e  sub

narrative, in which the actual story unfolds, emerges in unguarded moments and 

short sentences. Briefly, it transpires tha t the narrator is an avid arachnid-fancier 

and that a local boy fell through the roof into a literal nest of spiders, where it is 

implied that he received fatal injuries, resulting in the narra to r’s imprisonment. 

The apparently unintentional revelation renders the true story much more 

powerful than the direct narration of a series of unfortunate events, in keeping 

with the title. The first overt narrative reference to the sub-narrative takes place 

on the second page: "There also are the goggles and specially constructed gloves 

for field work, it is far from impossible to find specimens on a public bus even 

though surveys as yet have yielded no fruit" [Oblivion, 183). The sentence occurs, 

apparently irrelevantly, in the middle of a discussion of a bus journey to the office 

of a lawyer. From this point, there are more and more frequent references to the 

incident. The story emerges despite its narrator 's  obvious misgivings, punctuating 

another, innocuous story.

However, it is not as simple as mixing two plots together at random. A 

closer look at the narrative architecture of the story reveals an intricate weaving of 

the two narrative strata at work from early in the story. As noted, the story opens 

in the middle of a sentence, gesturing towards an ongoing monologue, alerting the 

reader to what is not said. Furthermore, the linguistic patterns in the opening 

paragraphs belie the prominence of the sub-narrative in the mind of the narrator: 

for example, the repeated use of arachnoid terminology like mandibular distension, 

species, specimen and habitat, all of which are used in the opening two pages in 

reference to the narrator and his mother, subtly prepares the reader’s mind for 

segue into the sub-narrative. Wallace’s use of linguistic patterning, perversely, 

makes the reader less inclined to catch the early, oblique references to the sub-

68 The narrator notes that following two botched operations, his mother looks like "Vivien 
Leigh in the shower in the 1960 classic of that name" (188) -  a mistaken reference to Psycho, which 
starred Janet Leigh. It is unlikely that Wallace, a self-confessed cinephile, would have made such a 
basic mistake; rather, it seem s more likely that the error is intended further to undermine the 
plausibility of the narrator, so subtly destabilising the narrative, making this another useful 
example of the use of error in Wallace's work
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narrative, because of the similar language used in both plot strata. Furthermore, 

references to the sub-narrative are almost uniformly structured as continuations 

of an earlier train of thought: "There also are” (183], "And nor did I have anything 

against the boy” (184) and so forth (emphases mine). This tendency heightens the 

sense that the reader is simply reading the continuation of some forgotten 

conversation, making the shift between strata marginally less disruptive to the 

narrative flow. Such a strategy, particularly combined with the use of first-person 

narration evokes Salinger's cautionary injunction tha t "the thing to listen for, every 

time, with a public confessor, is w hat he’s not confessing to".^^ Here and elsewhere, 

the false sense of confidence established by a first-person narration can trick a 

reader into complacency about a character’s motivations and honesty. The 

intimacy between the two plots that gives rise to the term "skeletal narrative”, 

which I have used to describe the narrative structure at play here and elsewhere 

(see definition in Chapter One): the two plots are as intimately connected as a body 

with its skeleton. The capacity of the sub-narrative to infiltrate the super-narrative 

mirrors the power struggle discussed in "Brief Interview #2 0 ”, with the added 

complexity of locating the conflict in a single consciousness, rather than dividing it 

between two competing identities.

The artful instability that pervades this story is visible in several -  indeed, 

most -  of the stories in Oblivion, including the title story, a sinister vignette of 

marriage and madness where nothing is what it seems, and where what is almost 

articulated is as important as w hat is actually said. The opening story of the 

collection, "Mister Squishy”, a deeply weird foray into the vicissitudes of the 

marketing industry, unravels with the elan of a creepy magic trick. Wallace makes 

intelligent use of industry jargon in this story, seducing the reader into the 

narrative by convincing them that they are privy to the underhand dealings of the 

protagonists, before suddenly, savagely shifting the ground. The closing story of 

this collection, "The Suffering Channel”, tells a quirky story of modern art that 

would push the bounds of credibility were it not for the like of Damien Hirst and 

his maritime escapades, bu t on careful reading reveals itself to be quietly 

interrogating some of the most pressing fears of an age of global conversation and

69 ).D. Salinger, Raise High the Roof Beam, Carpenters and Seymour: an introduction  (London:
Heinemann, 1963] 195.
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confrontation, a subtle and intricate story that shows Wallace at his most 

considered. Oblivion, then, is the collection in which Wallace mastered revelation 

by stealth in the form of this skeletal narrative structure, characterized by a dual 

plot structure, a jarring narrative style and intricate linguistic patterning.

Besides its usefulness as an example of skeletal narrative structure in 

Wallace’s work, "Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature” is also, interestingly, the 

point at which Wallace's philosophy visibly diverges from Rorty's doctrine of 

constructed truth. The story is marked by its narra tor’s singular narrative style, 

which, while unusual, is decidedly consistent. His vocabulary may be unorthodox, 

but it is unmistakably his. As discussed in Chapter One of this study, a Rortian 

interpretation of this fact entails the narra to r’s control over his narrative: a fully 

formed and coherent vocabulary implies control over language. However, while 

the narrator of this story is certainly in control of his vocabulary, he is equally 

certainly not in control of his narrative. The Rortian conception of truth as a social 

construction is useful up to a point, but control of vocabulary is not enough to 

counteract the outward pressure of concealment on an individual basis. In other 

words, there are layers to the language we use that may betray a truth we cannot 

evade or wholly deny. This narrative structure underscores the divergence of 

Wallace's thinking from Rorty's, in the sense that while interpretations may vary 

and be valid, there are certain truths that transcend the process of interpretation 

and narration. As regards the philosophy of communication under discussion here, 

the structure highlights the underlying (although limited) fixity that characterises 

Wallace's philosophy, limiting the profusion of otherwise potentially infinite 

avenues of interpretation. "Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature" might be read as 

an example of the failure of a refusal to engage, in the sense that the narrator 

demonstrates the opposite attitude to the "love" of this study's hypothesis, 

resulting in a stalled avenue of exchange where what he says and what a reader 

interprets are disconnected, thus offering a failure, albeit unconventional, of the 

communication under discussion here.

A similar dynamic plays out in a different way in "The Soul is Not a Smithy", 

whose title presents a challenge to Joyce’s vision of the malleable consciousness of 

an artist. This story channels the memory of a damaged child to recall the nervous 

breakdown of a troubled substitute teacher. More obviously than "Philosophy and
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the Mirror of Nature”, this narrative is constantly infiltrated by snatches of 

remembered dialogue and media language; the narra tor does not recall the events 

of the day with any clarity and as a consequence the story unfolds at an angle, with 

events mediated through the recalled childhood of the narrator. The narra to r at 

one point actually states that he "did not literally see or know what began to unfold 

[but] received the full story so many times [that it] nearly feels as if [he] were 

present as a full witness from the beginning” [Oblivion, 85). The story is 

punctuated by reference to w hat the narrator learns about the event after it, and 

contains block capital interjections by what seems to be the same narra tor as an 

adult. The implications for a Rortian reading of this story are twofold: firstly, 

despite the narrator's claim of not having been a "full witness”, the story that 

emerges contrasts with what we see of the dramatic media coverage of the event 

(for example the significant fact that according to the recollection of the four 

students present during the episode's denouement, Mr. Johnson, the disturbed 

substitute, "had not appeared to confront, resist or th reaten” (99) either the 

students or the armed officers who entered the room and fatally shot him.

In fact, the four concerned later agreed tha t "the real tru th” was tha t there 

was no perceived threat other than the substitute's fairly clear fugue state to their 

safety, contrary to the Board of Inquiry's finding that "the jagged length of chalk, 

the broad arm motions, and the proximity of Mr. Johnson's briefcase” (99) were 

the perceived dangers tha t called for the use of force. In Rortian terms, this 

development shows how, even if a socially agreed-upon version of events is 

accepted, as is the case with this narrator, and even if the eye-witness was not fully 

engaged, as is also the case here, a truth tha t has made its way into the eye

witness's subconscious will ultimately assert itself. Secondly, this view is 

compounded by the encroachment of the events at hand on the imagination of the 

narra to r at the time: the reason for his being trapped in the classroom was an 

intense daydream, in which the narrator recalls constructing an elaborate 

narrative that unfolded through the squares in the classroom window. As events in 

the classroom began to unfold, although he was not watching, those events began 

to infiltrate the narrative in the window, ultimately resulting in a distressingly 

grisly plot twist that finally restores the boy to full awareness of his surroundings. 

In other words, even within tightly controlled circumstances like an intense
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daydream, our minds are subject to infiltration by facts we can neither control nor 

ignore. Within the story, the narrator recalls the insistence of this phenomenon as 

follows:

the lone, nightmarish panel [caused by the dim awareness of the 

tension around him] appeared in the window as just a momentary 

peripheral snapshot [...] much the way such single, horrible flashes 

often appear in bad dreams -  somehow the speed with which they 

appear and disappear [...] makes it even worse. {Oblivion, 94)

This avowal, which is much extended within the narrative, seems to directly 

challenge the idea of an author’s control over h is /he r  work, particularly when 

taken in connection with the title. By extension, it is implied tha t our use of 

language is necessarily infiltrated by things we know  to be true at a precognitive 

level, w hether or not we believe them, cognitively, to be true, which again presents 

a challenge, albeit preliminary, to Rorty's conception of the pliable nature of truth.

N o ne  of th is  is re a l : "Ob l iv io n ” a n d  c o n sc io u sn e ss

This use of repressed trauma to challenge the idea of truth-construction recurs 

throughout the collection^° and the role of repression and revelation in the 

creation and maintenance of a coherent identity is a natural extension of the idea. 

The title story of the collection, arguably the best-crafted of all the short stories, 

marries all the narrative strategies discussed earlier, and is particularly notable for 

its mimetic narrative voice.'^^ The narrative takes the shape of a monologue, 

typically distinctive and tic-riddled. Wallace exploits this instability, again using 

linguistic patterning and the breakdown of a controlled vocabulary to bring about 

the destruction of the fallacy. The narrator, Randall, is a supremely unlikeable man, 

struggling with marital concerns, personal insecurities and an unseemly attraction 

to his nubile stepdaughter Audrey. The story strikes at the heart of the American 

dream, and its obsession with self-presentation. Or so it seems. The whole story

70 See Thomas Tracey's essay "Representations of Trauma in David Foster W allace’s 
Oblivion", in Hering, Consider David Foster W allace for a broader exploration of trauma in this 
collection.
71 On one occasion, W allace reportedly responded to a series of ed its w ith a note saying "all 
non-standard syntax is intentional”, confirm ing that the quirks and errors in his narrative voices  
are both intentional and significant.
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builds up a picture of a thoroughly unpleasant, self-regarding, small man, with the 

gradual implication of mental instability. The surface narrative of the story is 

unusually challenging for Wallace, as it questions the validity of perceived 

consciousness; are we awake when we think we are? How does this affect our 

lives? The title appears, initially, to refer to the marital strife occasioned by an 

argument over Randall’s snoring, which he insists is a delusion of his wife’s 

sleeping brain.

Randall, like the narrator of "Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature”, has an 

elevated opinion of his intellectual standing. The resulting vocal characteristics 

include the interpolation of unnecessary Latin phrases, italicization and the use of 

exaggerated inverted commas as a sort of conversational crutch, ostensibly 

indicating his disdain for contemporary argot but actually revealing a narrator 

uncomfortable with his own voice. This discomfort is doubly important. In the first 

place, the clear edge to the voice keeps the reader alert to the parenthesized 

interjections that begin to creep in just over halfway through the story (Oblivion, 

222 and onwards]. In terms of the linguistic patterning discussed earlier, the title 

itself becomes part of Wallace’s narrative weaving. The oblivion of the title initially 

refers to the sleep that eludes Randall and his wife, but comes to be associated also 

with forgetting, repression, hallucination and dreams. Names, family and identity 

are repeatedly invoked, and of particular note is the narra tor’s reference to Hope’s 

father as 'Father' (including inverted commas), despite the manifest fact that "I 

myself [Randall] had my own father” (191). The second important implication of 

the discomfort that clearly marks the narrative voice, of intratextual rather than 

interpretative significance, is signalled by this paradox of 'Father’, and partially 

explains the constant rephrasing of normal words. The stilted nature of the voice, 

more pronounced in this than any other story, is not only intended to unbalance the 

reader, but foreshadows an absolute reversal in the last half-page of the story, 

where it transpires that the complex and involved narrative in Randall’s voice is 

actually the fevered dream of his wife. Hence the parenthetical interjections, 

ascribed within the confines of the dream to sleep-deprived hallucination: they are 

actually the encroachment of the real on the dream world. This twist also explains 

the paradoxical naming of Dr Sipe as ‘Father’, perfectly natural given that Hope's 

subconscious recognizes a different relationship with him; the obsessive need to
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rephrase, indicating the lack of certainty or control within an alien vocabulary, and 

finally the embedded language of sleep, subtly undermine the primacy of the 

conscious mind.

"Oblivion" presents an extreme vision of the language appropriation 

discussed earlier in this chapter. Philosophically speaking, it functions as a 

cautionary adjunct to earlier explorations of the dynamics of language and power. 

In this case, Randall’s vocabulary has infiltrated his wife’s mind almost fully, 

causing the complete collapse of her autonomous identity, as shown by her 

confusion on waking: "Wait -  am 1 even married? [...] And who's this Audrey? [...] 

None of this is real" [Oblivion, 237). The linguistic dynamic in this relationship is 

unidirectional, or to put it another way, the relationship is almost completely 

u n i v o c a l . Randall’s marriage to Hope projects the end product of the burgeoning 

relationship of the narra tor with the Granola Cruncher in "Brief Interview #2 0 ”, 

although the gender dynamic has been reversed. This reading evokes Mrs. 

Johnson’s explanation in "Lyndon" of love as a function of distance. Randall and 

Hope are no longer in love, bu t it is not because they have fallen out of love; rather 

it is because they have collapsed into each other. Here, however, tha t collapse is 

destructive, where Mrs. Johnson’s use of the definition seems positive. This collapse 

of the boundary between self and other reflects, or ra ther refracts through a human 

lens, the postmodern desire to break down boundaries, which McCaffery refers to 

in one of his questions to Wallace (McCaffery, "Interview", 141), a desire related 

both to the isolation of the self that Wallace seeks, paradoxically, "both to deny and 

affirm" (137), and to the nature of hierarchical representation in art. This desire for 

collapse is, of course, comically foreshadowed by Norman Bombardini’s project of 

expansion and absorption in The Broom o f the System. Like Bombardini’s farcical 

Project Yin, "Oblivion” suggests that the integrity -  and so the isolation -  of the self 

is essential, that only communication, and not domination or collapse, can relieve 

the solitude necessary to that integrity, and that identity depends on separation.

72 This ending m ight be read as a mirror o f W allace's ow n gradual about-face from seeking to 
m istrusting "distinct problem s and univocal solutions" (McCaffery, "Interview”, 136].
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C o n c l u s i o n

Wallace’s short fiction sketches the edges of meaningful communication, from the 

apocalyptically self-centred depressed person and the cagily prolific Drew-Lynn to 

the one-sided dialogues of the Hideous Men and the traumatic ventriloquism of 

Randall and Hope. Wallace's philosophy of communication was guided by the 

conviction that connection in art and society w^as the only redemptive hope for a 

society paralysed by alienation. This alienation presents in many forms -  

fragmentation, disaffection, paranoia, cynicism -  but reflects the decentered self of 

postmodernist discourse, and Wallace’s offered redemption w'as communication. 

The challenges of communication thread through every short story in one guise or 

another, ranging over the fundamental issues of language theory: the endless 

struggle for clarity; the temporal impossibility of fully representing the feverish 

richness and instantaneous nature of the human thought process, with which the 

deceased narrator grapples in "Good Old Neon"; the insidious power of the 

subconscious mind to bend language and the ineluctability of the linguistic 

paradigm. The structural and stylistic narrative strategies discussed in this chapter, 

which make Wallace’s writing so distinctive, also help to situate and articulate 

these challenges, forming narrative backgrounds, be they ever so strange and 

unsettling, against which to explore the conditions under which engaged 

communication can flourish, and those under which it falters.

The intricate relationship of form and content, most easily characterised by 

his use of skeletal narrative, mirrors Wallace’s connection of narrative with 

philosophy: neither one privileged, the two concepts at once expose and support 

each other’s weaknesses. The form and variety of the short fiction allowed for 

diverse experimentation with the ideas and realities of communication at the turn 

of the millennium, resulting in a rich ground for Wallace's consideration of the 

meaning of humanity and communication. Most significantly, the short fiction sees 

the clearest articulation of Wallace’s theory that love is the driving force behind the 

possibility of human redemption.

Love and communication are everywhere connected in the short fiction, 

from Mrs Lyndon's invocation of love as an arrangement of distance to the narrator
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in "Another Pioneer”, whose univocal despotism results in his abandonment and 

death. The child’s pleas for attention in "Incarnations of Burned Children” 

represent another facet of the equation, where love exists but the physical 

conditions are imperfect (i.e., the child cannot speak). Finally, the cataclysmic 

silence and disconnection at the end of "Good People”, later to become part of The 

Pale King, w here Lane Dean Jr. and girlfriend sit together in isolated silence, 

represents another challenge: the misguided sacrifice of love. Lane will not say 

w hat he feels, will not take the risk of articulating the truth, because it defies 

c o n v e n t i o n . ^ 3  Amid the pathos of this passage lies a subtle parallel with 

postmodernist representation: hidebound by convention, it becomes impossible to 

articulate a simple but unpalatable truth. The sheer simplicity of Lane's unspoken 

desire renders it terrifying in its nakedness, so he bows to convention. Here, as in 

the rest of his short fiction, Wallace depicts the challenges and successes of human 

communication.

The narrative vitality of Wallace’s characters further heightens the 

philosophical undertones: the characters are not simply embodiments of an idea, 

Everymen or avatars, any more than people are embodiments of psychology, but 

ra ther complex, conflicting identities functioning in and against a world 

recognisably ours. As such, the philosophy that underlies the narratives is not the 

driving force of the stories, but emerges from them, observable rather than 

applicable. The possibility of connection for these characters is tantalising, but 

depends on a willingness to risk departure from comfortable consensus. By 

showing the process of communication under various kinds of stress, Wallace 

implicitly articulates what is required for contemporary society to escape its own 

cynicism: the courage to express naked sincerity, regardless of its reception, to 

listen to truths tha t oppose our own, and to choose to engage with the other selves 

tha t challenge and reinforce the solipsistic L

As earlier suggested, the short fiction presents both an articulation and an 

investigation of Wallace’s philosophy of communication, particularly with regard to 

the galvanising properties of love/engagement. Ultimately [and somewhat 

ironically), the short fiction represents the synthesis of message and medium for 

Wallace, where form, content, art and idea converge. The process and philosophy of

73 "Good People." The New Yorker, 5 Feb. 2007. http:/ /tinvurl.com /qbgzrl. later TPK, page
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communication -  fictional and non-fictional, spoken and literary -  are explored in 

structure, style and narrative, culminating in a corpus that combines literature and 

philosophy, guided by this combination, and by a concern for the human experience 

of ideas -  "the consequences, for persons, of the practice o f theory" [EP, 220), as he 

put it himself in "The Empty Plenum” -  rather than exclusively literary or 

philosophical tenets.
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C o n c l u s i o n

"It's g o t something to do with love"

A philosopher by incHnation and training, Wallace chose writing as his art, finding 

that it engaged him more than technical philosophy alone. However, as 

demonstrated in this thesis, defining Wallace as w riter or philosopher is a self- 

defeating exercise. Central to this project is the idea that literature and philosophy 

are not mutually exclusive. Richard Rorty argued that one might "think of 

'philosophical' and 'literary' texts as grist to the same mill",i or different modes by 

which to investigate similar problems. Similarly, Wittgenstein held that 

"philosophy ought to be written only as a poetic composition"? Ricoeur's 

connection of narrative with philosophy is implicit in almost all of his work, to the 

extent that he may be called a philosopher of narrative. In other words, all three  

major philosophical influences discussed in this thesis should share this 

perspective on the relationship between literature and philosophy.

As this thesis has demonstrated, Wallace used his writing as a testing- 

ground for small-p philosophical principles, particularly those regarding the 

interaction between selves. This interaction, as it appears both inter- and intra- 

textually in Wallace’s writing, is embodied in my hypothesis for this study, namely 

that communication arises if, and only if, the combination of the following 

conditions obtains: physical conditions for communication are satisfied on both 

sides of the exchange, and both parties satisfy the conditions of love or 

engagement: that is, they offer something of themselves in order to facilitate the 

process of communication. The concept of desexualised love raised to a Platonic 

imperative, as defined in the above hypothesis, drives Wallace’s writing at a 

philosophical and structural level.

1 Richard Rorty, "Philosophy W ithout Principles" Critical Inquiry, 11:3 (March 1985] 463.
2 Ludwig W ittgenstein, Culture and Value, ed. G.H. von Wright, trans. Peter Winch (Oxford: 
Basil Blackwell, 1980} quoted in Marjorie Perloff, V\/ittgenstein’s Ladder  (Chicago: U niversity of 
Chicago Press, 1996} as apostrophe to the Preface.
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It is important also to recall that Wallace's philosophy of communication 

was not an abstract theory explored in didactic fables, but a philosophy driven by 

the desire to find a way of living in the world. In this regard, his relationship to the 

idea of the postmodern bears on the development of this philosophy. 1 have argued 

that Wallace sought, through his writing and the philosophy that drove it, to 

rupture the reductive cyclicality of postmodernist representation, which he 

regarded as having replaced a hegemony of certainty and hierarchy with a 

hegemony of self-perpetuating questions. 1 have also touched on his frequent use 

of typically postmodernist modes, notably including metafiction and irony. The 

apparent conflict of a writer who works with the conventions of a mode from 

which he openly seeks progression is addressed by reference to the 

Kierkegaardian ironic subject, which was heavily influential in Rorty's 

development of the idea of liberal ironism. Kierkegaard posited that the world 

progressed as follows:

[...] the given actuality at a certain time is the actuality 

valid for the generation and the individuals in that 

generation, and yet, if there is a reluctance to say that 

the process is over, this actuality must be displaced by 

another actuality, and this must occur through and by 

individuals and the generation.^

Kierkegaard's point here is that change must come from within a given situation; 

there is no deus exmachina  in the course of human history. For the displacement of 

one actuality, Kierkegaard invokes the ironic subject, who "does not possess the 

future -  he has only a presentiment of it. He cannot claim it, but he is also lost to the

actuality to which he belongs”.'̂  Kierkegaard's ironist is not a prophet, but someone

who "has stepped out of line with his age, had turned around and faced it [...] The 

ironist is also a sacrifice that the world process demands [...] his fervor in the 

service of the world spirit consumes him".^ Kierkegaard's ironist looks forward to 

Rorty's in its relationship to its time, but Kierkegaard's figure is transcendent, 

looking beyond the present, where Rorty's is pragmatic, working within the 

present. Kierkegaard’s vision of the ironist as the instigator of progress offers a

3 Kierkegaard, The E ssen tia l K ierkegaard , 27.
4  Ibid., 28.
5 Ibid., 28.
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perspective from which to consider Wallace’s relationship to postmodernism: while 

of the age, he looked on it retrospectively, without knowledge of the future but 

instrumental in its creation and direction. As such, his work both created and began 

to bridge a gap between the p resent and the future.

This study shows the development of that w ork through the fiction and the 

non-fiction. Two strands of development are visible over the course of Wallace’s 

career, discernible in both fiction and non-fiction, but clearer in the fiction. On the 

one hand, his technical prowess becomes more and more impressive as his w ork is 

read in chronological order, as shown by the development and refinement of the 

structures tha t characterize his style, the delicate patterning and narrative 

architecture discussed over the course of this study. At the same time, the 

development of his philosophy from interrogating the possibility of perfect logical 

clarity in the early days through experimenting with the power dynamics of 

linguistic exchange and finally achieving the coherent philosophical flexibility tha t 

allowed for the manipulation of form and content typical of Oblivion. That process 

towards what might be called dynamic stability characterizes Wallace’s philosophy 

of communication as a whole: having abandoned the search for a univocal solution, 

Wallace explored the conditions of communication under extreme duress, finally 

arriving at a multifaceted pluralist framework in which communication relies 

neither on the "kind of tragic fall Wittgenstein's obsessed with" (McCaffery, 

"Interview", 143) -  where language must be perfectly mimetic, reflecting the world 

as it is -  nor yet on the hopeless nihilism attendant on Rorty's truth-construction 

hypothesis, or worse, Baudrillard's depthless surface hypothesis, but on the 

individuals involved. Communication outcomes differ across Wallace’s writing, but 

the guiding process and principles are constant. On both narrative and 

interpretative levels, communication depends on a committed dynamic exchange 

between individuals.

This philosophy that rests on engagement is visible from The Broom o f  the 

System  through to The Pale King. Though unfinished, the final novel clearly shows 

Wallace’s continued focus on the same issues that had occupied him throughout his 

career. The most obvious episode of intra-narrative engagement is the protracted 

conversation between Drinion and Meredith Rand, in which his concentration is so 

intense that he begins to levitate. However, the novel is full of exhortations to the
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reader to pay attention, and is, more than any of Wallace's other works, concerned 

with the capacity to engage and communicate meaningfully on a daily basis. The 

Pale King might in fact be read as the fictional embodiment of Wallace's 

commencement speech at Kenyon College, in which he urged those present to 

choose not to overlook the mundane, but to engage deeply with it, not to look past 

but to embrace the irritating and the boring and the stupid, on the grounds that 

beyond boredom is the ability to appreciate life. De la Durantaye argues that this 

has been the goal of all philosophy since Aristotle, suggesting that Wallace’s goal 

with the Kenyon address was to stimulate in his listeners the idea of freedom. Not 

the freedom to pursue one's own pleasure, but "the really important kind of 

freedom involves attention, and awareness, and discipline, and effort, and being 

able truly to care about other people and to sacrifice for them, over and over, in 

myriad petty little unsexy ways, every day". Put another way, Wallace was urging 

his listeners to contribute the e to the hypothesis of this study; to engage, to 

sacrifice, to pay attention, to love.

The Pale King is full of instances of attempted communication, as well as 

being itself an incomplete communicative transaction. It is impossible to say how 

much more "finished" the final novel would have been had Wallace brought it to 

completion himself, but given his other work, it seems likely that aspects of it 

would have been left open-ended. There is a successful exchange between Drinion 

and Meredith Rand, and an unsuccessful relationship that becomes hostile between 

Dave Wallace and Irrelevant Chris Fogle. Lane Dean Jr. does not engage with his 

girlfriend at a critical moment and thereafter appears disconnected in the 

narrative. Sylvanshine, a fact psychic, suffers the onslaught of unwanted 

information (offering a surreal literalisation of Wallace's concept of Total Noise) 

and Stecyk's efforts to engage with those around him are met with resistance, 

leaving him alone and inspiring homicidal incomprehension in those he meets. Like 

the rest of his work, then, Wallace's final novel comes down to his constant desire -  

aesthetic, moral, structural and philosophical -  to foster the possibility of 

connection, within and across the boundaries of narrative. The impact of the final 

novel on an overall reading of Wallace's oeuvre has yet to be assessed, but there can 

be no doubt tha t any discussion of The Pale King must take account of its focus on 

engagement. Here, more than anywhere else, Wallace visibly grappled with the
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troubling alienation that pervaded the vy^orld he lived in, on every level from the 

intrapersonal to the global. The background offered by this thesis should provide a 

useful starting point from which to consider Wallace’s philosophy of 

communication as it pertains to the place of literature in society and the 

possibilities for literature and society as we move beyond the shadow of 

postmodernism.

The flight of an arrow, the backward spin against the spin of a wheel, the 

"click of a well-made box" (Wallace paraphrasing Yeats, McCaffery, "Interview", 

138],^ all these ineffable and unmistakable things were ways in which Wallace tried 

to articulate the success of an act of communication. Like the intuitive kick of an 

elegant theorem, the method may work only for a single formula, but it is instantly 

recognizable. Through his short fiction, Wallace did both -  his reaction against the 

inward-looking endgame of postmodernism accounting in part for the "powerful 

personal draw" of his work.^ By forcing readers to consider the conditions of 

communication, Wallace was able to foster a kind of communication that might lead 

the way out of the "postmodern trap [that] eliminated solipsism but not the horror 

[of linguistic entrapment]" (McCaffery, "Interview", 144). The particular chemistry 

that caused Wallace's writing to speak so vividly is the result of intense technical 

attention combined with a brilliant philosophical mind working on a 

(post)humanist level, giving rise to a philosophy of communication tha t takes 

account of and even depends on individuality. This philosophy, not incidentally, 

entails a comforting solution to the horror of the postmodern trap: a corollary to 

the dynamic process of communication and the idea of love as a function of 

distance is that solitude is not merely comforted by interaction, but actually 

necessary to the existence of communication.

As was suggested in the introduction, Wallace’s representation of 

Wittgenstein’s "tragic fall” seems more projective than accurate. However, 

regardless of accuracy, this interpretation of Wittgenstein’s vision of solipsism

6 W.B. Yeats to Dorothy W ellesley, Dublin, 8 Septm eber 1935, in The Collected Letters ofW . B. 
Yeats, Unpublished Letters (1 9 0 5 -1 9 3 9 ], Ed. John Kelly and Ronald Schuchard Oxford: Oxford 
University Press (InteLex Electronic Edition), 2002. W allace is m isquoting here: in fact, Yeats w rote  
that "a poem  com es right w ith a click like a closing box”.
7 Jennifer Howard, "The Afterlife o f David Foster Wallace". The Chronicle Review, 6 January 
2011 h ttp ://ch ron icle .com /artic le /T h e-A fterlife -o f-D avid -F oster/125823 /.
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underpins the whole of his philosophy. Wittgenstein's famous aphorism -  "the 

limits of my language mean the limits of my world” -  is central to Wallace’s literary 

and philosophical project. As Perloff points out, Wittgenstein never abandoned his 

position on limits, but did, interestingly, move from "my” to "our” as his perspective 

on language shifted from ostensive to communicative.^ In light of this, it seems 

clear that Wallace’s reading of Wittgenstein’s conception of solipsism was heavily 

coloured by his own. However, notwithstanding its bias, this position has 

significant bearing on Wallace’s own philosophy, and must be considered 

regardless of its validity as a reading of Wittgenstein’s actual writing.

An alternative exists in response to Wittgenstein’s aphorism: on the one 

hand, there exists the possibility of rebellion against limits. This path takes 

language, and particularly literature, to the extreme of postmodernist anti- 

hierarchicalism, which Wallace described as the end of the party in his interview 

with Larry McCaffery. This way of thinking [characterised in this study by Derrida, 

Baudrillard, Rorty and de Man) asks pertinent questions about the underlying 

assumptions we make about language, but ultimately finds itself mired in a 

declining recursive reflexivity where every utterance is simply a slight contextual 

variation on one that has gone before, where sincerity is compromised by fear and 

where ironic layering means that each act of speech merely points to another. That 

way lies madness.

The second possible response is the one offered by Wallace, one that moves 

full circle back to Wittgenstein. Rather than attempting to explode the idea of limits, 

Wallace embraces them, suggesting that limits allow for a different kind of freedom. 

Wittgenstein’s aphorism entails isolation, which, for Wallace, is pregnant with the 

horror of solipsism. Faced with this inevitability, Wallace’s philosophy does not 

ignore the problem, but instead appropriates it, neutralizing its horror by making it 

a condition of the positive outcome of successful communication. In this sense, the 

idea of love as an arrangem ent of distance is central to the philosophy explored 

here. In brief:

1. The limits of my language mean the limits of my 

world (per Wittgenstein].

8 Marjorie Perloff, W ittgen ste in ’s Ladder (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996) 20.
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2. Love can only be between -  that is, across distances -  

and never within. Thus, it can be called an 

arrangem ent of distance (per Mrs Johnson’s 

description in the short story "Lyndon"].

3. Per the earlier hypothesis, love is the catalyst for 

communication, the process that holds the possibility 

of redemption from postmodern alienation or 

isolation.

4. Therefore, communication can take place only when 

there is distance between parties.

5. Given the above, limits are indispensible to any 

possible redemption from alienation/isolation.

Paradoxically, then, solipsism appears not as the result of isolation, but as the result 

of over-identification: the conviction that all other selves exist merely as 

projections of one's own. In this way, Wallace’s doctrine of love embraces the idea 

of limits, allowing for the possibility of connection between language-worlds. 

Isolation becomes not the gateway to solipsism, but the engine of connection.

This study demonstrates how Wallace developed and engaged with his 

communication hypothesis throughout his writing. The ultimate aim of this project 

might be called neo-pragmatist: to keep the conversation going, specifically to 

galvanise further discussion of Wallace's writing from various perspectives. Chiefly, 

I hope that having cleared a conceptual space in which Wallace can be considered 

as both writer and philosopher without the one excluding or dominating the other, 

o ther scholars will consider competing or complementary aspects of Wallace's 

philosophy. The ethical dimension of his writing has begun to garner some critical 

attention, and the connection of ethical and philosophies of language an d /o r  

communication merit further attention. The relationship of language and power is 

another issue in Wallace Studies that has yet to be explored in detail. The subject is 

touched on here with regard to gender relations, but other loci of power struggles, 

including race and class, are remarkably under-represented in the critical 

literature, considering Wallace's abiding attention to the underclasses of addicts 

and eccentrics. Finally, and perhaps most significantly, this study will enrich the 

consideration of Wallace as a writer who bridged postmodernism and post-
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postmodernism, whatever that period or movement might come to be called. The 

ideas of constructed personae, performative identity -  particularly as discussed in 

Chapters Two and Three -m ight be considered in connection with questions of 

honesty, in view of the balance of cynicism and sincerity that characterises any 

progression beyond postmodernist irony. As part of the emerging canon of Wallace 

Studies, this thesis will ground debate on the issues mentioned here, as well as 

informing future debates on Wallace's work and legacy.

Over the course of this study, a clear and consistent engagement the 

relationship between literature and philosophical principles in Wallace’s work is 

visible. Chapter One outlined the philosophical groundings of Wallace’s writing, 

taking three  different philosophical approaches visible in his work. The purpose of 

this chapter was not to establish Wallace as a Wittgensteinian, a Ricoeurian or a 

Rortian thinker, but to show how his education in academic philosophy shaped his 

own thinking. In other words, the first chapter shows Wallace as a unique but not 

unprecedented philosopher, with particular attention to the influence of Ludwig 

Wittgenstein. The chapter also articulated the overlay of philosophy and literature 

in Wallace’s work, positioning him as both writer and philosopher, appropriate 

given the plurality that characterised his work, structurally and narratively.

The second chapter explored Wallace’s non-fiction as it pertained to the 

philosophy of communication articulated in the preceding sections. In particular, 

this chapter focused on the plurality that characterised Wallace’s writing and 

outlook, arguing that this plurality reflected the plurality inherent in his philosophy 

of communication, in which communication outcomes could take many shapes. By 

highlighting the plurality tha t dominated Wallace’s engagement with most issues, 

this chapter linked Wallace’s non-fiction with both his fiction and the underlying 

philosophy that united them. Chapter Two also outlined one of the problems with 

Wallace’s non-fiction, that of disingenuous self-presentation. While this problem is 

most clearly visible in the non-fiction, it has far-reaching implications for the idea 

of sincerity that implicitly underpins the philosophy of engaged communication, as 

well as having a broader significance to the direction of literature in the aftermath 

of postmodernist metafiction. The chapter articulates a system by which to explore 

Wallace’s non-fiction, which does not progress in the same way as the fiction, as 

well as linking this system with the progression of the fiction. Ultimately, Chapter
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Two posits that Wallace’s non-fiction represents a useful lens through which to 

view his fiction, as well as making an original and significant contribution to the 

progress of non-fiction writing and journalism in the late twentieth and early 

twenty-first centuries.

Chapter Three presented a reading of Infinite Jest as it bears on a 

consideration of Wallace’s developing philosophy of communication. Of particular 

note in this chapter was the connection of entertainm ent and addiction, as well as 

Marathe's discussion of the addictive character of contemporary society -  a people 

that would choose its own demise from pleasure. The infantilisation of society by 

addiction is also significant, particularly given the incapacity of infants to 

communicate in a sophisticated way. Systems of addiction and their links with 

systems of postmodernity form a significant part of this chapter, as well as the 

ideas of perfomative identity and competing vocabularies. Infinite Jest offers a 

sustained meditation on the alienating potential of entertainm ent and recreation, 

literalised in its central icon. The Entertainment. As well as alienation, the chapter 

explores Infinite Jests  treatm ent of individual and society, the balance of self and 

other embodied in Hal’s declaration "it’s what we have in common, this aloneness". 

This balance, the commonality of solitude, is central to Wallace’s philosophy of 

communication.

Finally, Chapter Four outlined the progress of the short fiction, from Girl 

With Curious Hair to Oblivion, arguing that the development and application of 

Wallace's philosophy of communication is most visible in the trajectory followed by 

his short fiction. This chapter discussed the movement from the less-sophisticated 

early work to the much more nuanced late-career writing, showing that the same 

concerns and strategies are visible in progressive incarnations throughout his 

career. In particular. Chapter Four focused on the stylistic dimensions of Wallace’s 

philosophy, including layered or skeletal narrative and the sustained use of 

dialogue as a guiding structure. This focus on style emphasises the literary aspects 

of Wallace’s philosophy, recalling tha t he chose writing as offering something more 

than philosophy, rather than simply as a testing-ground for a hypothesis. The 

connection of style with philosophy also grounds the relationship between 

Wallace’s philosophy of communication and the condition of postmodernist 

representation, specifically his desire to progress beyond the bounds of what had
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become convention. Perhaps most importantly, the chapter articulated Wallace's 

treatm ent of love over the course of his career, providing a sustained analysis of 

this central concept as it appeared in his non-fiction.

The Introduction to this study articulated an original hypothesis to be 

investigated and three projected outcomes. The hypothesis, an expression of the 

philosophy of communication I argue pervades Wallace’s writing, suggested that 

love, also termed engagement, was integral to the possibility of meaningful 

communication, where the physical conditions necessary for communication also 

obtained. This hypothesis has been investigated by close reference to the full range 

of Wallace's published work in an exploration of the overlapping literary and 

philosophical concerns that characterised his unprecedented exploration of the 

contemporary (American) human condition. The projected outcomes of that 

investigation were as follows:

1. To show a link between Wallace's developing style and his

developing philosophy.

2. To demonstrate Wallace's importance to contemporary

literature in several contexts, primarily to do with the roles 

and responsibilities of the author in the literary experience.

3. To outline his investigation of w hat it means to be human

as we move beyond postmodernism, and to explore the 

impact of his philosophy of communication on that 

investigation.

By explicitly referring to the overlapping concerns of literature and philosophy, 

paying detailed attention to the texts themselves and exploring conceptual, 

structural and stylistic features of Wallace's work and his appraisal of his own and 

others’ work, those goals have been accomplished. An analysis has been 

undertaken of the philosophy of communication that appears throughout Wallace’s 

writing, clearly demonstrating the validity of the study’s founding hypothesis, 

tracing the development and exploration of the themes and ideas in question and 

offering an account of how an awareness of the guiding philosophy affects the 

literary experience of Wallace’s work. The present study, therefore, offers an 

exploration of how the process and philosophy of communication in the work of

David Foster Wallace can be seen to have "something to do with love”.
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