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But if you say: “How am I to know 
what he means, when I see nothing but 
the signs he gives?” then I say: “How is 
he to know what he means, when he has 
nothing but the signs either?” 
 
Wittgenstein  
Philosophical Investigations, §504 
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11 

 
CHAPTER 1 
‘SOMETHING URGENT AND HUMAN’:  
BEYOND POSTMODERNISM, AN INTRODUCTION 
 

Fiction is about what it is to be a fucking human 
being... I just think that fiction that isn’t exploring what 
it means to be human today isn’t good art.1 
David Foster Wallace 

 
 
In the most ambitious literary fiction today, written by a generation 
of writers born in the sixties or seventies – writers that were still in 
their diapers or not even born yet when the founding fathers of 
postmodern writing and theorizing first issued their thoughts and 
texts –, we can detect an incentive to move beyond what is perceived 
as a debilitating way of framing what it means to be human: the 
postmodern perspective on subjectivity. Most notable in the work of 
this younger generation of writers is the emphatic expression of 
feelings and sentiments, a drive towards inter-subjective connection 
and communication, and also a sense of ‘presence’ and ‘sameness’. 
Their texts perform a complicit and complicated critique on certain 
aspects of postmodern subjectivity, especially on the perceived 
solipsistic quality of the subjective postmodern experience world, and 
envision possible reconfigurations of subjectivity that can no longer 
be framed, I believe, as ‘postmodern’.  

Not always is this reconfiguration explicitly presented in the text 
as a move beyond or an escape from a postmodern frame of 
interpretation, and the term ‘postmodernism’ is not necessarily 
mentioned or used. But I will argue that, as a cluster of ideas and 
assumptions, postmodern thinking and writing functions as a 
‘background’, or cultural setting in many of the texts written by 
writers of this generation. It is against this background that a new 
sense of self is becoming manifest in this fiction. 
 
‘Most of the writers we call postmodern,’ Hans Bertens noted, ‘and 
indeed most postmodern theorists … were born before the Second 
 
1 L. McCaffery, “An Interview with David Foster Wallace,” Review of contemporary 
fiction 13, no. 2 (1993): 131. 
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World War and grew up in the 1940s and 1950s’; these founding 
fathers of postmodern thought and literature, that is, already had 
‘reached emotional and intellectual maturity before a larger 
postmodern culture – which began to make itself felt in the 1960s – 
superseded the far more inhibited, conservative, and comparatively 
speaking discursive general culture of the earlier postwar period’.2 
Now, the writers that I will focus on in this study, and I have limited 
myself to three American writers (David Foster Wallace, Dave 
Eggers, and Mark Danielewski), are those who did grow up in this 
larger postmodern culture, during those decades in which the 
‘postmodern rebellion,’ to quote David Foster Wallace, that is: the 
aesthetics and ethics of those early postmodern thinkers and writers, 
eventually became ‘a pop-cultural institution’.3 
 

The problem is that, however misprised it’s been, 
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. You’ve got to 
understand that this stuff has permeated the culture. 
It’s become our language; we’re so in it we don’t even 
see that it’s one perspective, one among many possible 
ways of seeing. Postmodern irony’s become our 
environment.4 

 
Here, David Foster Wallace gives an insightful sketch of how he 
experiences the cultural setting of the 1990s,5 and, judging from the 

 
2 Hans Bertens, “Why Molly Doesn’t: Humanism’s Long, Long Shadow,” in 
Emotion in Postmodernism, ed. Gerhard Hoffman; Alfred Hornung, American Studies 
(Heidelberg: Universitätsverlag C. Winter, 1997), 37. 
3 David Foster Wallace, “E Unibus Pluram: Television and U.S. Fiction,” in A 
Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again (London: Abacus, 1998), 68. 
4 McCaffery, “An Interview with David Foster Wallace,” 147-8. 
5 This was the time when it became increasingly clear, at least in the opinion of 
more and more people, that postmodernism, in the words of Ihab Hassan, had 
taken a ‘wrong turn’ and the question was raised: ‘what lies beyond 
postmodernism?’ Ihab Habib Hassan, The Postmodern Turn: Essays in Postmodern 
Theory and Culture ([Columbus]: Ohio State University Press, 1987) xvii. 



 
13 

popularity of his work – especially among a certain group of readers 
that he imagines to be ‘people more or less like me’ (‘with enough 
experience or good education’, ‘young intellectuals’, who are ‘raised 
with U.S. commercial culture’) – he was not at all alone in this.6 I 
believe that his account brings across an attitude and evaluation that 
still carries importance also at the beginning of the twenty-first 
century. To give just one example (since this will not be a sociological 
study into readers’ responses) from a message board dedicated to 
discussions of Wallace’s work, here is how one ‘DrRocktopus’ 
responds to the story “Good Old Neon” in Wallace’s story collection 
Oblivion (2004): 
 

These are the cries, I believe, of a writer who is sick 
and tired of the postmodern constrainsts [sic]. For all 
his verbal gymnastics and blah blah blah, and however 
often (and in however roundabout a manner) he 
utilizes postmodern irony, Wallace refuses to revel in it 
like the first generation postmodernists. … as I read 
the last words of the story, I was ready to say goodbye 
to postmodernism/poststructuralism/postwhatever 
for good. It was a rallying point for the large part of 
me that is just tired of this of this post_____ crap, and 
has just been waiting in suspence [sic] for David Foster 
Wallace to end it.7 

 
This fragment shows a typical weariness with postmodern clichés and 
a readiness to say ‘goodbye’ to them; typical, I believe of a generation 
that has had to live with these clichés. I say ‘clichés’ because at issue is 
not whether what has been ‘passed down’ really catches the gist of 
original postmodern thought, what matters is what has become of 
these postmodern ideas. 
 
 

 
6 McCaffery, “An Interview with David Foster Wallace,” 128. 
7 DrRocktopus, Re: Cries for Help Throughout the Collection “Oblivion& [post on 
message board] (2004 [cited July 7 2004]); available from 
http://www.thehowlingfantods.com. 
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FRAMED BY POSTMODERNISM 
Clearly there is still a debate going on about how to characterize the 
‘postmodern subject’ (or the ‘poststructural subject’),8 but different 
perspectives do seem to converge on some points and certain 
characteristics have been reiterated so often that they have become 
clichés. And that is important, because it signals that we are now 
perhaps at a time and place wherein a postmodern perspective on the 
subject or self is more or less accepted and has started to function as 
a cultural norm. Which is not to say that every person on the globe 
has a postmodern sense of self of course, but as a way of framing 
what it means to be human today postmodern ideas have gained 
dominance, especially in Western cultures, and not only in the 
humanities departments of the academia but also in the popular 
media.9 

 
8 When the term ‘poststructural subject’ is used, it usually refers to a highly 
theoretical conception of the self, more radical, often, than what is understood as 
the ‘postmodern subject’, which is a more general way of speaking about the self 
in postmodern culture and times. But many of the insights from poststructural 
theories informed this more general conception of the postmodern self. 
9 But, as a useful reminder, Strinati for example pointed out (albeit in 1993) that 
‘Relatively few writers appear to have asked the question “can we see 
postmodernism in the world around us?” There has been a tendency to assume 
that postmodernism has become widespread in modern societies regardless of the 
need to demonstrate whether this has happened in deed’, and ‘this has been 
matched by excessive attention given to the problem of defining the term itself’, 
Strinati adds. Dominic Strinati, “The Big Nothing? Contemporary Culture and 
the Emergence of Postmodernism,” Innovation in Social Sciences Research 6, no. 3 
(1993). One could say that the answer to this question of whether indeed 
‘postmodernism has become widespread’ depends for a large part on the way one 
defines ‘postmodernism’ (to at least know what one is looking for). Related to 
this: if one assumes (with for example Baudrillard) that there is no really real to 
study empirically (any longer), then the kind of empirical testing Strinati believes 
is necessary to back up the assumptions that postmodernism is widespread, starts 
to lose making sense. The ‘fact’ that there is a sustained discourse surrounding 
the phenomenon of a supposed postmodern (popular) culture would then be 
proof enough that the phenomenon ‘exists’, at least on the level of discourse or 
‘text’ or simulacra. See for example the first chapter of Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra 
and Simulation, The Body, in Theory (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
1994). This is not exactly the line of thinking informing my own analysis, as will 
be explained in more detail in Chapter 2. In any case, even Strinati, who is 
skeptical as to whether the phenomenon is indeed widespread, acknowledges that 
on the discursive level postmodernism has become a dominant concept and is 
also a salient ‘tendency’ in popular culture (pop music, advertisement et cetera). 
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What interests me is the effect this has had and is having, still, on 
people who grew up with this norm, that is: people of a generation 
born in the sixties or seventies (or eighties), in a cultural milieu in 
which these ideas, clustered as postmodern thought, were accepted, 
more or less, as the culture’s standard. For a long time it seemed as if 
‘man’s mode of being’ (to quote Michel Foucault)10 was static; there 
seemed to be a (perhaps confused) consensus that we had now 
entered a postmodern era and it was almost impossible to look 
beyond it. We supposedly had reached ‘the end of history’, and the 
possibility of ‘the last man’ was raised.11 By now, these statements 
have been hastily retracted, in the wake of recent historical events. 
But had we not experienced these recent traumatic events, would or 
could we have remained passively and securely situated in an endless 
present postmodern ‘now’ forever?  

I believe not, although these events, especially the attacks on the 
World Trade Center, do function in intellectual debates as a turning 
point, marking a change in how we think of our ‘selves’, our identity, 
and in how we interpret our experience world. But that was already 
changing, I feel, simply because those who were born and raised in 
this endless postmodern ‘now’ were already starting to articulate their 
own ideas. And, having a different background, culturally speaking, 
than the ‘postmodern church fathers’ (to use Wallace’s words), their 
ideas cannot simply be assimilated in a postmodern interpretative 
frame. 
 
Although, up to this date, the work of some writers from this 
younger generation is still labeled ‘postmodern’ by some critics, this 
never seemed very logical to me. Not to me, but also not to the 
writers themselves. Dave Eggers (born in 1970) for example was 
apparently so irritated by this kind of criticism that he wrote, in an 
appendix to his first book, a response to it. It was written in the 
smallest print, to express how very uninteresting and silly it was to 
him to hear his memoir A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius 
(2000) be categorized as postmodern: 
 

 
10 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things; an Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New 
York,: Vintage Books, 1973). 
11 Francis Fukuyama, The End of History and the Last Man (New York/Toronto: 
Free Press; Maxwell Macmillan Canada; Maxwell Macmillan International, 1992). 
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This book … attached to it are labels: Post this, meta 
that … See here: I do not live in a postmodern time. I 
did not live in a time when something new was called 
modern, so for me there is no such thing as modern, and 
thus there cannot be anything postmodern. For me, 
where I am standing, it is all New. The world, every 
day, is New. Only for those born in, say, 1870 or so, 
can there be a meaningful use of the term 
postmodernism, because for the rest of us we are born 
and we see and from what we see and digest we 
remake our world.12 

 
He is overstating the case, but the point he makes is relevant for 
what this study is about. Most important in the above quote is that 
Eggers here expresses how the conception of ‘postmodernism’ is no 
longer an oppositional way of conceiving the present; the idea of the 
postmodern no longer functions dialectically, to envision something 
‘new’ against what is or was (the ‘modern’). The background of 
modernism had already receded and was already replaced by a 
postmodern culture when Eggers was in a position to reflect on the 
world he lives in. His strategic naïveté (the hyperbolic assessment of 
postmodernism) helps him to start thinking about what is New in a 
fresh way, without being immediately framed by postmodern 
thought.  

What this statement also shows is how difficult it is to not be 
immediately caught in a postmodern framework of interpretation. 
But it is important to realize that this is a framework that is not 
constructed by this generation of writers or thinkers. Although 
statements like this one by Eggers do of course contribute to a 
certain historicizing process, ‘freezing’, we could say, a particular 
evaluation or reception of postmodernism; which can be taken to be a 
clear sign that postmodernism’s ‘momentum’ has passed. 
 
What I intend to show is how a new sense of self is conceptualized in 
the fiction of the most ambitious writers of this generation, those 

 
12 From the appendix (Mistakes We Knew We Were Making) to Dave Eggers, A 
Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius, Included: Mistakes We Knew We Were 
Making: Notes, Corrections, Clarifications, Apologies, Addenda (2001) ed. (New 
York: Vintage, 2001) M34-35. 
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writers who are, we could say, the ‘contemporary descendants’ of ‘the 
early postmodern writers of the fifties and sixties’, as Wallace himself 
phrased it,13 and in what way this new sense of self is a 
reconfiguration or transformation of postmodern subjectivity. This 
new sense of self, that is, seems to be ‘figured out’ against the 
background of a particular cultural milieu that can be identified as 
postmodern. 
 
 
FICTION IN THEORY 
This new direction in fiction writing is paralleled by recent attempts 
in critical theory to ‘re-humanize subjectivity’, to use a phrase coined 
by Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan.14 This tendency in critical theory often 
entails infusing the more radical (poststructural) approaches of the 
subject with ‘humane’, or ‘humanistic’ qualities – although theorists 
working in this direction anxiously add that their theoretical move 
should not be interpreted as a regression to old-fashioned, already 
disqualified and outdated ways of theorizing subjectivity.15 

Lois Tyson, for example, works on a recuperation of 
existentialistic criticism, in her analyses of subjectivity in American 
fiction. To her it is obvious that ‘literary works are concerned, first 
and foremost, with human experience’ and therefore ‘literary 
interpretation requires a theory of subjectivity adequate to the task of 
analyzing that experience’; and poststructural approaches to 
subjectivity in fiction are in her opinion not quite up to this task.16 
George Butte, in his study of intersubjectivity in fiction, proposes a 
new form of ‘phenomenological criticism’, which ‘returns us to the 
human subject or, in my case to human subjects’.17 This approach 
allows him to focus on aspects of subjectivity that he feels are too 

 
13 McCaffery, “An Interview with David Foster Wallace,” 129. 
14 Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, A Glance Beyond Doubt: Narration, Representation, 
Subjectivity, The Theory and Interpretation of Narrative Series (Columbus: Ohio State 
University Press, 1996) 1. 
15 See Ibid. 127. 
16 Lois Tyson, Psychological Politics of the American Dream: The Commodification of 
Subjectivity in Twentieth-Century American Literature, The Theory and Interpretation of 
Narrative Series (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1994) 3. 
17 George Butte, I Know That You Know That I Know: Narrating Subjects from Moll 
Flanders to Marnie, The Theory and Interpretation of Narrative Series (Columbus: Ohio 
State University Press, 2004) 8. 
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hastily put aside or neglected by followers of for example Lacan and 
Foucault, such as the ‘experience of agency’ and, more in general, 
‘the representation of humans experiencing in fiction’.18 

More specifically in the field of narratology, theorists too have 
turned their attention with renewed interest to ‘human beings’ in 
fiction (no longer dismissively conceived of as mere ‘paper beings’): 
to the ‘fictional mind’ and to ‘experientiality’ in fiction for example.19 
‘Because mental functioning is essential to being human’, according 
to Uri Margolin, 
 

the wide array of kinds and types of mental 
functioning displayed in narrative fiction enriches our 
store of conceivable models of human experientiality 
… and enlarges, through example rather than theory, 
our sense of what it may mean to be human.20 
 

These new approaches in narratology tend to borrow from insights 
developed in cognitive psychology, and they are often grounded in 
the assumption that ‘readerly engagement’21 involves readers 
interpreting fictional figures as ‘real’ human beings. Cognitive 
research has even shown that it also works the other way around: 

 
18 Ibid. 17, 35. Butte explicitly points out the shortcomings and pitfalls of ‘first-
wave phenomenological criticism’, which he will try to avoid by taking into 
account the critiques of the implicit essentialism and transcendentalism of this 
first-wave phenomenological criticism. In other words, Butte, too, is not 
proposing a return to an already discredited form of criticism, but tries to 
transform it into a more sophisticated, up-to-date form, ‘attuned to 
poststructuralist questions’ (4), but able to propose different answers. It is, like 
Tyson’s approach, a self-conscious attempt to move beyond poststructural 
approaches to subjectivity. See Tyson, Psychological Politics of the American Dream: 
The Commodification of Subjectivity in Twentieth-Century American Literature 2. 
19 See for example the work of Palmer and Fludernik: Alan Palmer, Fictional 
Minds, Frontiers of Narrative (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2004). Monika 
Fludernik, Towards a ‘Natural’ Narratology (London; New York: Routledge, 1996). 
More on their work and that of others working with these concepts in Chapter 2. 
20 Uri Margolin, “Cognitive Science, the Thinking Mind, and Literary Narrative,” 
in Narrative Theory and the Cognitive Sciences, ed. David Herman, Csli Lecture Notes; 
No. 158 (Stanford, Calif.: CSLI Publications, 2003), 285. 
21 Ibid. 
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that we interpret ‘real’ human beings in much the same way as we do 
fictional characters.22 

The question of how readers read and whether they can or do 
identify with fictional beings is not the particular focus of this study, 
but what these new approaches can offer are new tools for analyzing 
the human figure in fiction, since they highlight aspects that in rather 
formalistic or abstracted accounts of narratives are sometimes 
overlooked. Taken together, these new approaches in narratology, 
but also the reworking of what were distinctly humanistic approaches 
in cultural theory, underscore an apparent need to attend to aspects 
of subjectivity, aspects of the experience of being human as 
presented in fiction, that have been repressed, one could say, in the 
heydays of poststructural criticism. 
 
In his defense against accumulating critiques of how postmodern and 
poststructural theories conceive of ‘the subject’, Colin Davis 
contends that ‘the anti-essentialist, anti-universalist, anti-
foundationalist and anti-humanist decentered subjects of 
poststructural thought’, nevertheless are still subjects ‘in some sense’:23 
‘[d]ecentered, dispersed, fragmented and elusive, the human subject 
nevertheless endeavours to reassemble the sense of an existence it 
continues to perceive as its own’, and ‘[c]rucial to this is the subject’s 
ability to construct and narrate stories’, he writes, with reference to 
the later work of Julia Kristeva.24  

Davis acknowledges that Kristeva’s earlier work did ‘epitomize the 
evacuation of the human’,25 so what we may be witnessing then is 
rather a development in the work of Kristeva, which can be noted 
too in the work of other ‘poststructuralists’ (Derrida’s later work on 

 
22 Marissa Bortolussi and Peter Dixon stress this in their empirical study of 
narrative processing: ‘Even though literary characters and real people are 
ontologically distinct, they are processed in much the same way. In other words, 
literary characters are processed as if they were real people, and real people are 
processed in terms analogous to the categories brought to bear on the 
interpretation of literary characters.’ Marisa Bortolussi and Peter Dixon, 
Psychonarratology: Foundations for the Empirical Study of Literary Response (Cambridge; 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003) 140. 
23 Colin Davis, After Poststructuralism: Reading, Stories and Theory (London; New 
York: Routledge, 2004) 130. Emphasis in the text. 
24 Ibid. 131. 
25 Ibid. 
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‘ethics’ is another example).26 This reorientation in poststructural 
theory may not be so radically different from the direction taken by 
those who critique poststructural theory and try to go beyond this 
theorizing. I am more interested in what these two lines of the 
development of ideas have in common and may point towards, than 
in getting caught up in a discussion about whether those who 
propose a critical reading of poststructural theories are, as Davis has 
it, ‘misguided’ (i.e. bad or confused readers).27 

The problem may be that the critiques view ‘poststructural theory’ 
itself monolithically, as if it was, or should be, a coherent system of 
thought. My intention is not to judge these critiques as somehow 
‘misguided’ – besides, those who take issue with the idea of the 
subject or self that arises from radical postmodern thought are not 
always unaware that they invoke a perhaps simplified version; 
Quentin Kraft for example acknowledges this but goes on to say that 
it is these simplifications after all that have had ‘the widest 
influence’.28 Whether ‘correct’ or not, perhaps simplified and 
sometimes even caricaturized versions of what supposedly a 
postmodern or poststructural subject is like, have indeed circulated 
widely. But these interpretations are interesting in their own right; 
they apparently fulfill a function, in that they allow one to project a 
feeling of dissatisfaction on what was and to start constructing new 
and improved versions in opposition to what is perceived as 
‘wrong’.29 

I think we therefore need to distinguish between the original gist 
(and function) of postmodern and poststructural theories and what 
has become of these ideas. Qua function, these theories were originally 
oppositional; the ‘tactic’ of deconstructing is always parasitical on 
existing systems, structures and ideas. But now, the call for an 

 
26 See for example Simon Critchley, The Ethics of Deconstruction: Derrida and Levinas, 
2nd ed. (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Library, 1999). 
27 Davis, After Poststructuralism: Reading, Stories and Theory 131. 
28 Quentin Kraft, “Toward a Critical Re-Renewal: At the Corner of Camus and 
Bloom Street,” in Beyond Poststructuralism: The Speculations of Theory and the Experience 
of Reading, ed. Wendell V. Harris (University Park: The Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 1996), 238. 
29 In much the same way as ‘postmodernism’ in general was conceived as 
something different than ‘modernism’, for which a particular reading of what 
modernism was supposed to be was necessary, in accordance with the logic of the 
dialectic construction of the ‘new’. 
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alternative vision is heard more loudly. Quite simply put, it is not 
unthinkable that after endless proposals for deconstructions, a desire 
to construct will break through. As psychologist Kenneth Gergen 
wrote: ‘although continuing critique is essential, many have also seen 
this stance as limited … it is one thing to become conscious of 
flawed assumptions and practices, but if this is our singular posture 
we remain locked in combat without the development of new 
visions’.30 The development of these new visions is what is at issue in 
this study. 
 
‘After all the postmodern dust has settled,’ asked Calvin Schrag in his 
philosophical treaty The Self after Postmodernity, ‘what traces remain of 
the self?’31 This was also a key question during my own research. My 
analyses of the experience world of the human figure in fiction are 
motivated by the idea that fiction can indeed, like Margolin stated, 
provide ‘conceivable models of human experientiality’. Of interest is 
thus to see what kinds of models of human experientiality are now 
conceived of in the literary fiction of ‘the contemporary descendants’ 
of postmodern authors. What traces of the self remained or are 
(re)tracked in their work? 

Apart from ‘cognitions’, how fictional human figures think (and 
how their thought is presented), I believe feelings are, especially in the 
novels that I will be working with, highly relevant also. And so are 
other aspects of subjectivity, most notably the interpersonal 
construction of a sense of self. In Chapter 2 I will introduce in more 
detail how exactly I plan to study the presentation of ‘being human’ 
in fiction, but here I want to stress that these new developments in 
narratology and in critical theory too – this turn towards the ‘human’ 
– is certainly significant for the analyses I will carry out in the 
following chapters, not in the least because I believe that in the 
novels themselves we can detect very specific existentialistic concerns 
and a phenomenological orientation. 
 

 
30 David A. Paré and Glenn Larner, Collaborative Practice in Psychology and Therapy, 
Haworth Practical Practice in Mental Health (New York: Haworth Clinical Practice 
Press, 2004) xxiv. 
31 Calvin O. Schrag, The Self after Postmodernity (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1997) 28. 
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These new critical approaches have not yet been connected to the 
work of the younger writers I am concerned with here. One reason 
for this is simply that the texts that I will analyze in this study were 
not written and not published yet at the time when these critiques or 
corrections of poststructural and postmodern thought and literary 
theory were tentatively worked out. Another reason could be that it is 
perhaps easier to reflect on and re-read already canonized works of 
fiction, novels that are already acknowledged and recognized by the 
academic community as somehow ‘worthy’ of our critical attention. 
Attending to present day fiction is risky in that in ten or twenty years 
from now some of the novels that may seem highly relevant today 
may have been forgotten by that time. But then it may be interesting 
enough to be able to get a glimpse of why some people felt they were 
important ‘back then’ (I mean ‘now’). I hope to offer at least such a 
glimpse. 
 
 
CRITICAL FICTION 
I intend to show in what ways the issue of ‘re-humanization’ of the 
subject is addressed in contemporary fiction and why this issue is so 
important around the beginning of the 21st century. I will focus 
mostly on the implicit ‘theorizing’ in fiction. Especially in the work of 
David Foster Wallace, whom I consider to be a key figure in the 
development of a new ethic and aesthetic in fiction; his work signals 
what I will label, for now, a post-postmodern turn in contemporary 
fiction.32 Wallace creates what could be called ‘critical fiction’, in that 
his work shows a heightened awareness of the twists and turns of 
critical theory of the last few decades, and very ‘knowingly’ in his 
texts works his way through some of the most arresting 
contradictions and paradoxes of postmodern thought. 

 
32 I am aware that this is just another one of those labels, ‘post this’, but I use it 
only to make room for thought, hypothetically: ‘what if’ it were possible to think 
beyond what we already know and enter another possible world (a form of science 
fiction in the most literal sense…). For an earlier use of the term ‘post-
postmodern’ fiction, see for example the last chapter (“The Novel After 
Postmodernism”) in Gerhard Hoffmann, From Modernism to Postmodernism: Concepts 
and Strategies of Postmodern American Fiction, Postmodern Studies (Amsterdam/New 
York: Rodopi, 2005). Hoffmann also refers to a lecture by Jeffrey Eugenides who 
called his colleague Jonathan Franzen ‘postpostmodernist’ (647). 
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When fiction incorporates critical insights developed in theory, 
this has significant consequences for the position of the cultural critic 
or theorist. I think it would be rather reductive to hold on to the idea 
that fiction is merely an ‘object’ of knowledge for those studying 
literature. In any case, that is not how I will engage with fictional 
texts. Since critical insights are not at all passively inserted from 
theory into fiction one has to recognize the intellectual work done in 
fictional texts. ‘Art thinks’, writes Ernst van Alphen, and therefore 
art should not only be considered as the ‘object of framing’, art also 
‘functions, in turn, as a frame for cultural thought’.33 And not only 
does art frame cultural thought, I feel, but also, more directly, art 
frames the person who is engaging with it. 

As said, the work of David Foster Wallace is a clear example of 
this type of writing; not only his non-fiction but also his stories and 
novels show a critical awareness. Mark Danielewski is another 
ambitious writer of this generation, whose first novel, House of Leaves 
(2000) is overflowing with theories, not simply reproduced, but 
wittingly used, practiced. Dave Eggers has already been mentioned, 
and although his work is not explicitly theoretical, or always highly 
conceptual, his stories and novels too can be seen to be working 
against a background of ‘postmodern’ ideas that are incorporated in 
the text and then worked through. There are other writers (and 
artists) like these three who seem to be working on the same project 
in related ways. 
 
 
LACKING ‘THE HUMAN’ 
Not everybody appreciates this development in fiction towards a 
form of ‘critical fiction’, fiction that is ‘contaminated’ with,34 and also 
practices (through ‘example’ one could say), critical theory. Literary 
critic James Wood (born in 1965) for example condemns the work of 
Wallace and other writers of his (Wood’s as well as Wallace’s) 
generation for it, for what he calls ‘the DeLilloan idea of the novelist 

 
33 Ernst van Alphen, Art in Mind: How Contemporary Images Shape Thought (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2005) xvi. 
34 Fiction and theory are (increasingly) in a ‘process of mutual contamination’, as 
Ernesto Laclau phrased it. In: Ernesto Laclau, “Introduction,” in Post-Theory: 
Directions in Criticism, ed. Graeme MacDonald; Martin McQuillan; Robin Purves; 
Stephen Thomson (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1999), vii. 
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as a kind of Frankfurter School entertainer – a cultural theorist, 
fighting the culture with dialectical devilry’.35 What is bothering 
Wood is not that the writer is acting as cultural theorist per se, but 
that all the clever theorizing in fiction lately is frustrating what Wood 
sees as the proper job of the novelist: to write about ‘human beings’, 
how they think and feel and act. Since that is exactly what Wallace 
feels fiction should be about, as the quotation at the beginning of this 
Introduction shows,36 and because it is the subject of this study, the 
way that ‘being human’ is conceptualized and presented in recent 
fiction, it is interesting to take a closer look at what exactly Wood is 
expecting, and that Wallace cum suis aren’t delivering in his opinion. 
 
Instead of presenting ‘characters who are fully human’, according to 
Wood, these ‘big, ambitious contemporary novels’ by young 
American novelists are populated by ‘vivacious caricatures’, ‘all shiny 
externality’, which makes it impossible for the reader to ‘enter 
them’.37 Something is missing and ‘that lack is the human’, Wood 
feels. ‘All these contemporary deformations’, he continues, 
 

flow from a crisis that is not only the fault of the 
writers concerned, but is now of some lineage: the 
crisis of character, and how to represent it in fiction. 
Since modernism, many of the finest writers have been 
offering critique and parody of the idea of the 
character, in the absence of convincing ways to return 
to an innocent mimesis.38 

 
But why would writers want or even need to return to an ‘innocent’ 
mimesis? That they do not or cannot is, I believe, not necessarily a 
deficit, but instead symptomatic of a larger cultural ‘condition’. The 
one example Wood offers in the context of his argument here, of a 
writer who has succeeded in depicting characters as fully human, 
namely Chekhov, is telling. I think such a nineteenth-century type of 
figure would probably feel very much out of place in a contemporary 
setting. Which is to say, perhaps these ‘deformed’ characters in 

 
35 James Wood, “Tell Me How Does It Feel,” The Guardian, October 6 2001. 
36 McCaffery, “An Interview with David Foster Wallace,” 131. 
37 James Wood, “Human, All Too Inhuman,” The New Republic, July 24 2000. 
38 Ibid. 
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contemporary fiction do have some mimetic value, presenting a more 
updated sense of self.39 But Wood seems to be yearning for more 
traditional (representations of) human beings. 

In response to ‘accusations’ like mine, that a false nostalgia 
informs his criticism, Wood has stated that: 
 

The forms and languages of fiction are always 
changing. And the self may well be changing, too. But 
not as quickly as the representations of the self. Our 
postmodern generation often falls into a kind of 
historical superiority or metaphysical provincialism, 
whereby we pride ourselves on how very different our 
subjectivity is – more mediated, more fractured, more 
self-conscious, et cetera – from our ancestors.40 

 
And then he adds: ‘Were this true we would be unable to read the 
fiction produced by those predecessors.’41 That implies too bleak a 
vision of what we are able to process as human beings; as if only who 
is very much like us can be assimilated in our frameworks of 
interpretation of the self.42 But Wood does raise an interesting point. 
What exactly is the relation between ‘representations of the self’ and 
the ‘self’? 

What Wood seems to imply is that it is somehow possible to gain 
a direct access to the ‘self’, that there is a ‘true’ self against which to 

 
39 Aleid Fokkema, in her study of postmodern characterization, grants the 
characters of postmodern fiction, however ‘tied up in language, intertext, or 
discourse’ they may be, also some mimetic value – this type of character ‘is 
representational in that it represents a concept about the world of human culture. 
Such postmodern characters are not mimetic because they represent universal 
human beings, but because an understanding is offered of contemporary Western 
culture.’ Aleid Fokkema, Postmodern Characters: A Study of Characterization in British 
and American Fiction (Amsterdam; Atlanta: Rodopi, 1991) 189-90. Likewise, I 
believe the presentation of human figures in fiction today can offer such an 
understanding – which will differ from the interpretations of being human in a 
particular cultural setting in the fiction of the early postmodern writers. 
40 James Wood, “A Reply to the Editors,” n+1, no. 3 (2005): 135. 
41 Ibid. 
42 It may be true to a certain extent though. Unfortunately for Wood it is true that 
young people are increasingly becoming very impatient with the way characters 
are presented in nineteenth-century fiction. (So-called ‘realistic fiction’ is 
becoming less and less realistic, one could say.) 
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measure our mere conceptions or representations of the self. How else 
can he be comparing these characters in fiction and more generally 
representations of the self, including our ideas of who we are, with the 
way we somehow really are? He questions the conception of the self 
that the ‘postmodern generation’ (meaning, mostly, his own 
generation) has, but what is the point, I wonder, to say: ‘Yes, you 
may think your subjectivity is more fractured and mediated and self-
conscious, but in reality this is simply not true’? 

What he implies is that there is a difference between how you see 
yourself or think of your self and how you really are. But this position 
becomes untenable, I think, when even the human sciences have 
taken a constructivist or narrative turn. This development, especially 
in the field of psychology, has relevance here and I will give a more 
detailed account of it in my next chapter. I will also explain there 
how exactly, methodologically and conceptually, the new approach to 
the self developed within this new paradigm informs the kind of 
literary analysis I conduct at the heart of this study. But a few 
introductory statements may already give an idea of how I intend to 
invoke the new branch of psychology called ‘narrative psychology’ 
that has the most bearing on how I approach the human figure in 
fiction. 
 
 
SELF AS NARRATIVE 
In his preface to one of the first essay collections on narrative 
psychology, Theodore Sarbin points out that ‘the crisis in social 
psychology has created a readiness to set aside positivist assumptions 
and to replace them with other ways of conceptualizing the human 
condition’.43 To him and many other psychologists today working in 
this new branch of psychology, a better way of approaching the self 
is as a narrative construction, as a ‘self-narrative’. From this 
perspective the way we talk about our selves, structure our sense of 
self by constructing our life stories, is most important: it is how we 
try to make sense of who we are. The relevant question therefore is 
not ‘what is a human being?’ (searching for fundamental essences) 
but: ‘What does it mean to be me?’ 

 
43 Theodore R. Sarbin, Narrative Psychology: The Storied Nature of Human Conduct 
(New York: Praeger, 1986) vii. 
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Although this new paradigm in psychology has only recently 
gained some prominence, Csaba Pléh, in an illuminating overview, 
shows that there has been an interest in ‘narrative models’ for much 
longer in the field of psychology – only that in the earlier days these 
first models and narrative theories ‘had relatively little affinity with 
the philosophies of their time’ and were ‘insensitive to the dramatic 
changes going on in their own time in the narrative patterns of 
modern European literature’.44 Today this is different, she feels: ‘The 
recent affinity between these three areas (i.e. philosophy, psychology, 
literature – nt) indeed indicates a definite change in cultural climate.’45 
That is where I situate my own research: at the intersection of these 
three areas. 

Although narrative psychologists today are not totally insensitive 
to the development of modern literature, and even postmodern 
literature, still a rather traditional view of the organization of 
narratives, including stories of the self, informs their narrative 
models.46 Therefore I feel that analyzing the presentation of the self 
in recent fiction can contribute significantly to the development of a 
more up-to-date version of the story of the self. If we allow for the 
view that fiction is a way of ‘experimenting with knowledge 
structures’, in the words of Pléh,47 then it may be very informative to 
take a closer look at how the self is conceptualized in present day 
fiction, to see how we can think of our ‘selves’. Contemporary 
literature has had, therefore, not enough impact, yet, on the 
development of narrative psychological models of the self, in my 
opinion. I will argue that there are new or alternative narrative 
patterns offered in experimental contemporary fictional texts to 
construct a sense of self, and that a closer analysis of these fictional 
narrative structures may help revise a too rigid conception of what 
counts as a proper or coherent self-narrative in our present age and 
culture. 
 
One of the explicit aims I have with this study, on a methodological 
level, is thus to show that narrative psychology and literary studies 

 
44 Csaba Pléh, “Narrativity in Text Construction and Self Construction,” 
Neohelicon 30, no. 1 (2003): 189. 
45 Ibid. 
46 More on this in Chapter 2. 
47 Pléh, “Narrativity in Text Construction and Self Construction,” 196. 
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can be fruitfully linked. The challenge will be to bring out their points 
of convergence and to show where they can really contribute to each 
other’s goals and directives and conceptual arsenal. One always has 
to be careful with such an interdisciplinary project, careful not to 
maim one discipline (usually the one the researcher is the least 
familiar with), picking and plucking from the fascinating ‘other’ only 
those elements one can use best and ignoring those parts that cause 
friction. But my intention is not to forge a connection between the 
discipline of ‘psychology’ (in general) and ‘literary studies’ (in 
general), but to show the potential in connecting much more specific 
discourses, focusing mostly on what is now called ‘narrative 
psychology’, and a form of literary criticism and theory that attempts 
to move beyond (or through) postmodern and poststructural 
approaches to texts. 
 
For a long time it was held as somewhat ‘naïve’ to study fictional 
human-like figures psychologically; but I think that a rather old-
fashioned idea of what the discipline of psychology could offer has 
been the cause of this dismissive stance. This issue will be more 
extensively addressed in the second chapter, when I will deal with the 
history and development of literary studies, specifically pertaining to 
the development (or perhaps lack of it) of the study of character and 
other ‘human-like’ beings presented in or via literary fiction. There, I 
will also point out rapprochements between the two disciplines 
attempted in the past. (The appropriation of psychoanalytical theory 
by literary critics and theorists represents a very specific sub-field of 
this interdisciplinary research domain and will of course be discussed 
too.) I will retrace, mostly from psychological literature on this 
subject, the developments that led up to the conception of narrative 
psychology’s research domain and research tools, and will offer this 
history in the next chapter, situating this relatively new branch of 
psychology within a wider context. I will then conclude the second 
chapter with a clear outline of my own approach, how I analyze the 
presentation of ‘what it means to be human today’ in the three 
contemporary novels. 
 
For now, if we go back to James Wood’s judgment for a moment: in 
his critique of the presentation of character in contemporary fiction, 
Wood is both right and wrong, I believe. He is right insofar as many 
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of the characters (but also narrators) in the novels he has targeted are 
indeed lacking something, lacking ‘the human’, you could say. This is 
exactly the problem. But (and this is something Wood does not seem 
to realize) this problem is already presented as a problem in these 
novels. What I am interested in is to know how this is presented as a 
problem, what is presented as the source or cause of this problem, and 
whether perhaps possible solutions are presented in these texts, for 
this ‘lack’. I believe the analysis of this complex problematic needs 
the input of psychology and literary studies both. 
 
 
IN PRACTICE: THE CASE OF HAL 
I want to give a short example of how the problematic of a ‘lack of 
the human’ is presented in some key passages from the novel Infinite 
Jest (1996) by David Foster Wallace,48 focusing on the adolescent Hal 
Incandenza, who is one of the central characters in Wallace’s second 
novel. It illustrates how the problematic outlined above is of central 
concern within the text itself. 

‘[I]nside Hal there’s pretty much nothing at all, he knows’, we are 
informed. Now, my question is: what is the use of saying about this 
character, Hal, that he is not fully human, that one cannot ‘enter’ Hal, 
feel with him, when Hal himself, as we can read, is very aware of his 
emptiness, lack of depth, lack of emotions? ‘Hal himself hasn’t had a 
bona fide intensity-of-interior-life-type emotion since he was tiny’, it 
says, ‘terms like joie and value’ he can ‘manipulate … well enough to 
satisfy everyone but himself that he’s in there, inside his own hull, as 
a human being’.49 

Luckily Hal, ‘who’s empty, but not dumb’ (more like a very bright 
young cultural theorist), ‘theorizes privately’ on why he has this 
feeling of not being fully human. Hal’s private theory is offered after 
a passage in which an unspecified narrator talks more generally of the 
cultural condition and the influence on young people (‘we’) of 
dominant cultural norms: 
 

It’s of some interest that the lively arts of the 
millennial U.S.A. treat anhedonia and internal 

 
48 David Foster Wallace, Infinite Jest (London: Abacus, 2001). This is one of the 
novels on Wood’s list. 
49 Ibid. 694. 
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emptiness as hip and cool…We are shown how to 
fashion masks of ennui and jaded irony at a young age 
where the face is fictile enough to assume the shape of 
whatever it wears. And then it’s stuck there, the weary 
cynicism that saves us from gooey sentiment and 
unsophisticated naïveté. (694) 

 
This diagnosis is very much in line with Wood’s I would say. Then 
follows Hal’s theory: 
 

what passes for hip cynical transcendence of sentiment 
is really some kind of fear of being really human, since 
to be really human (at least as he conceptualizes it) is 
probably to be unavoidably sentimental and naïve and 
goo-prone and generally pathetic, is to be in some 
basic interior way forever infantile. … One of the 
really American things about Hal, probably, is the way 
he despises what he is really lonely for: this hideous 
internal self, incontinent of sentiment and need, that 
pules and writhes just under the hip empty mask. (694-
5) 

 
What is relevant here is how ‘to be really human’ is conceptualized, 
explicitly even, in the text; and also how this ‘really human’ figure is 
presented against and in sharp contrast with a background, a certain 
cultural milieu, in which it is obviously a taboo to be sentimental and 
naïve and show ‘real’ feelings. The cultural norm is to show an 
attitude of irony and world-weariness, and to avoid seeming too soft. 
The ‘internal self’ (paradoxically still there, even though Hal is ‘empty 
inside’) has to be repressed, hidden behind a ‘mask’. 

In other words, if Hal appears ‘all shiny externality’ (masquerading 
as caricature) this would be because he is simply trying to fit in, in his 
cultural milieu. To evaluate or judge these characters, as Wood does, 
against outdated cultural norms, is not very informative. For one, 
what would be missed is precisely the tragedy going on with Hal (and 
many of the other characters in this novel), that he is having trouble 
fitting in, that his incorporation of the prevalent cultural norms is 
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causing some serious, pathological disturbances.50 In other words, 
Hal is already framed by prevailing cultural thought in the story-world 
presented in this novel, and (as will become more obvious later on) is 
struggling to break out and has to find other, alternative ways of 
conceptualizing what it means to be human. So instead of framing 
Hal by projecting on him a ‘traditional’ concept of what it means or 
somehow should mean to be human, I will focus on the friction 
between the cultural norms, or more broadly a particular cultural 
‘milieu’, articulated or implied in the text itself and the human figures as 
presented in the text. 
 
 
‘AS IF’ REALITY 
Neither this cultural context nor the human figure is a fixed and 
stable configuration of meaning – not in fiction and not in real life. 
‘Under postmodern conditions’, writes psychologist Kenneth 
Gergen, ‘persons exist in a state of continuous construction and 
reconstruction … Each reality of self gives way to reflexive 
questioning, irony, and ultimately the playful probing of yet another 
reality.’51 Accordingly, postmodern fiction, as Linda Hutcheon points 
out, ‘asks its readers to question the process by which we represent 
our selves and our world to ourselves and to become aware of the 
means by which we make sense of and construct order out of 
experience in our particular culture.’52 To realize that there is not one, 
fixed, way of experiencing reality, including the reality of the self, can 
be liberating if one was ever caught up in one such traditional 
framework of reality. But when this becomes the modus vivendi, when 
this continual reflection on the processes of meaning making itself 
becomes the ‘appropriate’ way of relating to the self, others and the 
world, the effects are quite different. 

Gergen sees as the downside of this increase in possibilities and 
‘excitement’, the ‘simultaneous bewilderment at the explosion in 

 
50 For example, Hal and many of the other characters in the novel are having 
trouble dealing with ‘real’ feelings and qualify for the clinical diagnosis of what is 
called ‘anhedonia’ (‘an incapacity for feeling’, 695). 
51 Kenneth J. Gergen, The Saturated Self: Dilemmas of Identity in Contemporary Life 
([New York]: Basic Books, 2000) 7. 
52 Linda Hutcheon, The Politics of Postmodernism (London; New York: Routledge, 
1989) 53-4. 
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responsibilities, goals, obligations, deadlines and expectations’.53 This 
‘infinite range of possibilities open to the individual’ can be 
‘existentially troubling’, in the words of sociologist Anthony 
Giddens.54 People try to deal with these overwhelming uncertainties 
by creating an ‘as if’ environment, as Giddens calls it: a ‘shared – but 
unproven and unprovable – framework of reality’.55 This framework 
is based on a certain trust and faith, sustained by social interactions 
and the conventions and routines that structure those interactions. 
This is how people normally ‘go on’ with their daily lives and keep 
anxieties at bay: preliminary ‘symbolic interpretations of existential 
questions’ provided by and in a certain ‘cultural setting’ ‘allow a 
“faith” in the coherence of everyday life’.56  

But what happens when postmodern socio-cultural assumptions 
and interpretations become dominant? For example, when an ironic 
stance towards the world, the self and others becomes a social 
convention, it completely looses its critical function.57 And, 
furthermore, this convention will certainly not effectuate in the kind 
of reassuring ‘as if’ reality that Giddens was thinking of. 

Here we can see a difference again, between an earlier generation 
who grew up in a more ‘conventional’ milieu and then confronts the 
possibilities and trials in a postmodern culture, and the perhaps really 
‘postmodern generation’, born in the sixties and seventies, who may 
have internalized postmodern insights that were at one time culturally 
significant but have now become more of a cluster of clichés, 
‘framing’ cultural thought, and framing, also, how we think of our 
selves. I will concentrate on the incorporation and manifestation of 
these clichés in the work of Wallace and his peers, on the resulting 
cultural setting (a postmodern ‘as if reality’), which functions as a 
background in and against which the human figures in these texts are 
presented and try to present themselves. 
 
 

 
53 Gergen, The Saturated Self: Dilemmas of Identity in Contemporary Life xvii. 
54 Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age 
(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1991) 36, 21. 
55 Ibid. 37, 36. 
56 Ibid. 38. 
57 cf. Wallace, “E Unibus Pluram: Television and U.S. Fiction.” 
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THE BACKGROUND OF INTERPRETATION 
What I mean by this background or cultural milieu is something 
similar to what John Searle, philosopher of language and mind, refers 
to as ‘the Background of Interpretation’: 
 

The functioning of meaning in particular and 
intentionality in general is only possible given a set of 
background capacities, abilities, presuppositions, and 
general know-how. Furthermore, in addition to the 
preintentional background the functioning of meaning 
and intentionality generally requires a rather complex 
network of knowledge, beliefs, desires, etc. … all 
meaning and understanding goes on within a network 
of intentionality and against a background of capacities 
that are not themselves part of the content that is 
meant or understood, but which is essential for the 
functioning of the content. I call this network of 
intentional phenomena, the “Network,” and the set of 
background capacities, the “Background”.58 

 
To be able to analyze what I mean by background or cultural setting, 
I need to make explicit which aspects of the text will be considered 
ingredients of such a setting. The above quotation already conveys 
that this background should not be understood as simply a ‘décor’, 
but is more like the ‘as if’ reality Giddens is speaking about. This 
means that this background will not always be explicitly laid out in 
the text (mentioned), but is often implied – in the way human figures 
in a text speak, act, feel and think. For example when Hal, in Infinite 
Jest, interacts with his peers and friends, he will never talk directly and 
honestly about how he really feels. As his brother observes: ‘It’s like 
there’s some rule that real stuff can only get mentioned if everybody 
rolls their eyes or laughs in a way that isn’t happy.’59 It is these kinds 
of ‘rules’, not always made explicit, that in a way structure or frame 
experience worlds. The rolling of eyes and ridicule express 

 
58 John Searle, “Literary Theory and Its Discontents,” in Beyond Poststructuralism: 
The Speculations of Theory and the Experience of Reading, ed. Wendell V. Harris 
(University Park, Pa.: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996), 105. Italics 
undone. 
59 Wallace, Infinite Jest 592. 



 
34 

embarrassment with real feelings, which is only normal in a cultural 
setting in which irony is a social convention. 
 
Searle’s concepts, of Background and Network, are rooted in Ludwig 
Wittgenstein’s language philosophy, exemplified in his Philosophical 
Investigations. They can be interpreted as specifications of what 
Wittgenstein referred to as a ‘life-form’. This concept, of a life-form 
or form of life, Wittgenstein used to stress that the way we talk, use 
language, is dependent on our way of living.60 We should always 
understand that ‘the speaking of language is part of an activity, or of 
a life-form,’ and that ‘to imagine a language means to imagine a life-
form,’ as Wittgenstein famously wrote.61 Language, therefore, must 
not be viewed as an abstract system, but must always be considered 
in a context of use, as a ‘spatial and temporal phenomenon’, as 
practiced, that is, in a particular cultural setting.62 Which means that 
there is a ‘multiplicity of language games’, according to Wittgenstein, 
and these different practices of language all have their implicit 
‘rules’.63 The use of language is governed by what language is used for, 
and this will differ from situation to situation (or from one cultural 
setting to another). 

 
60 A simple and popular example (not Wittgenstein’s) is that Eskimos have about 
thirty words for ‘snow’: since they live in an environment and culture in which it 
is highly important to differentiate between different kinds of snow, they need 
words to express and communicate these nuances. We would probably not be 
able to understand or see all these differences that to this particular cultural group 
are of enormous importance. (Some have considered this example a myth 
though, see for a semi-critical evaluation of this example: Geoffrey K. Pullum, 
The Great Eskimo Vocabulary Hoax, and Other Irreverent Essays on the Study of Language 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991).) 
61 Ludwig Wittgenstein and G. E. M. Anscombe, Philosophical Investigations; the 
German Text, with a Revised English Translation Third Edition, 50th anniversary 
commemorative ed. (Malden, MA,: Blackwell Pub, 2003) 10e §23, 7e §19. Italics 
undone. 
62 Ibid. 40e §108. Italics undone. ‘A main source of our failure to understand is 
that we do not command a clear view of the use of our words.’ Wittgenstein and 
Anscombe, Philosophical Investigations; the German Text, with a Revised English 
Translation Third Edition 42e §122. 
63 Wittgenstein and Anscombe, Philosophical Investigations; the German Text, with a 
Revised English Translation Third Edition 10e, §23. On ‘rules’, see for example page 
33e (§83), 34e (§85). 
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It is impossible to do justice to the richness of Wittgenstein’s 
work by quoting just a few aphorisms, but it is not my intention to 
introduce or reproduce his philosophical views in toto64 – what is 
important is to give an idea of how his views can (and do) inform a 
new discourse focused on working through some of the most 
arresting voids and contradictions in postmodern and poststructural 
thought. The above quotation of John Searle, for example, is taken 
from a text in which Searle argues that poststructural theorists – and 
he singles out Jacques Derrida to prove his point – seem to base their 
ideas on ‘assumptions that are pre-Wittgensteinian’, with the result 
that ‘a lot of what passes for profundity and enormous obscurity and 
insight into deep and mysterious matters is in fact dependent on a 
series of rather simple confusions’.65  

Searle is not the only one to correct some of the more radical 
claims of poststructural thought by grounding his argument in 
Wittgenstein’s philosophy. While Searle more generally attacks some 
basic misconceptions as he perceives them in Derrida’s and other 
poststructuralists’ writings, I will focus here on one particular, 
seemingly mysterious and obscure matter, an apparent paradox of 
poststructural thought, pertaining to the question of ‘what it means 
to be human’ that perhaps with the help of a more Wittgensteinian 
conception of language can be re-interpreted as merely a ‘simple 
confusion’. 
 
 
THE CONTRADICTION, OR: A DOUBLE DECONSTRUCTION 
‘One of the recurring ironies of postmodernity, both as a 
philosophical persuasion and a cultural milieu’, writes Calvin Schrag 
in his philosophical treaty, ‘is the impassioned call for empowerment 

 
64 For an excellent introduction to Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, see for 
example Marie McGinn, Routledge Philosophy Guidebook to Wittgenstein and the 
Philosophical Investigations, Routledge Philosophy Guidebooks (London; New York: 
Routledge, 1997). 
65 Searle, “Literary Theory and Its Discontents,” 129. For more details of this 
specific dispute, between Derrida and Searle, I gladly refer the reader to Searle’s 
own informative and amusing essay. Colin Davis also comments on ‘the Searle-
Derrida controversy’ and jumps to the defense of Derrida, in a way, but also 
shows why this was a ‘missed encounter’, because of ‘an absence of a shared 
discourse or a common ground on which opponents might meet’. See Davis, 
After Poststructuralism: Reading, Stories and Theory 50-51, 158-61. 
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alongside requiems eulogizing the passing of the subject as speaker, 
author, actor – and pretty much in every sense conceivable. But then 
one needs to ask, “Empowerment by and for whom?”’66 This is 
ironic indeed. Schrag is referring to oft-quoted ‘requiems’ written by 
for example Foucault, Derrida, and Roland Barthes.67 Dead and 
buried, supposedly, was a particular kind of subject: a self-
determining, self-contained subject, occupying a central position – as 
moral authority, as meaning-maker. 

At the moment ‘in which language invaded the universal 
problematic’,68 Derrida wrote, it became ‘necessary to begin to think 
that there was no center’, nothing ‘outside a system of differences’, 
only ‘the interplay of signification ad infinitum’.69 The subject, too, is 
produced by ‘the movement of différance’,70 is nothing but a shifting 
signifier caught up in this endless interplay of signification. That is, 
when language became the paradigmatic structure in the humanities, 
and, consequently, when it was realized this was a centerless structure,71 
this restructured, or destructured, more traditional conceptions of the 
subject (and other objects of research for these disciplines).  

Whether it is language as such, or ‘ideology’ (Althusser) or 
‘discourse’ (Foucault) – modeled like language –, this idea of a sort of 
totalitarian ‘system’, which allows no (critical) position outside it, 
almost always prevails in poststructural thought.72 The ‘strange and 

 
66 Schrag, The Self after Postmodernity 61. 
67 Roland Barthes on ‘the death of the author’, in Roland Barthes and Stephen 
Heath, Image, Music, Text (New York: Hill and Wang, 1977); Michel Foucault on 
man as ‘an invention of recent date’ and ‘one perhaps nearing its end’, in 
Foucault, The Order of Things; an Archaeology of the Human Sciences. Jacques Derrida 
criticized a metaphysics of presence, including the presence of the subject. 
68 This ‘moment’ is now usually referred to as the ‘linguistic turn’. 
69 Jacques Derrida, “Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human 
Sciences,” in Writing and Difference (London: Routledge, 1980). 
70 Jacques Derrida and Peggy Kamuf, A Derrida Reader: Between the Blinds (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1991) 24. 
71 This realization of course characterizes the shift from ‘structuralism’ to 
‘poststructuralism’. 
72 Seigel explains this as stemming from a misreading, by Derrida in particular, of 
Ferdinand de Saussure’s ideas on language, focusing too much on the Saussurian 
concept of ‘langue’ (‘a system of internal relations between signs, based wholly on 
the establishment of differences capable of bearing meaning’, as Seigel explains it 
in short) and neglecting Saussure’s concept of ‘parole’ (‘the subjective expression’, 
language use, that is). See Jerrold E. Seigel, The Idea of the Self: Thought and Experience 
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self-defeating irony in much of this theorizing’, as Quentin Kraft 
sums it up nicely, very much in agreement with Schrag, is that: 
 

On the one hand, it has challenged and 
‘deconstructed’ everything monolithic: orthodox 
views, official words, dogmas of all kinds, indeed any 
voice of authority, and thus any and all claims to 
certainty. In this way it has affirmed difference and 
liberated the individual. On the other hand, it has been 
quick to deconstruct and disable what it has affirmed 
and liberated. It has allowed to the individual very 
little, if any, power to construct or reconstruct even, 
for that matter, to deconstruct, though it tends to 
remain rather silent on the negation of its own 
activities. Indeed, the mainline of this sort of 
theorizing has been so wholly bent on anti-humanism 
as to seem suicidal.73 

 
So the subject is liberated from its fixed position, no longer framed 
by conventional thought, freed from authorities such as God or even 
its own burdening, self-centered ego. But then what?74 ‘The most 
that can be asserted is that the self is multiplicity, heterogeneity, 
difference, and ceaseless becoming, bereft of origin and purpose’, 
writes Schrag. A negative evaluation, that motivates him to ‘restitute 
and refigure the portrait of the human self’.75  

 
in Western Europe since the Seventeenth Century (New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2005) 640-46. 
73 Kraft, “Toward a Critical Re-Renewal: At the Corner of Camus and Bloom 
Street,” 237. Kraft is quick to note that, when picking and plucking ideas 
circulating in this kind of theorizing, ‘no doubt the Derrida I invoke is not the 
“real” one, the Derrida of full complexity, but only a condensed version, the 
simplified figure of the wildest influence; but it is, after all, the wide influence I 
am primarily concerned with’ (p.238). The same goes for me, since I am primarily 
concerned with what has been ‘passed down’, as I already wrote, from the 
writings of the early postmodernists, including poststructuralists (who would 
probably not even straightforwardly affiliate themselves with these theories). 
74 Or: ‘For whom is the funhouse fun?’ “Lost in the Funhouse”, in: John Barth, 
Lost in the Funhouse; Fiction for Print, Tape, Live Voice (Harmondsworth: Penguin 
Books, 1972) 77. 
75 Schrag, The Self after Postmodernity 8. 
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Others of course have celebrated this fragmentation of fixed 
subject positions. Once dominant views on how one should live a life 
(behave, act, think, feel) were revealed to be cultural-historical 
constructions, it perhaps became easier to fight for the right to be 
different; one did not necessarily need to adapt to ‘appropriate’ forms 
of living, since it could be shown that what is appropriate and normal 
is not written in stone, but subject to change. 

But many have stumbled upon the question of who is, or can be, 
an agent of such change. ‘If language itself is a key mechanism of 
normalization’, writes Donald Hall in his textbook on subjectivity, 
‘how is it possible ever to theorize in language an alternate model 
wherein what is considered abnormal is potentially revalued?’76 How, 
indeed, when the subject is not any longer a ‘speaker’ of language but 
subjected to language (or ideology, or discourse), can anyone begin to 
articulate alternative models? This is an particularly relevant question 
in the area of academic and non-academic work sometimes labeled as 
‘identity politics’, grouping different strands of research, theories and 
activism (such as feminism, queer theory, gender politics, 
postcolonialism) asserting this right to be different for those who are 
marginalized by cultural norms. For, to be able to effectuate some 
changes, it would be helpful to have a strong sense of self to begin 
with.  

Cultural and literary critic Terry Eagleton draws attention to this 
debilitating aspect of poststructuralist or other non-essentialistic 
approaches to subjectivity, by stating that: 
 

[T]here is an important difference between dispensing 
with essences and foundations because who you are is 
no longer such a burning issue, and dispensing with 
them when you need a fairly secure sense of who you 
are just in order to become what you want to be.77 

 
I believe this is a burning issue not only for those in less privileged 
positions, but is becoming a burning issue too for those who have 
had the luxury and freedom to reflect excessively on their own identity. 

 
76 Donald E. Hall, Subjectivity, The New Critical Idiom (New York: Routledge, 2004) 
102. 
77 Terry Eagleton, The Idea of Culture, Blackwell Manifestos (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 
2000) 75. 
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There is an apparent ruse in the rhetoric of poststructuralism, 
because it can be interpreted as ‘positing at once a bleak, inescapable 
ideological determinism and the intrinsic capacity for rebellious 
deviance by individuals from determining structures’, as Kim 
Worthington phrased it.78 Worthington, who focused on the same 
contradiction or irony of postmodern thought as Schrag and Kraft 
did, suggests that ‘essentially humanistic values such as personal 
liberty, independence, privacy, and democracy underscore many 
poststructuralist accounts of subjectivity’.79 This is not very unlikely 
when we remember that, as Bertens made explicit, most theorists of 
postmodernism grew up in the forties and fifties, internalizing values 
and norms that secured them a pretty stable sense of self – even 
when this was considered a too rigid or ‘bourgeois’ sense of self that 
they repudiated later on. This is different for those who grew up in a 
distinctly postmodern culture and internalized postmodern cultural 
norms. How to ‘become who you want to be’ when you are 
supposedly a ‘multiplicity, heterogeneity, difference, and ceaseless 
becoming, bereft of origin and purpose’?  

The problem is that in postmodern and poststructural theories, in 
principle, an oppositional view of the self is highlighted,80 to the point 
of a ‘fetishism of difference’ even, to quote Steven Best and Douglas 

 
78 Kim L. Worthington, Self as Narrative: Subjectivity and Community in Contemporary 
Fiction, Oxford English Monographs (New York: Clarendon Press, 1996) 77; See also 
Seigel’s in-depth study of modern Western conceptions of the self, especially 
chapter 18 (“Deaths and Transfigurations of the Self”), in which Seigel points out 
the ‘two seemingly contradictory images’ of the self rising up from postmodern 
and poststructural claims, ‘one of which represented human individuals as rigidly 
constricted by the social and cultural conditions where their formation takes 
place, while the other portrayed human possibilities as radically open and 
unlimited’. Seigel, The Idea of the Self: Thought and Experience in Western Europe since 
the Seventeenth Century 603. 
79 Worthington, Self as Narrative: Subjectivity and Community in Contemporary Fiction 
35-36. 
80 For example Foucault stressed: ‘Maybe the target nowadays is not to discover 
what we are but to refuse what we are … We have to promote new forms of 
subjectivity through the refusal of this kind of subjectivity that has been imposed 
on us.’ Foucault, Michel (2000), “The Subject and Power,” in Power, Essential 
Works of Foucault, 1954-1984, vol.3, ed. James D. Faubion, trans. Robert Hurley et 
al, New York: The New Press; quoted in Hall, Subjectivity 94. 
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Kellner.81 The problem, furthermore, is that it is not always clear 
how this opposition is to be conceived of. 

Many of the critiques of poststructural theory react to what I see 
as a double deconstruction (already noted by Kraft), practiced in 
poststructural theories: one, a deconstruction of traditional 
frameworks of meaning, and two, a deconstruction of the subject. 
It’s the entanglement of two lines of thought, inherent in these 
theories, into a frustrating knot, that now needs to be dealt with. 
Realizing, in the words of narrative psychologist Michelle Crossley, 
that ‘[i]n our modern society our “frameworks of meaning” have […] 
become problematic. We have the sense that not one framework is 
shared by everyone’,82 leads to a subjective relativism. But the subject 
itself is also relative, we learned, it was rather the effect of existing, 
dominant frameworks of meaning (‘language’, ‘discourse’, ‘ideology’). 
It was perhaps very exciting and liberating to ‘probe yet another 
reality’ when one still had a stable sense of self to do this probing. 
But when this more secure sense of self is known to be an illusion 
too, one has to wonder: who still has the capacity to enjoy all this 
free play? 
 
Best and Kellner wrote a lengthy critique on postmodern (social) 
theory, and for them what it comes down to is that ‘all postmodern 
theory lacks an adequate theory of agency, of an active creative self, 
mediated by social institutions, discourses, and other people’.83 This 
last quote has all the ingredients of an alternative, perhaps post-
poststructural, idea of the self as it is tentatively being conceptualized 
recently in a growing body of texts. The way Donald Hall stated the 
problem (‘If language itself is a key mechanism of normalization, 
how is it possible ever to theorize in language an alternate model 
wherein what is considered abnormal is potentially revalued?’) is 
revealing in that it shows that the problematic status of the subject is 
related to a certain conception of language, or of ‘structure’ in 

 
81 Steven Best and Douglas Kellner, Postmodern Theory: Critical Interrogations, 
Communications and Culture (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Macmillan, 
1991) 288. 
82 Michele L. Crossley, Introducing Narrative Psychology: Self, Trauma, and the 
Construction of Meaning (Buckingham, [England]; Philadelphia, PA: Open 
University Press, 2000) 17. 
83 Best and Kellner, Postmodern Theory: Critical Interrogations 283. 
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general. This is where the idea of ‘a multiplicity of language games’ 
proves helpful. What the critical evaluations of poststructural theory 
that I referred to have in common is that they all seem motivated by 
the need to come up with a non-traditional conception of a ‘shared’ 
framework of reality – no longer viewed as ‘one framework shared by 
everybody’, but not as a collage of practically incommensurable 
micro-narratives (as Lyotard perhaps would have it)84 either. In this, I 
will argue, these theoretical explorations run parallel to the 
explorations in fiction, in the novels I will be working with.85 But I 
want to show first how this alternative conception of a shared 
framework is conceptualized in theory. 
 
 
NARRATIVE AGENCY 
In The Self We Live By, sociologists James Holstein and Jaber 
Gubrium try to envision a ‘new ending’ for the story of the self, 
unsatisfied as they are with the conclusions of ‘skeptical or radical 
postmodernists’ who had proclaimed ‘that the story of the self was 
over’.86 This story is not over, they contend, since ‘self interpretation 
is more prevalent in today’s world than ever before’,87 referring to all 
kinds of interpretative practices, such as everyday conversations, talk 

 
84 Although especially known for his idea of petit-histoires, and the decline of 
meta-histoires in the postmodern era, Lyotard also invokes Wittgenstein’s 
terminology of language games. But he stresses ‘the idea of an agonistics of 
language’: ‘to speak is to fight, in the sense of playing, and speech acts fall within 
the domain of a general agonistics’, although we also ‘should not … lose sight of 
… the social bond … composed of language moves’ – but again, Lyotard 
particularly focuses on the ‘displacement’ of the speaker, and: ‘consensus has 
become an outmoded and suspect value’, he writes (in response to Habermas). 
(Jean François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. 
Geoff Bennington; Brian Massumi (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
1999 [1979/1984]) 10-11, 16, 66. This is in accordance with Lyotard’s ‘war on 
totality’ and his call to ‘activate the differences’, in his well-known essay 
“Answering the Question: What is Postmodernism?” (Lyotard, The Postmodern 
Condition: A Report on Knowledge 82.  
85 But, again, in these theoretical explorations no one has yet discovered or has 
made a connection with the kind of ‘big ambitious novels’ written by the younger 
generation of writers that I am focusing on. 
86 James A. Holstein and Jaber F. Gubrium, The Self We Live By: Narrative Identity in 
a Postmodern World (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000) 57, 56. 
87 Ibid. 81. 
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shows, therapy, or Alcoholics Anonymous meetings.88 They attend to 
the context in which people try to make sense of who they are, since 
it influences how people construct their identity, but do not take this 
context or setting to be fixed and rigid – if in every setting or 
situation there are implicit or explicit codes that regulate how one 
structures a story of the self, each person still has the ability to apply 
these codes creatively or even alter them. This is very much in accord 
with Wittgenstein’s ideas on language games and rule following.89 
From the fact that we are always embedded in a particular social or 
cultural setting, does not necessarily follow that we are wholly 
determined by the norms that prevail in this setting. 

This reasoning also underlies Kim Worthington’s ‘pragmatic 
conception of subjectivity’.90 To her it is obvious that ‘speaking 
subjects have a capacity, limited certainly by situation and 
circumstance, for critical reflection on the (signifying) communities 
in which they are structured and for the modulation of, and choice 
between, a variety of determining structures or communities’.91 Like 
Holstein and Gubrium, Worthington acknowledges that her 
argument is in part inspired by Wittgenstein’s philosophy.92  

The notion of a plurality of backgrounds (‘practices’, 
‘communities’, ‘structures’) is important for all these attempts to 
grant subjects or selves some narrative agency, the ability to navigate 
through different discursive communities and assemble their own 
story of the self. The assumption that the self is mediated, structured 
in language still stands, but instead of surrendering to a form of 
linguistic determinism, the focus is on language use and for that what 
is needed is a conception of the self as language user, or: as storyteller. 
This is the attraction of narrative psychology for me, and of the work 
of others who incorporate a constructivist approach: that in this field 
of study one has to pay attention to how in practice people construct a 

 
88 See also the essay collection they edited: Jaber F. Gubrium and James A. 
Holstein, Institutional Selves: Troubled Identities in a Postmodern World (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2001). 
89 Wittgenstein and Anscombe, Philosophical Investigations; the German Text, with a 
Revised English Translation Third Edition 33e §83. 
90 Worthington, Self as Narrative: Subjectivity and Community in Contemporary Fiction 
32. 
91 Ibid. 36-37. 
92 Ibid. 95. Holstein and Gubrium, The Self We Live By: Narrative Identity in a 
Postmodern World 82-85, 89. 



 
43 

story of the/their self. Instead of just concluding or simply positing 
that we are mediated and fractured, the focus is on how we still do try 
to make sense of our selves, even when fractured and mediated. 
 
When it comes to the analyses of fictional texts, it similarly is not 
very elevating to point to the postmodern characteristics of the 
novels of for example David Foster Wallace, and conclude that the 
characters in these fictions are mediated and fractured.93 That is 
simply pointing out the obvious. One could read Wallace’s stories 
with a checklist of postmodern characteristics at hand, and project a 
postmodern framework of interpretation on them. But the interest of 
this study is to show how these ‘postmodern’ elements have affected 
the sense of self that the human figures presented in the novels have. 
Do they experience a complete narrative breakdown? Do they search 
for alternative narrative models to secure a sense of self? My focus 
too, is on how it works out on a practical, experiential level – in the 
experience world of human figures. 
 
 
CULTURAL AND SUBJECTIVE PATHOLOGY 
We will see that this narrative agency, the idea of the self as capable 
of navigating through divergent communities and appropriating 
various ways of storytelling, cannot be simply posited either. Do the 
human figures in these texts really experience this kind of narrative 
control? And, if not, how do they, perhaps partially, regain this 
‘control’, the capacity to make sense of their experience world? 

One of the problems many of the characters and narrators in the 
novels confront is that they don’t know how to choose between the 
many options, possible ways of being. There are to them not just 
many ways to ‘style’ a life, the problem cuts deeper than that and is 
not one of ‘self-fashioning’,94 but should be interpreted as an 
existential problem. Sociologist Zygmunt Bauman observed how ‘the 
quandary tormenting men and women at the turn of the century is 
not so much how to obtain the identities of their choice’, ‘but which 

 
93 See for an example of a reading and analysis of Infinite Jest as a postmodern 
novel: Toon Theuwis, “The Quest for Infinite Jest: An Inquiry into the 
Encyclopedic and Postmodernist Nature of David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest” 
(Dissertation, Ghent University, 1999). 
94 A term coined by Stephen Greenblatt. 
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identity to choose and how to keep alert and vigilant so that another 
choice can be made’ – ‘a kaleidoscopic world’, he continues, 
‘demands that the options, as many as possible, are kept open’.95 The 
effect is a chronically unstable, ‘open’ sense of self, and such a self 
can hardly make any decision, because it primarily seems to lack what 
David Foster Wallace called ‘decision making tools’ – it can neither 
search ‘inside’ to find the motivation to make an either/or choice, 
and neither can it rely on external frames of reference for this, since 
those are in permanent flux. 

The double deconstruction, of both outside world and inside 
world, leads to a pathological form of indecision and paralysis, we 
will see in the novels. In principle the individual is free to choose not 
only what to do, and how to act, but also how to be – the latter form 
of freedom is eventually debilitating.96 An extreme self-consciousness 
characterizes the thought process of many of the human figures in 
the novels, paradoxically perhaps, since what is this self that they are 
conscious of? These figures may seem self-centered, continually 
reflecting on their own self, but there is no self, fixated in mind, as a 
stable object of reflection – and the reflection on the self therefore 
results in an infinite regress, causing what could be called an existential 
implosion. Feelings of indecision, and a condition that in Infinite Jest is 
labeled ‘analysis paralysis’, are a result of this infinite reflection and 
regression. This lack of decision making tools I consider to be one of 
the main problems that the selves in these three novels have to 
confront. 
 
Another important problem or ‘symptom’ that can be surmised from 
the three novels (symptom of an apparent friction between the self 

 
95 Zygmunt Bauman, The Individualized Society (Cambridge, UK; Malden, MA: 
Polity Press, 2001) 147, 48. 
96 Of course the debilitating effect of this limitless ‘freedom’ has been a topic in 
philosophical and literary texts long before today. ‘Man is condemned to be free’ 
was one of the dicta of existentialism, for example, and that since ‘existence 
precedes essence’, only by acting one can take up a subject position in the world. 
But a very strong notion of an ‘I’ usually dominates in existentialistic texts, that is, 
this ‘I’ is posited as a presence thrown into the world, ready to act. Jean Paul 
Sartre, Existentialism and Human Emotions (New York: Citadel Press, 1987 [1957]) 
23, 13, 23. This presence is in serious doubt in postmodern texts, broken down 
and fragmented. And now the problem is how to ‘go on’, construct a sense of self 
from and with these fragments. 
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and its postmodern cultural background or milieu), is an inability to 
appropriate feelings, while feeling them nevertheless. Comparing the 
presentation of the human figure in modernist art and postmodernist 
art, Frederic Jameson believed that modernist art expressed the 
‘alienation’, ‘solitude’, ‘social fragmentation’ and ‘isolation’ of the self, 
but that ‘concepts such as anxiety and alienation (and the experiences 
to which they correspond …) are no longer appropriate in the world 
of the postmodern’ since ‘there is no longer a self present to do the 
feeling’.97 Jameson interprets this as a ‘shift in the dynamics of 
cultural pathology’, ‘one in which the alienation of the subject is 
displaced by the latter’s fragmentation’.98 The effect is that feelings 
are no longer contained in the particular individual, but are ‘free 
floating and impersonal and tend to be dominated by a peculiar kind 
of euphoria’.99 But no such euphoria dominates in the fiction of 
Wallace and the other writers of his generation that engage with 
contemporary culture. As we have already seen in the case of Hal in 
Infinite Jest, this character felt empty inside but at the same time was 
afraid to be ‘overflowing with sentiment’. 

The self, experiencing real feelings, is not absent at all, it seems. 
Rather, as a vague presence, it haunts and disrupts the well 
functioning of the ‘subject’ in a cultural setting which privileges 
ungrounded, commodified desire.100 Hal Foster, analyzing the avant-
garde in visual art in the late twentieth century, signaled an interesting 
‘qualitative change’ in postmodern art in the nineties: 
 

Some early definitions of postmodernism evoked this 
ecstatic structure of feeling, sometimes in analogy with 
schizophrenia. … In recent intimations of 
postmodernism, however, the melancholic structure of 
feeling dominates … Many artists seem driven by an 
ambition to inhabit a place of total affect and to be 

 
97 Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, Post-
Contemporary Interventions (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991) 14, 15. 
98 Ibid. 14. 
99 Ibid. 16. 
100 On the commodification of feelings, and how this is presented in 
(post)modern fiction, see for example: Tyson, Psychological Politics of the American 
Dream: The Commodification of Subjectivity in Twentieth-Century American Literature. 
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drained of affect altogether … Pure affect, no affect: It 
hurts, I can’t feel anything.101 

 
This last exclamation characterizes very well the state that a figure 
such as Hal is in, who claims on the one hand to have not had any 
real feelings since he was ‘tiny’, but on the other hand is, as said, 
overflowing with feelings. There is no longer a self present to do the 
feeling, but these feelings are experienced nevertheless. The 
restructuring of ‘affect’ without resorting to older conceptions of the 
self as a simple container of feelings is a very important new element 
in the fiction of Wallace cum suis. How this restructuring of affect 
works out, in practice, leads us to the third and last symptom I have 
singled out, which I will refer to as (paraphrasing Hal Incandenza’s 
words) ‘a structural need for a we’. 
 
I believe we may now, at the turn of the millennium, be witnessing a 
new shift in the dynamics of cultural pathology, away from the 
schizophrenic investment Jameson discusses toward an indeed much 
more melancholic structure of affect, revolving around a ‘loss’ which 
has, paradoxically perhaps, a very strong ‘presence’ (a traumatic 
presence, Foster would probably say). But a loss of what exactly, and 
a ‘presence’ in what sense? How this feeling of ‘loss’ and feeling of 
being lost are connected to the ‘lack of the human’ I discussed earlier, 
will become more apparent in the course of the separate case studies 
of the novels (and will then be extensively analyzed in the concluding 
chapter, in which I present a synthetic analysis of the symptoms 
distilled from the case studies), but for now it is important to note 
how the novels seem structured around feelings, more so than that 
they are centered around individual human psyches (however 
fractured). 

The difficulty of situating feelings either ‘inside’ or ‘outside’ (‘free 
floating’), the apparent difficulty the selves have with appropriating 
feelings while they can neither comfortably expel them as some sort 
of intruding outside force imprinting them, is exactly what triggers 
the search for an alternative way of structuring self-narratives. I will 
argue that to make sense of ‘feelings’, the self in these texts needs 
others. Feelings, in these three contemporary novels, are not ‘private’ 
 
101 Hal Foster, The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century 
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996) 165-66. 
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and ‘inner’ but neither are they ‘free floating’; they are inter-personal. 
They can only be vicariously made sense of, it seems. This is best 
illustrated in the short story “Octet” by Wallace, in which the 
narrator, despairing over finding a proper narrative form to convey 
his ‘sense of something’, ‘something urgent and human’ as he alludes 
to it, eventually turns to a ‘you’ and decides to simply ask: ‘Do you 
feel it too?’102 Without the ‘feeling’ ever being clearly spelled out or 
specified (what exactly is this feeling that the narrator is so worked up 
about?), in effect the feeling starts to function as an index, ‘it’. It no 
longer refers to a private feeling encapsulated somewhere in an 
isolated mind but actually points to a potential (or hypothesized, 
‘what if’) inter-subjective connection. More important than to figure out 
what this feeling is, is to see how it works. 

It works as a way to reach out, we could say, as a way to 
hypothesize a potential structure of a ‘we’ which revolves around the 
possibility of sharing feelings. We should not underestimate the 
awkwardness that goes with it, with raising this possibility of a ‘we’ 
and with ‘sharing feelings’, especially for such solipsistic minds as 
depicted in the three novels. But this is where the novels discussed in 
this study diverge from postmodern fiction most clearly and most 
significantly, I believe. I will argue that self-narratives in these 
contemporary novels eventually seem to be structured not around a 
centered and stable self-concept, but are constructed, primarily, 
around feelings which, once shared, can lay the foundation, possibly, 
for beginning to make sense of ‘what it means to be me’. It forces (if 
only by an awkward leap of faith) into being a ‘you and me’, a ‘we’ – 
a structure activated only by a form of responsiveness.  

This responsiveness, or sensitivity to the other, is a very important 
aspect of the narratives of selves in all three of the novels. Not only 
is this illustrated by the often extensive use of the addressee form 
(‘you’) in Eggers’s and Danielewski’s texts most obviously. It goes 
further than that: this sensibility toward the other signals, as I will 
argue, a shift toward what Gergen has called a ‘relational ontology’. 
 
The complexity (foregrounded in for example the story “Octet”) of 
what is at the same time such a simple and elegant ‘solution’ to the 
problematic of being unable to make sense of ‘feelings’ on one’s own 
 
102 From “Octet” in: David Foster Wallace, Brief Interviews with Hideous Men 
(London: Abacus, 2001) 131. 
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(which is strongly related to a confusion about how to make sense of 
one’s self) will first be discussed in more detail in the intermezzo 
chapter, in which I analyze three of Wallace’s short stories, stories 
that each (and progressively) implicitly spell out the poetics of what I 
have labeled post-postmodernist fiction. The issue will then be taken 
up in each consecutive chapter, and will in the final chapter be 
connected to recent attempts in critical literary and psychological 
theory to re-humanize the subject or self, and to a relational ontology 
as tentatively envisioned by Gergen and others. 
 
Summing up, there are three key problems or ‘symptoms’ I have 
singled out that I believe most strongly suggest that the ‘self’, as 
presented in these contemporary novels, experiences difficulties 
making sense (of its ‘self’, of experiences, of feelings and needs) – 
difficulties that, I feel, have to do with having to live within 
postmodern ‘virtual paradigms of experience’. Virtual paradigms of 
experience, as Holstein and Gubrium explain, are particular ‘ways of 
thinking, seeing, and talking’ evident in specific socio-cultural 
settings.103 As said, each community of sorts has implicit ‘rules’ (for 
example that it is improper to talk about ‘real feelings’).  

This goes for the variant cultural contexts that the fictional figures 
have to ‘act into’ also; even when such (sub)cultures can be said to be 
very ‘postmodern’, because also in such postmodern cultural contexts 
there are implicit rules – as psychologist John Shotter points out: 
‘Although the postmodern self may be something of a mosaic, no 
self is an island. In postmodern everyday life … one occupies a 
multiplicity of standpoints, each within at least a local community; 
and within such communities there are standards, ways of judging, to 
which one must conform if one is to be accounted a member.’104  

In the analyses of the three novels I make a point of drawing out 
such implicit rules of the (multiple) socio-cultural contexts the 
human figures are situated in or that they have to navigate between. I 
will show to what extent such contexts or communities affect the 
sense of self of the human figures in these novels, but more 

 
103 Holstein and Gubrium, The Self We Live By: Narrative Identity in a Postmodern 
World 162. 
104 John Shotter, “‘Getting in Touch’: The Meta-Methodology of a Postmodern 
Science of Mental Life,” in Psychology and Postmodernism, ed. Steinar Kvale (London: 
Sage, 1992), 70. 
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important perhaps will be to find out whether there is (still) the 
possibility to escape from or change those paradigms of experience 
(most notably postmodern paradigms of experience) that are 
experienced as no longer ‘fitting’ – no longer fitting in the sense that 
they do not allow a person to construct a meaningful sense of self. 
 
Each chapter in the middle part of this study (Chapters 3 to 5) 
revolves around the central protagonist of each novel. This is not to 
presume a centered and stable un-fragmented ‘psyche’ as my object 
of analysis, as will be explained in the next chapter. Rather I consider 
Hal in Infinite Jest (Chapter 3), Dave in AHWSG (Chapter 4), and 
Johnny in House of Leaves (Chapter 5) as what philosopher and 
cognitive scientist Daniel Dennett calls ‘centers of narrative gravity’: 
‘A self’, he argues, ‘is not any old mathematical point, but an 
abstraction defined by … myriads of attributions and interpretations 
(including self-attributions and self-interpretations).’105 Of course 
Dennett is talking about real human beings, but I would say that it is 
even easier to see how his account of a ‘self’ applies to fictional 
beings than it does to real human beings. (I will have much more to 
say on this in Chapter 2.) 

After the three case studies in Chapters 3 to 5 follows a 
concluding and synthesizing chapter in which the three ‘symptoms’ – 
‘a lack of decision making tools’, ‘it hurts, I can’t feel anything’, and ‘a 
structural need for a we’ – will be analyzed in more depth. 
 
In an Intermezzo, previous to the three case studies, I turn first to 
three stories of David Foster Wallace that I believe in themselves 
already convey a very sharp sense of what is at stake when trying to 
delimit and transgress the seemingly limitless and unbound 
postmodern paradigm – a paradigm that is still dominantly present in 
the ‘background’ in experimental writing today. It is also an elusive 
actuality, still, in the experiential domain, the experience world of the 
‘really’ postmodern generation, fictional or not, I believe.  

The three questions that underlie the three symptoms that I have 
singled out already rise to the surface in my analysis of Wallace’s 
critical short fiction. These questions – how to choose? how does 
one relate to feelings? and how to relate to others or how to connect? 
 
105 Daniel Clement Dennett, Consciousness Explained (Boston: Little, Brown and 
Co, 1991) 426-27. 
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– are simple in the sense that they are questions that we may guess 
have haunted modern men and women for ages, but they are still 
acute; I would say even more acute when posed from within or 
against the background of a postmodern paradigm of experience that 
celebrates multiplicity and divergence and ungrounded desire.106 
Within such a context or setting, these questions may almost sound 
quaint. But that is exactly the point: the novels signal an apparent 
discomfort with relating such basic human concerns to that past. 

 There is some bravery (and also much anxiety and awkwardness) 
involved, as we will see, in addressing such simple and human 
concerns; it demands a going against the grain. Nowhere does this 
become more obvious than in the critical fiction of David Foster 
Wallace: the three stories almost spell out this ambiguity, the mixed 
feelings when it comes to constructing the ‘new’ against a 
postmodern framework of thinking and writing, most especially a 
thinking and writing or narrating of the ‘self’. This is the attempt, the 
attempt to construct (conceptually, narratively, critically) a new sense 
of self (a post-postmodern sense of self if you like) that will be traced 
in the rest of this study. 

 
106 One can make something out of the fact that the protagonists are all young – 
twentysomethings in the case of Dave and Johnny, adolescent in the case of Hal 
– and say that it is simply because they are on the verge of becoming adult, are in a 
transitional phase when it comes to having to become a full ‘functioning’ member 
of society, that such questions are highlighted in their self-narratives. Of course 
questions of identity and of one’s relation to one’s social and cultural 
surroundings are more acute in that stage. I cannot oversee the extent to which 
the concerns articulated in the three questions are relevant for the larger 
population, although social and psychological research, as we will see, suggests 
that to some extent they are. 
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CHAPTER 2 
‘BEING HUMAN’ IN FICTION: A NARRATIVE PSYCHOLOGICAL 

APPROACH 
 
 
A TURN TO THE HUMAN 
To be ‘really human’ is pathetic, in the eyes of Hal Incandenza; you 
should not show any real emotions because it will make you seem 
too soft and sentimental and sentimentality is taboo, Hal knows. 
Other characters in Infinite Jest have the same difficulty as Hal with 
acknowledging and showing how they really feel and think because 
they have the sense it would be somehow inappropriate to do so. 
Critic James Wood, as we saw, took Infinite Jest to be a clear example 
of the kind of contemporary fiction that cultivates a ‘lack of the 
human’, as he called it. Wood judged this lack as a deficit on the part 
of the authors, who apparently were somehow incapable or unwilling 
to present actual human-like figures with real-seeming experiences. 
But I believe a novel such as Infinite Jest on the contrary is an attempt 
to actually address this lack of the human. The novel explores what 
could be the cause of it and also how this lack, which is presented as 
painful, can possibly be overcome. 

Also House of Leaves and A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius 
are primarily concerned with what exactly frustrates the presentation 
of the (fictional) self as ‘really human’ and then search for possible 
alternative narrative strategies for presenting ‘real’ experiences; these 
novels do not at all celebrate the supposed lack of the human as 
Wood seems to think. They may indeed be testifying to this lack but 
it is an actual theme in the works itself, and it is presented as a 
problem that needs to be solved. These novels thus rather signal a 
desire to ‘redeem’, as David Foster Wallace phrased it.1 
 
A turn to the ‘human’, salient not only in recent fiction but also in 
recent theory, stems from a desire to attend to aspects of subjectivity 
that were repressed in postmodern literature and theory, as I argued 
in the previous chapter. This ‘re-humanizing’ tendency as Rimmon-
Kenan called it, in fiction and theory both, marks a transformation of 
postmodern practices of narration and of conceptualizing the self. 

 
1 See Chapter 1 for the full quote. 
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Practices of narration and conceptions of the self are related. To be 
able to analyze the transformation we therefore need analytical tools 
that are attuned to both narrativizing strategies and to a more elusive 
‘sense of self’, a sense of self that does not necessarily fit already 
conventionalized or canonized narrative practices. A double focus is 
thus necessary, taking into account both what exactly this new sense 
of self we can detect in the novels consists of, and how this new sense 
of self is presented. 
 
‘[T]he dissolution of the self has had devastating consequences for 
the status of characters in narrative fiction’, Rimmon-Kenan states,2 
and indeed the decentering of the self or individual in critical theory 
of the last few decades, matched by a fragmentation of the self in 
postmodernist fiction, have resulted in a particular framework of 
interpretation that sees the self or subject in a certain way, a 
framework that is now perceived to be rather limiting.3 Summing up 
what has come to be understood by the decentering of the self, 
Rimmon-Kenan points to two related ideas that have been dominant 
in the past few decades in experimental fiction and postmodern or 
poststructural theories: ‘the absence or loss of an inner center 
holding together the different aspects of the individual’ and ‘the 
replacement of the anthropomorphic view by an outlook that puts 
impersonal systems rather than people in the center’.4 

The turn to the human in recent fiction and theory does not 
amount to a naïve return to the more traditional view of the self as 
centered and autonomous meaning-maker, as we will see, but neither 
is the absence of an ‘inner center’ any longer uncritically reiterated, 
and ‘systems’ are taken to be less deterministic than in 
(post)structural theories. The self resurfaces in these novels as a 
vague ‘presence’, undefined by itself but not absent in the way that it 
was perceived in postmodern texts; and systems or structures 
certainly still have an influence on the construction of the self but 

 
2 Rimmon-Kenan, A Glance Beyond Doubt: Narration, Representation, Subjectivity 13. 
3 See also for example Josh Toth’s and Neil Brooks’ assessment that since the 
beginning of the 1990s critics began to ‘confirm an apparent shift in aesthetic and 
theoretical forces’, which entailed an attempt ‘to break (finally) with 
postmodernism’s apparent solipsism and irresponsibility, its ethical and social 
vacuity’. Josh Toth and Neil Brooks, “Introduction: A Wake and Renewed?,” in 
The Mourning After: Attending the Wake of Postmodernism, ed. Neil Brooks and Josh 
Toth, Postmodern Studies (Amsterdam/New York: Rodopi, 2007), 3-4. 
4 Rimmon-Kenan, A Glance Beyond Doubt: Narration, Representation, Subjectivity 13. 
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they are no longer conceived of as ‘impersonal’ but rather as inter-
personally constructed. 

Invoking a postmodern framework of interpretation that is based 
on the two premises that Rimmon-Kenan sums up will not allow us 
to see this change or shift in how the self is conceptualized. 
Necessary, I believe, are heuristic tools that can (at least temporarily) 
bracket such existing frameworks of interpretation of the self and 
focus on how the self is actually experienced. As was mentioned in the 
introductory chapter, this focus on experiences I take to be an 
important element of the re-humanizing tendency in recent theory 
and in new or revised methodological approaches to literary fiction. 
The ‘representation of humans experiencing in fiction’ (Butte), 
‘human experience’ (Tyson), ‘experientiality’ (Fludernik), ‘conceivable 
models of human experientiality’ (Margolin), or, related to this, ‘the 
presentation of fictional mental functioning’ (Palmer), are focal 
concerns that all testify to this recent turn to the human when it 
comes to analyzing fiction. 
 
Analyzing the fictional presentation of human experience requires, I 
believe, a necessary sensitivity, on the part of the interpreter, to the 
psychological dimension of human figures in fiction. But psychological 
approaches to fictional beings are not at all mainstream in literary 
theory and (academic) criticism today; in fact, psychological 
approaches are often discredited as naïve. But they need not be, I will 
argue. A rather outdated conception of the discipline of psychology 
is, I think, the cause of the dismissive stance. 

In this chapter I will first give a short historical overview of 
psychological literary criticism to see what kinds of psychological 
approaches were envisioned in the past. Then we will take a look at 
why exactly psychological criticism has been discredited and what has 
replaced this type of criticism. Structuralist narratology in the 1950s 
and 60s for example was seen as a much more ‘systematic’ approach 
to fiction, that would correct the naïve ‘anthropomorphism’ that was 
thought to be inherent in any psychological approach to fiction. 
Indeed, ‘impersonal systems rather than people’ became the central 
concern for literary theory and criticism at this time, and continued 
to be important also in poststructural approaches to literature 
focusing on ideology, language, and power structures for example. 

In recent years narratology has developed into its ‘post-classical’ 
phase and refreshing new approaches are worked on recently that do 
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allow for a partial return of more ‘human’ concerns, as we will see. 
My own approach, which will be explained in detail in the latter part 
of this chapter, draws from such recent post-classical theories and 
methodologies. Another important strand of research informing my 
analyses is a new branch of psychology called narrative psychology, 
which is founded on the social constructionist paradigm, and focuses 
on narrative self-construction. I feel narrative psychology has a lot of 
potential for re-introducing in literary theory and criticism a 
necessary sensitivity to psychological aspects of the presentation of 
fictional selves. It can facilitate, I believe, the development of a 
sophisticated and updated psychological approach to fiction. But 
before we come to that, first we will begin with a short detour into 
the history of psychological criticism. 
 
 
THE ‘PSYCHOLOGICAL TURN’ AND ITS AFTEREFFECTS 
In her contribution to a recent anthology of the history and practice 
of literary criticism and theory, Susana Onega offers (almost as an 
aside) a quick but clear sketch of the rise and fall of a distinctly 
psychological approach to literature. Reflections on the novel were 
primarily concerned at first, ‘in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries’, with issues of genre-classification, in a continuation of ‘the 
theory of discourse initiated by the classics’ such as Aristotle and 
Plato, she recounts; but then 
 

the advent of Romanticism [in the nineteenth century] 
brought about a refocusing of attention from genres 
and forms to the ‘individual creator.’ A new type of 
criticism then developed, aimed at establishing the 
‘psychology’ of author and work. This ‘psychological 
turn’ informs the historicist outlook in literature that 
runs parallel to the development of realism in the 
nineteenth century. Progressively incorporating the 
psychoanalytical ideas of Freud, Jung, and Bachelard, 
as well of those of the new science of sociology, it 
eventually expanded in various directions: the analysis 
of the author’s personality, that of the reader (or 
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rather, the critic), or the question of the work’s 
‘immanence’.5 

 
The latter direction is the particular focus of Onega’s essay, namely 
‘the systematic analysis of narrative’ that ‘displaced’ the psychological 
orientation to literature and which came to rise around the turn of 
the nineteenth century, was developed in formalist criticism in the 
1920s and 1930s, and eventually culminated in a structuralist 
narratology from the 1950s and 1960s onwards, as Onega goes on to 
explain.6 While I will take up the recent developments in narratology  
(broadly referred to as ‘post-classical’ narratology) later on, first I will 
trace when and why the interest in a psychological approach to 
literature started to dwindle.7 
 
The above quoted short historical overview by Onega already shows 
that there is not one way of aligning the discipline of psychology to 
the study of literature. There is the possibility of focusing on the 
author’s personality or psyche for example, a direction most strongly 
taken up by psychoanalytical criticism. What was relatively early on 
dismissed as ‘bad’ was the type of ‘applied psychoanalysis’ initiated 
(perhaps unwillingly) by Freud, that took a literary text as somehow 
fully illustrative of the workings of an author’s mind, in analogy with 
the way one could analyze dreams for specific clues that would direct 
the perceptive analyst to repressed or unconscious aspects of a 
person’s psyche.8 There is nothing, in principle, against analyzing an 

 
5 Susana Onega, “Structuralism and Narrative Poetics,” in Literary Theory and 
Criticism: An Oxford Guide, ed. Patricia Waugh (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2006), 273-4. 
6 Ibid, 274. 
7 What can at least be speculatively surmised from accounts of the history of 
literary studies is that a desire for ‘objectivity’, for establishing an academic 
discipline with proper, ‘scientific’ methodology and aims, may have had 
something to do with the growing dissatisfaction with and even disdain of the 
practice of interpreting and analyzing literature psychologically. Two implicit 
motives at least seem to rise up when one takes a closer look at the establishment 
of literary studies as an academic discipline: a desire to be taken as seriously as the 
hard sciences, and a desire, perhaps, to not be mistaken for a hobbyist in the eyes 
of a general public (‘Everybody can read a book.’ ‘Yes, but also everybody can 
take a look at the stars but will probably not see or grasp the same thing as an 
astronomer.’). More on this when I discuss ‘classical’ or structuralist narratology. 
8 See Céline Surprenant’s contribution on “Freud and psychoanalysis” in the 
anthology already mentioned; who quotes Ricoeur as having called this type of 
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author’s psyche of course, if one is interested in such a thing (as the 
author’s psychologist, for example, to which the author has turned in 
times of need), but I believe reading the fictional work of an author is 
just not enough ‘proof’ for arriving at a full analysis of this person’s 
psychological make-up. 

And just like the fictional work will not help fully explain the 
workings of the author’s psyche, neither will the author’s psyche, 
personality, or autobiography help fully explain the workings of fictional 
texts. This conclusion is often related to the notion of ‘the intentional 
fallacy’, which has a long history, dating back to the seminal essay by 
Wimsatt and Beardsley first published in 1946.9 It was further 
sustained by Roland Barthes’ classic essay on the ‘death of the 
author’ (first published in 1967).10 

In 1992 David Foster Wallace published an interesting critical 
reflection on an academic study by H.L. Hix titled Morte d’Author: An 
Autopsy (1992), in which Wallace observes that 
 

one of the wickedly fun things about following literary 
theory in the 1990s is going to be watching young 
critics/philosophers now come along and attack their 
poststructuralist teachers by criticizing assumptions 
those teachers have held as self-evident. That is just 
what Professor Hix is doing with one of the true 
clarion-calls that marked the shift from New Criticism 
and structuralism to deconstruction, Roland Barthes’ 
1968 announcement of ‘The Death of the Author’.11 

 
In a nutshell, Wallace’s short essay gives a very insightful and also 
very funny overview of what was at stake in the ‘twenty-three years 

 
analysis ‘bad’. In: Patricia Waugh, Literary Theory and Criticism: An Oxford Guide 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2006) 201. 
9 Pointing out the ‘intentional fallacy’ was one of the pillars of New Criticism. See 
William K. Wimsatt and Monroe C. Beardsley, “The Intentional Fallacy,” in The 
Verbal Icon: Studies in the Meaning of Poetry (Lexington: University of Kentucky 
Press, 1954). 
10 Roland Barthes argued the death of the author in Roland Barthes, “The Death 
of the Author,” Aspen, no. 5+6 (1967), later reproduced in: Barthes and Heath, 
Image, Music, Text. 
11 D. F. Wallace, “Greatly Exaggerated,” in A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do 
Again (London: Abacus, 1997), 138. 
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of vigorous interjournal debate among European theorists (pro-
death) and U.S. philosophers (anti-death, mostly)’12 since the first 
publication of Barthes’s essay on the subject. We can see Wallace 
very knowingly toy with poststructuralist terms in this short piece, 
idiosyncratically rooting his own argument in critical theory but also 
occasionally harking back to very common sense notions – ‘For 
those of us civilians who know in our gut that writing is an act of 
communication between one human being and another, the whole 
question [of whether the author is dead or not] seems sort of arcane,’ 
he tosses in near the end. (Wallace, in this essay, is writer, reader, and 
critic, all wrapped in one, we should remember.) The young critic 
Hix, in Wallace’s opinion, did not succeed in his theoretical argument 
directed at reinstating the author as crucial element for the 
interpretation of texts. The supposed ‘death of the author’ has cast a 
very long shadow indeed. 

The dissolution of the self has had not only ‘devastating 
consequences’ for characters but also for ‘the author’s mode of 
existence (or nonexistence) within the text’, as Rimmon-Kenan 
concludes, but she (like Hix) feels that perhaps now the time has 
come to allow the author to be a factor again in the analysis of 
literary texts, ‘some rebirth is called for’ she believes, although she 
adds that this ‘reborn author will not be the same as the one whose 
death was so definitively announced’.13 It is rather the implied author 
that is beckoned back in by Rimmon-Kenan.14 

 
12 Ibid. 
13 Rimmon-Kenan, A Glance Beyond Doubt: Narration, Representation, Subjectivity 13, 
128. See also Foster’s view that ‘This strange rebirth of the author … is a 
significant turn in contemporary art, criticism, and cultural politics’ – although his 
view of this ‘paradoxical condition of absentee authority’, as he qualifies the 
condition of the reborn ‘author’, is different from that of Rimmon-Kenan. 
Foster, The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century 168. I will 
discuss Foster’s view later on in more detail. 
14 But, she contends: ‘The distinction between the real and the implied author 
may be less radical than it seemed in the days of New Criticism and structuralism, 
since the real author is also in some sense implied. What we know about the 
author is mainly drawn from discourses by and about him or her (literary texts, 
letters, notes, memoirs by friends, etc.).’ Rimmon-Kenan, A Glance Beyond Doubt: 
Narration, Representation, Subjectivity 128. The notion of the ‘implied author’, as is 
probably well known, was coined by Wayne Booth in Wayne C. Booth, The 
Rhetoric of Fiction ([Chicago]: University of Chicago Press, 1961). See also 
Rimmon-Kenan’s discussion of the implied author in Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, 
Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics (London; New York: Methuen, 1983) 86-89. 
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Of course the writer ‘exists’ on some conceptual level (as Wallace 
citing William Gass concludes: ‘One thing it cannot mean’, this so-
called death of the author, and that is ‘that no one did it’.)15 I do agree 
though with the poststructuralist position that ‘a text does not consist 
of a line of words, releasing a single “theological” meaning (the 
“message” of the Author-God), but is a space of many dimensions’.16 
In any case, the author’s psyche has no particular relevance for what 
I intend to do in this study, although in the analysis of Dave Eggers’s 
first book the supposed or implied ‘author’ does play a role (since for 
example in the addendum to the book ‘the author’ explicitly steps 
forward to explain his intentions with the book), but the real flesh-
and-blood author is not my concern here. My focus is on the work, 
not the author’s psyche or personality. And, as said, I do not take the 
author’s intentions as reliable ‘proof’ of what is happening in the text. 
 
Instead of the author’s psyche, one can also study the reader’s 
response psychologically. Only relatively late, in the 1960s and 1970s, 
did this type of analysis develop into a more professional and 
empirical study of readers’ responses – sometimes less concerned 
though with an actual reader’s psyche than with what were 
considered to be more ‘objective’ or testable aspects of the reading 
process (but this may be changing again into the direction of 
analyzing actual readers’ psychological reactions, with the recent 
input of cognitive psychology on this type of research)17. Without 
empirically testing claims as to how a reader reacts to a work, such 
claims can only come down to statements about one particular 
reader’s response only, namely that of the critic himself; which makes 
this kind of analysis vulnerable to accusations of impressionism or 
introspectionism. But, as mentioned, new promising interdisciplinary 
research is currently being conducted in this field. Only indirectly 

 
Palmer, on the other hand, does not use the notion of an implied author because, 
as he states, ‘I have not found it possible to maintain a coherent distinction 
between the agency that is responsible for selecting and organizing the events (as 
Prince described the role of the implied author [in his Dictionary of Narratology]), 
and the voice that recounts them (the narrator).’ Palmer, Fictional Minds 17. 
15 Wallace, “Greatly Exaggerated,” 145. 
16 Barthes, “The Death of the Author.” 
17 See for example Bortolussi and Dixon, Psychonarratology: Foundations for the 
Empirical Study of Literary Response. 
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though does this line of work have relevance for my analysis of the 
presentation of ‘being human’ in fiction. 
 
What is important is the human figure in fiction. My interest in 
characters or human beings more in general as presented in fiction is 
sustained by the literary works themselves that are the focus of my 
research here, their surprising turn to the human being in fiction,18 
surprising considering the obvious influence of a postmodern and 
even poststructural mode of thinking and writing in this work. My 
intent, thus, to come up with an appropriate method of analysis that 
can account for this turn to the human, is motivated (at least in large 
part) by the novels themselves.19 

To further specify, my interest lies with the analysis of the 
presentation of being human in fiction; so not (I think it is important to 
note) simply with a character’s psyche as some sort of proposed 
entity, as if a fictional mind could be analyzed without paying 
attention to the way such an implied ‘psyche’ is narratively 
constructed. But more on that subject later on. I will limit my further 
tracing of the history of literary studies to those efforts directed at 
the analysis of characters (and, incidentally, narrators), and exclude 
investigations into the psychological make-up of the author or reader 
for reasons just explained. 
 
 
WHO IS CHARACTER? 
Uri Margolin, in an article set up to clarify some of the conceptual 
confusions surrounding character analysis, provides the necessary 
qualification that 

 

 
18 As was noted too by a few critics at the time these novels were published, see 
for example: Michiko Kakutani, “Infinite Jest,” New York Times, February 13 
1996. See also Hoffmann’s assessment that in recent, ‘post-postmodern’ fiction 
(Infinite Jest is one of the novels discussed), there is ‘a new concentration on 
experience, experience of the world and the self in a wider, social and cultural 
sense’. Hoffmann, From Modernism to Postmodernism: Concepts and Strategies of 
Postmodern American Fiction 624. Indeed, that is one of the aspects I hope to 
address with the help of the approach I will outline in this chapter. 
19 Another factor that motivated my search for a sophisticated approach of the 
‘human being’ in fiction was a growing dissatisfaction with the repression of the 
‘human’ in Theory – a dissatisfaction that was haunting me already before I ever 
read these novels. 
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literary character (LC) is not an independently existing 
entity with essential properties to be described, but 
rather a theory-dependent conceptual construct or 
theoretical object, of which several alternative versions 
exist in contemporary poetics.20 

 
These ‘alternative versions’ all have their own literary-historical 
background of course. Aleid Fokkema traces the background of two 
most commonly opposed views on how to conceptualize character, 
namely the ‘traditional’ or ‘representational’ view of character based 
on ‘mimetic premises’, and character as ‘narrative function’ – in a 
summary of that first approach, she argues that 
 

critics who work on mimetic premises tend to hand 
out criteria for evaluation rather than models for 
analysis. Characters are only considered successful if 
they are ‘natural’ and possess psychological depth. 
They are different from more ‘artificial’ characters that 
lack inner life and are therefore less convincingly 
representational.21 
  

Clearly this traditional approach to character analysis is seen by 
Fokkema (and many others) as limited at best, if not ‘muddy’, 
suffering from ‘theoretical weakness’ (Fokkema’s descriptions), 
because often such analyses lack a clear and explicit account of how 
exactly we are to conceive of this relationship between real human 
beings and fictional constructions of characters, and furthermore 
such an approach seems to take language as an uncomplicated 
‘transparent medium that renders reality’.22 

This representational approach has a long history but can 
probably best be dated back to the nineteenth century; which is not 
unsurprising, since it would seem to be a very fitting approach to the 
genre of realist literature that had as its distinctive purpose to render 

 
20 Uri Margolin, “The What, the When, and the How of Being a Character in 
Literary Narrative,” Style 24, no. 3 (1990): 453.  
21 Fokkema, Postmodern Characters: A Study of Characterization in British and American 
Fiction 25. Maybe we should bring to mind here Wood’s assessment of the 
presentation of characters in the fiction of Wallace and others of his generational 
cohort – as discussed in Chapter 1. 
22 Ibid. 25, 24, 22. 
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vividly real life with, accordingly, convincing life-like characters. 
Thus, as Fokkema also points out, the idea that characters should 
resemble real human beings is a literary convention, not an undebatable 
fact. 

Each literary ‘period’ may trigger the kind of literary analysis it 
deserves or perhaps cries out for, although it appears that sometimes 
this situatedness in specific cultural-historical contexts of literary 
fiction and literary criticism both, is overlooked or not 
acknowledged, and of course different strands of critical approaches 
may linger on even when their momentum has passed or after they 
have been revealed to rest on false assumptions. Anachronistic or 
prochronistic appropriations of literary works by critics are 
sometimes the result of this: a realistic reading of postmodern 
characters will often lead a critic to conclude that such characters are 
‘flat’ or incomprehensible;23 but, at the other end of the spectrum, we 
have analyses ‘showing’ the so-called postmodern aspects of 
characters in what were until then perceived to be very realistic works 
of literature. 

The rather naïve mimetic reading of characters still holds strong, 
but more so outside of the academia, I would say, than within the 
many different compartments that make up literary studies today.24 
What has successfully exorcized this traditional approach? And is 
there a more sophisticated apparatus available with which to carefully 
consider all the aspects of the construction of character in narratives? 
To answer this question I will turn first to a short historic overview 
of what is (or was) often presented as the antidote to an 
impressionistic form of psychologizing character. 
 
 
23 The distinction between ‘flat’ and ‘round’ characters by Forster is probably the 
most invoked distinction in representational or traditional approaches to 
characters, still. E. M. Forster, Aspects of the Novel (London: E. Arnold, 1927). 
24 In 1991, at the time when Fokkema concluded her research of postmodern 
characterization, the de-humanizing tendency inherent in structuralist and also 
poststructuralist approaches to narratives and fictional beings, apparently did 
have such a strong hold on the academic community that the term ‘character’ had 
been almost completely erased from the critical-theoretical vocabulary of literary 
studies, even though this ‘traditional view of character is still widespread’, as 
Fokkema writes. Fokkema, Postmodern Characters: A Study of Characterization in 
British and American Fiction 18. So there was apparently almost a taboo on 
discussing character in terms of human-like qualities, so that the intuition that 
characters indeed can have something human-like could not be sophisticatedly 
accounted for. 
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WHERE IS CHARACTER? WHAT IS CHARACTER? WHY IS 

CHARACTER? 
The opposite of a representational reading is a much more formal or 
formalistic approach to narratives. The impetus behind this line of 
work was to come up with a more objective or scientific analysis of 
narrative and its elements. Fokkema roots this approach in semiotics 
and structuralism (or structuralist narratology). Barthes, Greimas, and 
Genette are the usual suspects here who tried to build a sophisticated 
analytical model of narratives including the role of characters, or 
‘actants’ as the ‘narrative function’ of character is usually referred to 
from this perspective. As one can already surmise from the specific 
terminology invoked, of relevance is the function and not the 
(psychological) ‘essence’ of characters in this type of work, which is 
overall more concerned with typologies than with thematic issues.25 
Hence ‘character’ was to be rebaptized as ‘actant’, as a functional part 
of narratives, situated at the level of action (or plot). Greimas for 
example developed a highly influential typology of possible ‘actants’ 
(such as ‘sender’, ‘receiver’, ‘helper’ et cetera).26 

This not the place to offer a full review of the history and set of 
directives and intricate models of those critics or methodologists 
associated with structuralist poetics,27 but some elements need to be 
briefly addressed here to get a better grasp of why a psychological 
reading of character appears to have never really developed beyond 
its naïve phase. There must have been something very fascinating 
going on, for decades, to explain this lack of interest in what is such 
an essential element of narratives. 

 
25 Although the Russian Formalists (in the 1920s and 30s) and New Critics (from 
about the end of the 1930s until far into the 1950s) were mostly concerned with 
the ‘literariness’ and inherent value of literature, and while an obvious residue of 
humanistic concerns still informed their criticisms and analyses of literature, it 
can be said that in their desire to carve out a scientific ‘discipline’ of the study of 
literature they foreboded the more theoretically grounded analytical models of the 
structuralists. What they have in common is a desire for what Ontega refers to as 
a ‘systematic analysis of literature’. 
26 Algirdas Julien Greimas, Structural Semantics: An Attempt at a Method (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1983). 
27 For a recent overview of structuralist narratology, see for example the first few 
chapters of James Phelan and Peter J. Rabinowitz, A Companion to Narrative Theory, 
Blackwell Companions to Literature and Culture; 33 (Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub, 
2005). For an overview of the development of narratology in Germany (in 
comparison with Anglo-American narratology), see Monika Fludernik and Uri 
Margolin, “Introduction,” Style 38, no. 2 (2004). 
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Why was it that, in structuralist poetics at least, the humanistic (or 
personalistic) term ‘character’ needed to be replaced with the much 
more formalistic or abstract sounding concept of the ‘actant’? As 
Rimmon-Kenan in 1983 already signaled: 
 

In addition to pronouncements about the death of 
God, the death of humanism, the death of tragedy, our 
century has also heard declarations concerning the 
death of character. ‘What is obsolescent in today’s 
novel’, says Barthes, ‘is not the novelistic, it is the 
character …’ 
Character … is pronounced dead by many modern 
writers. Nails are added to its coffin by various 
contemporary theorists. Structuralists can hardly 
accommodate character within their theories, because 
of their commitment to an ideology which ‘decenters’ 
man and runs counter to the notions of individuality 
and psychological depth.28 

 
So the ‘death’ of character fitted a larger, ideologically motivated, 
shift, an anti-humanistic turn that was to correct a frame of mind that 
put Man at the center of the universe. Furthermore, the decentering 
of character or the human figure in general, fitted the experimental 
work of theorists and authors both. We only have to think of the by 
now classic postmodern work of John Barth – in the story 
“Autobiography: A Self-Recorded Fiction” for example, the narrator-
I is presented as a ‘contentless form’.29 In this ‘auto-biography’ we 
follow an extremely self-conscious ‘I’ negating all the ‘essences’ 
(body, thought, memory, self-awareness) that would have granted the 
fictional figure the illusion of being a life-like human being. 

Many have commented on the ‘surface’ quality of postmodern 
work, the negation of ‘depth’.30 Structuralism though, we should 
note, was actually still very much hooked on this binary of surface 
versus depth; it was almost structuralism’s whole raison d’être: 
searching for universal ‘deep’ structures that were supposed to 

 
28 Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics 29-30. 
29 Barth, Lost in the Funhouse; Fiction for Print, Tape, Live Voice 43. 
30 See for example Jameson’s analysis of depthlessness as a feature of postmodern 
culture, theory and art in Jameson, Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late 
Capitalism. 
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underlie the manifest varieties on the surface level. The 
groundbreaking work of linguist Naom Chomsky stood out as an 
exhilarating example of the potential of this type of research, as did 
Vladimir Propp’s Morphology of the Folktale (which was already written 
in 1928 but only became available in translation in 1958). These kinds 
of works held out the promise of extracting from particularities 
abstract model structures with explanatory power. Structuralist 
narratology, we should thus remember, was also drenched in this 
spirit. Its interest did not lie with individual or idiosyncratic 
particularities, but rather with universalizing and generic 
‘structures’.31 The decentering of ‘man’ in general (and not only of 
the particular and the individual) was further hastened with the 
poststructuralist turn at the end of the 1960s.32 
  
The most significant contribution of structuralist narratology, and at 
the same time a cause of much confusion, I believe, is its extremely 
detailed division and subdivision (and sub-subdivision) of aspects 
and elements of narratives, in a sometimes contra-intuitive manner. 
As Mieke Bal explains, ‘some topics that traditionally constitute a 
unified whole will be treated separately … An example of this is the 
anthropomorphic figure, called “actor” in the study of the fabula, 
“character” in the study of the story, and “speaker” in the study of 
the text.’33 This already gives a taste perhaps of the sometimes hair-
raising (because one suspects not always necessary and thus 
obtrusive) intricacies involved in trying to dissect the 
‘anthropomorphic figure’ with the help of this ‘systematic approach’. 

 
31 But nevertheless the structuralist projects at that time, in the 1950s and the 
beginning of the 1960s, were perhaps ideologically rooted still in a universalistic 
humanism, I would say – if only in the sense that their line of work held out the 
promise of extracting ‘universal’ structures underlying divergent manifest 
(cultural) variations. At least to me it seems there is an inherent idealism in the 
reasoning that despite apparent ‘differences’ (for example in how people tell 
stories, in how they organize their culture, in how they talk) there is a basic 
sameness at the root of such differences. 
32 See also what Hoffmann has to say on the difference between 
poststructuralism and structuralism with respect to the subject: ‘The 
poststructuralist approach (of writers like Derrida, Lacan, Foucault) further 
deconstructs the subject, which structuralism had kept intact at least as idea’. 
Hoffmann, From Modernism to Postmodernism: Concepts and Strategies of Postmodern 
American Fiction 444. Emphasis in the text. 
33 Mieke Bal, Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative, 2nd ed. (Toronto; 
Buffalo: University of Toronto Press, 1997) 9. 
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That the many different contributors to the development of 
narratology do not at all always use the same, or, at the very 
minimum, converging terminology, complicates matters further. To 
give an example, Mieke Bal distinguishes between, as quoted, ‘fabula’ 
(which is the skeleton of the story so to speak, the chronological or 
logical order of events which can be distilled or reconstructed from 
the story); ‘story’ (the way the fabula is presented), and ‘text’ (the 
actual words on the page), but Rimmon-Kenan, conversely, 
differentiates between ‘story’ (structured events); ‘text’ (words on the 
page, as with Bal), and ‘narration’ (the way the story is related).34 

‘Story’ (or ‘suzjet’) versus ‘fabula’ is a classic distinction, borrowed 
from the Russian formalists. Also the distinction between ‘story’ and 
‘discourse’ is ‘a standard narratological distinction’ in the words of 
Alan Palmer. As he explains, referring to Gerald Prince’s definition in 
A Dictionary of Narratology:35 ‘story is the content plane of narrative, the 
what of a narrative, the narrated … The discourse is the expression 
plane of narrative, the how of a narrative, the narrating.’36 But, as 
Palmer adds: ‘Some narratologists use models that contain three or 
even four elements, usually by splitting the discourse plane into such 
aspects as text, narration, and textuality.’37 This we already saw when 
we quickly compared Bal’s and Rimmon-Kenan’s models. 
 
Of importance is not to explain exhaustively narratology’s use of 
terminology here, but to give an idea to what extent classic 
narratology influenced how the presentation of ‘being human’ in 
fiction was perceived and analyzed. One may get the sense that the 
life-like quality of characters is not a priority in this type of research, 
since the focus is on how a narrative is structured and, secondarily, 
how a narrative functions. The same goes for characters. Not who is 
(this) character, but what is character would be a more proper 
question from within this framework: what is character and how does 
character-formation function in the narrative structure as a whole? 
Sometimes strange conclusions are drawn as a result of this strict 

 
34 See for example this review article on Bal’s introductionary work compared 
with Rimmon-Kenan’s: Harold F. Mosher, “Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of 
Narrative by Mieke Bal,” Poetics Today 8, no. 3/4 (1987). 
35 Gerald Prince, A Dictionary of Narratology (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1987). 
36 Palmer, Fictional Minds 18. 
37 Ibid. 19. 
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adherence to a formalized typology, I believe. In discussing Proust, 
Bal warns us that 
 

[r]elying on the analogy between character and human 
being, readers tend to attach so much importance to 
coherence that this material is easily reduced to a 
psychological ‘portrait’ that has more bearing on the 
reader’s own desire than on the interchange between 
story and fabula. It is crucial to take enough distance 
from this anthropomorphism, for instance, to 
understand that Proust’s Albertine is a ‘paper person’ 
in the true sense. She is an object of the protagonist’s 
obsession, does what he thinks she does, and when he 
no longer needs her to make his point … she dies in 
an unlikely accident. Once we accept she has no 
psychological depth of her own, we not only grasp the 
specifically Proustian construction of character … but 
also the aesthetic thrust of the narrative. In contrast, a 
realistic reading of this character as a ‘real girl’ will 
only frustrate us, make her irritating and antipathetic, 
and Marcel a selfish monster (this has actually been 
alleged against Proust in all seriousness).38 

 
I am quoting this at length because to me there is something not 
quite right in this argument. Why almost laugh at the suggestion that 
some readers will treat Albertine as a ‘real girl’ while on the other 
hand ‘Marcel’ is granted all kinds of psychological particularities such 
as having ‘obsessions’, being able to ‘think’, having ‘needs’ and being 
capable of making a ‘point’?39 What is the principal distinction here – 

 
38 Bal, Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative 116. 
39 And why, as an aside, almost ridicule those who mistook the views of the ‘real’ 
Marcel with those of the protagonist, while at the same time using the phrase a 
‘Proustian construction of character’? Wasn’t it Marcel-the-protagonist (and so 
not the ‘real man’ Proust) who constructed Albertine? It is only understandable if 
‘Proustian construction of character’ is used as short-hand for a ‘type of 
characterization that one often finds in works of literature produced by (the real 
author) Proust, if we agree that, for purposes of clarity and brevity, we can 
categorize works by the name of the author on the cover of books’, or something 
along those lines. Because, actually, ‘construction of character’ does not take 
place, from a narratological perspective, on the level of ‘real author’. As Rimmon-
Kenan points out: ‘the real author and his equally real counterpart’ are ‘left 
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that a protagonist can have psychological depth but a character 
cannot? Why isn’t ‘Marcel’ simply a ‘paper being’ too? It does not 
become very clear from Bal’s discussion of character. 

It appears that structuralist narratology keeps on being haunted, 
despite its abstracting tendency, by the spectrum of the 
anthropomorphic figure. Anthropomorphism is dismissed, perhaps 
indeed for ideological reasons as Rimmon-Kenan suggests, but the 
anthropomorphic figure keeps on rattling its skeletal bones, if only in 
the minds of readers – and narratologists are readers too. 
 
As Rimmon-Kenan summarizes the problematic swiftly: characters, 
‘people or words’?40 For the representational critic they are (like) 
people, as we saw. Structuralist narratologists, on the other hand, 
tend to reduce characters to mere text or ‘paper beings’, as the 
complaint goes. Fokkema signaled the same rift between an overly 
formal approach and a too naïve mimetic approach to characters.41 
Many trained in a structuralist narratological discourse comment 
themselves on what is perceived as a lack of a satisfying approach to 
character in narratology. Rimmon-Kenan, in her classic work on 
structuralist narratology, states that ‘the elaboration of a systematic, 
non-reductive but also non-impressionistic theory of character 
remains one of the challenges poetics has not yet met’42, and Mieke 
Bal similarly (still in the revised edition of her introduction to 
narratology issued in 1997) contends that ‘no satisfying coherent 
theory of character is available’ – Bal goes on to say that it is 

 
outside the narrative transaction’ in the ‘semiotic model of communication’ 
developed by Chatman that underlies many typologies of narrative levels by 
narratologists. Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics 86. 
40 Ibid. 31. 
41 This is precisely what motivates her to come up with a revised semiotic model 
that can attend to both aspects of character or that can at least explain ‘why some 
characters are understood to possess a psychological essence, and others are not’ 
(33), because the structuralist and semiotic models she discusses are in her 
opinion not capable of this. (In Fokkema’s semiotic model characters are 
regarded as ‘signs’ and the analyses that follow from her conception of character 
focus on ‘signifiers, signifieds, codes, and interpretants’ (48; see chapter 4 of her 
study for a detailed explanation of her approach). Although I find her approach 
elegant and the resulting analyses of texts certainly insightful, the emphasis is 
(still) on a formal level mostly, while I am interested also in the experiential level 
of narratives, which does not quite fit her systematic approach.) 
42 Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics 29. 
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‘probably precisely because of this human aspect’ that no such 
coherent theory has yet been constructed.43 

‘There is little systematic discussion of character apart from the 
actantial model’,44 Bal concluded. Trying nevertheless to find an 
explanation for what is called ‘character-effect’, the fact that readers 
do perceive an anthropomorphic figure in fictional narratives, Bal 
offers a model that is to incorporate the kinds of information that 
readers have at their disposal to construct a picture of a character. 
She discusses text-external and text-internal clues, but in the end 
does not really come up with a concise and synthetic approach to (or 
model of) analyzing character and character-effect.45 One can detect 
a strong sense of deficiency in this sketched outline of a model; ‘there 
is so little available for character analysis’, Bal admits at one point.46 
Fortunately much has happened since Bal wrote down these words. 
 
The ‘human aspect’ does not need to be so problematic, I believe. If a 
particular ideology factored largely in the dismissal of the centralized 
anthropomorphic figure, then perhaps the desire to ‘re-humanize 
subjectivity’ (in the words of former classic narratologist Rimmon-
Kenan herself) could involve a re-shifting of ideological grounds in 
turn; although I am hesitant to use the term ‘ideology’ here. But this 
shift, or tendency at least, is salient not only in the work of 
narratologists as Rimmon-Kenan and other critics and theorists of 
literature, but also in contemporary literary narratives themselves, as 
we will see in the chapters to follow. 

As I will argue, the dichotomy ‘paper being’ (mere words on the 
page) versus ‘people’ (representational human figures) is perhaps a 
false one. Instead of dividing camps along these lines one should 
maybe focus on a constructive approach that can account for both 
the ‘what’ and the ‘who’ of the human-like figure in fiction. With this, 
we move into narratology’s post-classical phase. 
 
 
THE FICTIONAL MIND  (OR THE READER’S MIND) 
What is striking is that, while the appearance of clarity is upheld by 
formalized terminology and quasi-abstract notational systems, often 

 
43 Bal, Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative 115. 
44 Ibid. 225. 
45 See Ibid. 118-32. 
46 Ibid. 126. 
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different levels of analysis get confused and contaminated in 
narratological models. So that, for example, the anthropomorphic 
figure is banned from the structuralist actantial model, but returns in 
the form of a reader’s referential reading that needs to be accounted 
for somehow (‘character-effect’). One may start to wonder what 
exactly is the object of analysis then, for the narratologist interested 
in character. Is it the image of character in a reader’s mind 
(‘character-effect’)? Is it the construction of character by a narrator 
(‘characterization’)? Or is it the individuality and life world of a 
character on the level of the storyworld (‘character’)? 

Instead of forcing all the different elements that contribute to the 
construction of character into separate, formally defined slots (the 
contra-intuitive narratological typologies), Alan Palmer strives for a 
much more ‘holistic’ approach. As he points out: 
 

Many of the problems … arise from the fact that 
narratology has created clear boundaries between 
various aspects of fictional minds, even though the 
fictional texts themselves show these boundaries are 
not clear at all.47 

 
Although I am not to deny the many insights gained in the workings 
of narratives through classic narratology, it seems that for a long time 
a certain fetishism almost, with categorization and typology and strict 
formalizations, was going on in the work of narratologists – ‘the 
structuralist origins of the discipline have had a limiting effect’ in that 
sense, Palmer suggests.48 
 
One important reorientation, and departure from classic narratology, 
that Palmer introduces is that he considers ‘events’ more properly as 
‘experiences’, that is, related to a ‘consciousness’ or ‘fictional mind’.49 
With this move he pushes the anthropomorphic figure back on stage, 
but now not as a naïve one-on-one representation of a ‘real’ human 
being, but simply as a fictional human-like being – or, more precisely, 
as a ‘non-actual individual’, borrowing this phrase from Margolin: 

 
47 Palmer, Fictional Minds 28. 
48 Ibid. 29. 
49 Ibid. 31. Emphasis in the text. See also the work of Monika Fludernik, 
mentioned also by Palmer, to which I will return later on: Fludernik, Towards a 
‘Natural’ Narratology. 
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‘The character as non-actual being who exists in a possible world and 
who can be ascribed physical, social, and mental properties.’50 

With his study, Palmer takes up the isolated threads (the most 
rewarding results) of classic narratological theories and analyses 
conducted over the years in different sub-domains (such as story 
analysis, the speech category approach, analysis of focalization, the 
possible world perspective), and connects them all to his main 
subject, the fictional mind. To complement this body of narratological 
work already conducted on aspects of the human figure in fiction, he 
explores also ‘the parallel discourses of philosophy, psychology, and 
cognitive science’, which enables him to come up with a more 
‘coherent and complete perspective on fictional minds’, he feels.51 

Palmer believes that ‘the construction of the minds of fictional 
characters by narrators and readers is central to our understanding of 
how novels work because, in essence, narrative is the description of 
fictional mental functioning’.52 Equally, for Monika Fludernik 
‘experientiality’ (by which she means ‘the quasi-mimetic evocation of 
“real-life experience”’) is crucial, because, as she writes, ‘there cannot 
be any narratives without a human (anthropomorphic) experiencer of 
some sort at some narrative level’,53 despite all the talk about the 
death of the subject and the death of character in the last few 
decades, she contends. Her work signals the same shift as Palmer’s: 
away from a classic narratological orientation on plot and events (to 
which ‘actants’ were subsumed as functions of the plot) toward a more 
common sense, but also now theoretically sustained, interest in the 
anthropomorphic figure in narratives and its experiences and 
fictional mind. Like Palmer, Fludernik makes fruitful use of recent 
developments in cognitive science. Palmer and Fludernik are not the 
only ones to draw from insights developed within cognitive science 
research to support a more synthetic, post-classical approach to 

 
50 Palmer, Fictional Minds 38. Palmer gives a short summary of the ‘various 
definitions of character’ that ‘have emerged out of contrasting textual approaches’ 
distilled and explained by Margolin, such as ‘speech position. The character as a 
constitutive role in the process of narrative transmission or communication. 
These roles include textual speaker and also narrative instance or level such as 
narrator and focalizer’ and ‘actant. The character as a role or element in the story 
structure.’ The ‘non-actual individual’ is the last in line, and, to Palmer, ‘far richer 
and more informative than the others’ (37-38). 
51 Ibid. 42, 52. 
52 Ibid. 12. 
53 Fludernik, Towards a ‘Natural’ Narratology 12-13. 
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narratives. David Herman is another enthusiastic forerunner in this 
expanding interdisciplinary field, who has labeled this new type of 
research ‘cognitive narratology’. 
 
The cognitive sciences themselves are a bundle of research initiatives 
conducted in different domains, such as ‘psychology, linguistics, and 
the philosophy of mind’, as Herman points out.54 Typically, when 
describing the development of the cognitive sciences, a distinction is 
made between what is (now) called the first cognitive revolution, that 
was ‘intended to bring “mind” back into the human sciences’ after a 
long dominance of behaviorism, as psychologist Jerome Bruner 
explains, and, starting in the 1980s, a ‘renewed cognitive revolution’, 
as Bruner calls it, or simply the ‘second cognitive revolution’, as 
Herman labels it some fifteen years after Bruner. 

Behaviorism was a reaction against ‘late nineteenth-century 
introspectionism’, as Herman briefly explains, and in essence an 
attempt to objectify psychological research: instead of grafting the 
science of psychology on the unraveling of the mysteries of the 
workings of the mind (often via introspectionist methods), 
behaviorists intended to only study that which could be objectively 
verified, that is human behavior.55 Growing dissatisfaction with the 
reductionism this involved, combined with new prospects looming 
large because of the development of computers, the first cognitive 
revolutionaries in the 1950s indeed brought back ‘mind’ as an object 
of research, albeit that mind was primarily studied as an information 
processing machine (in analogy with the computer). 

Dissatisfaction, in turn, with the reductionism this entailed, the 
second cognitive revolution was born out of a desire for a more 
complete understanding of the mind – nowadays, that is, cognitive 
scientists are more concerned with ‘meaning-making’ and not just 
bare information processing. An important element of this new 
perspective on the mind is that it highlights the necessity of studying 
the mind in socio-cultural contexts instead of as an isolated black 
box. An interest in language, discourse, and narratives comes almost 
naturally with this reorientation in the cognitive sciences, which 
already shows in the pioneering work of Bruner in the 1980s and is 

 
54 David Herman, “Storytelling and the Sciences of Mind: Cognitive Narratology, 
Discursive Psychology, and Narratives in Face-to-Face Interaction,” Narrative 15, 
no. 3 (2007): 306. 
55 See Ibid.: 312. 
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only strengthened by research conducted more recently under the 
heading of cognitive science. This shared interest in narratives is 
what allows for collaborative work: ‘Narratology indeed provides an 
ideal common focus’, Manfred Jahn states, for ‘literature, philosophy, 
linguistics, psychology, cognitive science’ (broadening the spectrum 
even more), because these disciplines, according to Jahn, all ‘treat 
stories and storytelling as crucial phenomena in their fields’.56 
 
So while cognitive scientists are becoming more and more interested 
in narratives and are acknowledging the importance of narratives to 
get a better understanding of how the real mind works, we see that 
some narratologists have recently turned to the cognitive sciences 
and philosophy of mind to gain a more profound and up-to-date 
insight into the workings of narratives. This is a very promising 
interdisciplinary rapprochement that may go a long way in helping 
correct the too persistent and easy dismissal of any ‘psychological’ 
interpretation of literary narratives, and of the fictional human figure 
more in particular. 

Herman for example recently edited a special volume of essays 
dedicated to exploring what narrative theory may stand to learn from 
cognitive science and vice versa.57 There are many different angles 
from which to make use of this interdisciplinary potential, but 
Herman makes the primary division between ‘making sense of 
stories’ and ‘stories as sense-making’, that is: cognitive science can 
contribute to a better understanding of the construction and 
workings of stories, or, instead, ‘narrative can also be viewed as an 
instrument for the exercise or even enhancement of cognitive 
abilities, and not just as the target of cognition’, as Herman claims – 
that is: meaning-making may (often) be a narrativizing process, it is 
suggested.58 

My own interest lies more with ‘making sense of stories’ 
(especially stories of the self), although the idea that via stories, or via 
the interpretation of stories, we can perhaps better ‘understand’, 
make sense of ourselves and the world, is an implicit premise 
underlying my analyses of the narratives of fictional human beings. 

 
56 Manfred Jahn, “Foundational Issues in Teaching Cognitive Narratology,” 
European Journal of English Studies 8, no. 1 (2004): 117. 
57 David Herman, Narrative Theory and the Cognitive Sciences, Csli Lecture Notes; No. 
158 (Stanford, Calif.: CSLI Publications, 2003). 
58 Ibid. 13. 
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When Margolin writes that ‘the wide array of kinds and types of 
mental functioning displayed in narrative fiction enriches our store of 
conceivable models of human experientiality’59 it shows a generosity 
that I feel has long been lacking in literary studies: the 
acknowledgement that there is, or at least can be, something enriching 
in analyzing literature that goes beyond simply generating 
‘knowledge’ or stylized Theory. 

Human experientiality, or indeed ‘conceivable models of human 
experientiality’ is the actual ‘object’ of my analyses, I would say, and 
my goal is twofold: to bring to light how human experientiality is 
presented in contemporary fiction to see whether the ‘models’ thus 
conceived perhaps differ from already stocked postmodern models 
of human experientiality, and for that I need analytical tools equipped 
to this task, which is why I am exploring possible new approaches to 
the human figure in fiction, since, still, we tend to trace back 
experiences always to an experiencer, a human figure. (More on this 
later on though.) 
 
Although I clearly have affinity with the work of those who try to 
align literary studies, or narratology more specifically, with new 
directions in cognitive science, the specific alliance of ‘cognitive 
narratology’ perhaps focuses too much on the reader for my purposes. 
Often cognitive narratologists (if I can already use this term) are 
interested in how readers make sense of narratives,60 while I am 
primarily interested in the intratextual workings of the presentation or 
construction of the human figure or human experientiality in 
fiction.61 Palmer for example speaks of ‘cognitive frames’ that can 
‘explain how readers fill gaps in storyworlds’:62 ‘Because fictional 
 
59 Margolin, “Cognitive Science, the Thinking Mind, and Literary Narrative,” 285. 
60 See for example Manfred Jahn, “Frames, Preferences, and the Reading of 
Third-Person Narratives: Towards a Cognitive Narratology,” Poetics Today 18, no. 
4 (1997): 465.: ‘Despite the fact that recourse to readers, readers’ intuitions, and 
reading plays an important role in narratological argument, the contribution of 
mainstream narratology to a dedicated cognitive approach is meager and often 
counterproductive.’ Jahn (thus) has the specific goal to explore ‘the possible 
direction of a genuinely reading-oriented narratology’ (441). 
61 Although of course I acknowledge that without some assumptions as to how a 
reader makes sense of narratives (if only the reader that I am myself) every 
conclusion I would be drawing becomes totally abstract. 
62 Palmer, Fictional Minds 47. Although Palmer does emphasize early on that his 
‘argument lays great stress on the need to examine how fictional minds work 
within the contexts of the storyworlds to which they belong’ (8), on ‘intratextual 
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beings are necessarily incomplete, frames, scripts, and preference 
rules are required to supply the defaults that fill the gaps in the 
storyworld and provide the presuppositions that enable the reader to 
construct continually conscious minds from the text.’63 It is not that I 
disagree with this, I just focus on something different.64 

Narratology ‘in its postclassical guises’, Manfred Jahn offers, ‘has 
become strongly aware of psychological and cognitive factors’.65 I 
would say that indeed post-classical narratology has become strongly 
aware of cognitive factors relevant for the interpretation of narratives 
on the part of readers, but that cognitive narratology has overall been 
less directed at analyzing the ‘fictional mind’ an sich. Of course, the 
fictional mind ‘an sich’ does not exist, one can argue – a reader’s 
involvement with the text is always a prerequisite for a fictional mind 
to be surmised from the text, I agree. What I mean is that there is a 
difference between paying attention primarily to the real reader’s 
mind (how does she do it, how come she ‘sees’ character?) or to the 
construction that is the ‘fictional mind’ (what is happening in the 
text, how is the narrative of a specific character constructed?). 
 
More to the point, considering my specific interest in the question of 
how human experientiality and/or the human figure is presented in the 
novels selected (versus how the human figure and experientiality are 
interpreted by a reader, that is), is a developing branch of psychology 

 
evidence’ that is (42), his theoretical framework ‘highlights the role of the reader 
in constructing characters’ embedded narratives’ (16). 
63 Ibid. 176. Palmer does note though that, since a lot of work has already been 
done on ‘extratextual material as the cultural and literary codes that readers use to 
construct notions of character’, it is time now to take a closer look at how readers 
use ‘intratextual evidence’ (42), and he does, mostly, focus on such material. Still, 
also when considering intratextual evidence, the weight of his argument is on 
how readers do the work. His concept of ‘the reader’ though is that of a general 
reader; that is, he did not conduct empirical research himself. 
64 How readers approach or interpret narratives and specifically fictional beings 
does figure in how I justify my own approach. That readers tend to read fictional 
figures as human-like, and, the other way around, that people, when trying to 
make sense of ‘real’ others, invoke much of the same categories as they do when 
interpreting fictional characters (see Chapter 1), suggests that also in that sense 
the difference between ‘people’ (mimetic figures) and ‘paper beings’ (textual 
functions) is less strict than formal typology makes it out to be. When I will 
discuss the work of Daniel Dennett later on, this will become more obvious. 
65 Jahn, “Foundational Issues in Teaching Cognitive Narratology,” 106. 
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now commonly referred to as narrative psychology. While there are 
obvious ties between cognitive psychology, cognitive narratology, 
and narrative psychology – especially in the invoked background 
knowledge and established research results regarding the way 
narratives are related to meaning-making – there is a difference in 
interests. The focus in narrative psychology is concisely on the 
narrative construction of the ‘self’, on how we make sense of ourselves 
through constructing stories. My goal, ultimately, in this chapter, is to 
explore the possibilities this line of research holds out for the analysis 
of fictional selves (or fictional ‘self-narratives’). But before coming to 
that, I will first explain more about narrative psychology’s specific 
take on ‘real’ minds or selves. 
 
 
NARRATIVE PSYCHOLOGY 
As was already briefly mentioned in the introductory chapter, 
Theodore Sarbin was among the first to point out a paradigm shift 
under way in the human sciences toward a new way of 
conceptualizing the self. In his preface to what is the first essay 
collection explicitly devoted to narrative psychology he considers it ‘a 
viable alternative to the positivist paradigm’.66 For Sarbin, narrative 
psychology could correct the ‘dead metaphors’ (such as ‘drives’ and 
other impersonal ‘forces’) drawn from a mechanistic age, and prompt 
a ‘patently humanistic formulation’ of psychological phenomena, as 
he phrased it.67 (Narrative psychology could therefore be seen as 
illustrative of, or perhaps contributive to, the re-humanizing 
tendency salient in the human sciences and humanities both.) 

Similarly, Jerome Bruner signaled the need for the human sciences 
to develop a more ‘interpretative approach’ in his plea for a 
‘culturally oriented psychology’ that could account for the way people 
make sense of themselves and the world.68 Narratives, Bruner 
explains, are important in mediating between self and culture. As he 
shows, narratives play a large role in the socialization process of the 
child,69 and Bruner further underlines how narratives continue to be 

 
66 Sarbin, Narrative Psychology: The Storied Nature of Human Conduct vii. 
67 Ibid. 10, 15. 
68 Jerome S. Bruner, Acts of Meaning, The Jerusalem-Harvard Lectures (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1990) 2, 19. 
69 An example of a study testing (and confirming) this claim (the authors took 
their cue from Bruner’s statements) is Qi Wang and Michelle D. Leichtman, 
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crucial for the person situated in a culture: ‘To be in a viable culture 
is to be bound in a set of connecting stories’, because ‘our capacity to 
render experience in terms of narrative is … an instrument for 
making meaning that dominates much of life in culture’.70 Bruner 
goes on to conclude by noting that: ‘Our sense of the normative is 
nourished in narrative, but so is our sense of breach and of 
exception’,71 and this will prove an important point that I will pick up 
on when outlining my own approach to fictional self-narratives. 

Bruner’s conception of ‘cultural psychology’ has much in common 
with Sarbin’s idea of a ‘narrative psychology’, as we can see. People 
make meaning, in Bruner’s view, by resorting to what he calls ‘folk 
psychology’, ‘the culturally shaped notions in terms of which people 
organize their views of themselves, of others, and of the world in 
which they live’, and these notions are shaped ‘in narrative and 
storytelling’, he adds: ‘It is supported by a powerful structure of 
narrative culture – stories, myths, genres of literature.’72 
 
The idea of the self as storyteller has a much longer history, of 
course, and did not just spring up at the end of the 1980s. 
Psychoanalysis for example originated in individual case studies 
(Freud’s classic examples are a case in point), which were in effect 
often well written narratives of selves. The study of the individual 
psyche, that is, was at the core of the establishment of psychology as 
a modern discipline. But there has remained, ever since, a friction or 
divergence at the base of psychology as modern science, between on 
the one hand an impulse to objectify psychological research, which 
meant abstracting from individual cases to develop verifiable and 
generic models of the psyche, and on the other hand a continuous 
return to the individual and particular, the non-generalizable or 
idosyncratic.73 

 
“Same Beginnings, Different Stories: A Comparison of American and Chinese 
Children’s Narratives,” Child Development 71, no. 5 (2000). Also other research 
conducted in recent years that takes ‘narrative [as] tool for studying the social 
behavior and cognitive characteristics of children in different cultures’ is referred 
to (1331). 
70 Bruner, Acts of Meaning 95, 97. 
71 Ibid. 97. 
72 Ibid. 138, 37, 38. 
73 In this, the history of the discipline of psychology has something in common 
with that of literary studies, I would say (the alternation between on the one hand 
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As Donald Polkinghorne sketches the development of psychology, 
‘after World War Two the epistemology of formal science became 
completely dominant’, at least in the U.S., ‘and this situation resulted 
in the virtual disappearance of personality theory and individual 
psychology from psychology’.74 Individual psychology was thus no 
longer mainstream psychology, although this did not mean of course 
that no one was interested any longer in the study of individual lives. 
But it does explain why the shift toward the interpretative methods 
envisioned by Sarbin and Bruner, this ‘narrative turn’ as it has been 
called, is experienced as something new. 

Bruner notes how already at the end of the 1970s and the 
beginning of the 1980s, ‘the notion of Self as storyteller came on the 
scene’,75 but this was a particular reorientation that took place mostly 
within the confines of psychoanalytical theory and methodology.76 It 
was the ‘second cognitive revolution’ that eventually led to a broader 
interest within the discipline of psychology in the study of narratives 
as a tool for meaning-making. Cognitive psychology has thus 
contributed greatly to the ‘narrative turn’ in the human sciences, 
although later on I will point out some of the drawbacks of cognitive 
psychology’s appropriation of the study of narratives, when I will 
focus on the rather limited or overly conventional concept of 

 
close readings focusing on the particular and idiosyncratic in (or of) a text, and on 
the other hand an investment in more formalistic research concerns such as 
searching for ‘what is literariness’ in general, or developing systematic rules and 
approaches). 
74 Donald Polkinghorne, Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences, Suny Series in 
Philosophy of the Social Sciences (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1988) 
104. 
75 Bruner, Acts of Meaning 111. 
76 Donald Spence, for example, made psychoanalysis’ ‘narrative tradition’ explicit, 
and pointed out possible risks of trying to (re)construct a plausible narrative out 
of a patient’s utterances and stories: a ‘bias toward coherence and continuity’ on 
the part of the analyst, can have the effect that perhaps multi-interpretable data 
are molded into ‘a finished narrative’ (25) with exclusion of possible alternative 
interpretations. The analyst should be keenly aware of the fact he/she is 
interpreting, that this is a creative act (not a simple reconstruction), and 
interpretations should be directed at arriving at what Spence calls ‘narrative truth’: 
narrative interpretations should be ‘tested for narrative fit in the larger story of 
the patient’s life’ (138). Also the work of Roy Schafer is associated with the 
(making explicit of the) narrative approach in psychoanalysis. See for example: 
Roy Schafer, Retelling a Life: Narration and Dialogue in Psychoanalysis (New York: 
BasicBooks, 1992). 
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narratives circulating in such research. (This is exactly why literary 
studies has much to offer to the interdisciplinary study of self-
narratives, I will argue.) 
 
Michelle Crossley, in her concise and pragmatic introduction to the 
domain of narrative psychology, explains that the narrative 
psychological approach differs from previous psychoanalytical or 
dynamic approaches, in ‘the greater emphasis narrative approaches 
pay to the inextricable interconnection between “self” and “social 
structures”’77 – with which she points to the distinctly ‘social 
constructivist’ orientation of narrative psychology, which could 
already be surmised from for example Bruner’s account. This is an 
important new element without which the narrative psychological 
study of selves would not differ much from earlier psychoanalytical 
case studies of individual lives. 

Narratives function as ways to organize experience – this is the 
basic premise underlying narrative psychology. Existing narratives 
can function as a repository of received ideas, of shared knowledge, 
but they are not like sealed off storage rooms that contain static ideas 
of who we are or supposed to be. The contextualism that marks 
Bruner’s cultural psychology and Sarbin’s narrative psychology is 
therefore not a deterministic contextualism. Instead it allows for a 
concept of shared knowledge that is dynamic, participatory, and 
dialogistic. While the ‘subject’ in linguistically oriented theory (such 
as poststructural thought) is often seen as subjected by or in existing 
structures, these recent, narratively oriented theories are based not on 
a totalitarian but a much more flexible concept of ‘structures’: 
narrative structures or models are seen as interactively constructed, 
which, at least in theory, allows for a form a narrative agency on the 
part of the self. 

Worthington, too, stresses the danger of overly linguistic 
conceptions of the self: ‘the deterministic ethos of constructivist 
conceptions of “textual” subjectivity evacuates agency’.78 
Constructivism comes in many guises then: deterministic when the 
social context is modeled like an imprinting language, less so when 
the relation self versus social context is said to be mediated by 
narratives, or when the language philosophy underlying the 

 
77 Crossley, Introducing Narrative Psychology: Self, Trauma, and the Construction of 
Meaning 9. 
78 Worthington, Self as Narrative: Subjectivity and Community in Contemporary Fiction 9. 
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constructivist outlook is inspired more by Wittgenstein than by 
Derrida.79 
 
Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann’s treatise The Social Construction 
of Reality (1966) stands out as a classic reference work marking the 
beginning of what came to be known as social constructivism or 
social constructionism.80 If we briefly contrast the ideas expounded 
in this work with John Searle’s much more recent The Construction of 
Social Reality (1995), we can see that there is an important difference 
in how exactly to conceive (and treat) the social constructivist 
paradigm in the human sciences. While Berger and Luckmann start 
off by claiming that ‘reality is socially constructed’, Searle on the 
other hand wants ‘to defend the idea that there is a reality that is 
totally independent of us’ and claims that only our social reality is 

 
79 Polkinghorne contrasts a structuralist approach and a ‘language game approach’ 
inspired by Wittgenstein: ‘The difference between the structuralist approach and 
the language game approach’, he writes, ‘can be found in their contrasting 
understandings of the origin of the rules that arrange human actions. In the 
structuralist approach, the rules originate in and are ordered by the characteristics 
of formal closed systems. In the language game approach, the rules are grounded 
and maintained by sedimented social agreements. Wittgenstein’s later work was 
concerned with language’s production of meaning as a function of socially 
agreed-upon rules in which particular signs and sounds were accepted as having 
particular meanings. … What is “reasonable” is a function of the particular 
language game, and does not rest on a universal or innate sense of rationality.’ 
Polkinghorne, Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences 141. 
I believe the poststructuralist conception of ‘structures’ and language, although 
developed in reaction against structuralist assumptions (denying a structure’s 
centralized form, for example), is still an outgrowth from the structuralist idea of 
‘closed systems’, and bypasses, as Searle also suggests, Wittgenstein’s more 
pragmatic conception of language. 
80 The terms ‘social constructionism’ and ‘social constructivism’ can be used 
interchangeably, although some have pointed out a subtle difference between the 
two terms. See for example this wiki B. Kim, Social Constructivism (2001 [cited 
March, 21 2008]) available from http://projects.coe.uga.edu/epltt/ 
index.php?title=Social_Constructivism.: ‘Social constructionism and social 
constructivism … appear to be two different ways to talk about the same thing. 
However, constructivism generally allows the possibility that people can derive 
meaning from objects in the environment as well as from social interactions; 
social constructionism denies that deriving meaning directly from objects is 
possible’, it is stated with reference to Michael Crotty, The Foundations of Social 
Research: Meaning and Perspective in the Research Process (London; Thousand Oaks, 
Calif.: Sage Publications, 1998). 
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constructed in Berger and Luckmann’s sense.81 So there is the radical 
claim that all of reality is a social construction (although actually 
Berger and Luckmann’s position is more nuanced than this), versus 
the attenuated claim that only our social reality is socially constructed 
(which is less tautological than it may sound). 

Berger and Luckmann envision a sociology that studies what 
people treat as real and how and why they do so: how people come 
to see something as real, and how this depends on the particular 
contexts they inhabit. When discussing the topic of identity, they 
define identity as ‘formed by social processes … The social processes 
involved in both the formation and the maintenance of identity are 
determined by the social structure’, and although they do not 
disregard biological limitations, their focus lies with socialization 
processes.82 Searle’s implicit reaction to Berger and Luckmann’s 
influential thesis is more analytical, and not directly concerned with 
the construction of the self.83 But his work is an interesting 
contribution to the debate about the ontological status of ‘reality’, 
including the reality of the self, since it nuances some of the more 
radical (sometimes even hysterical) claims about the complete 
recession of the real we have heard so often in past decades.  

In another piece, Searle has, with restrained irony, dissected 
Derrida’s oft-quoted phrase: ‘Il n’y a pas de hors-texte’ – Derrida 
apparently retreated from the radical interpretation of this line (’there 
is nothing outside texts’, that is, no ‘real’ to be directly accessed) by 
stating that ‘there is nothing outside contexts’, which, Searle remarks, 
is nothing but a simple ‘banality’.84 Still, the claim that everything 
comes to us via interpretation, is always mediated by ‘text’, remains 
almost a truism for poststructuralist followers of Derrida’s thought. 

 
81 Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A 
Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge (New York: Anchor Books, 1990) 1; John R. 
Searle, The Construction of Social Reality (New York: Free Press, 1995) 2. 
82 Berger and Luckmann, The Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the Sociology of 
Knowledge 173, 80-83. 
83 Although he does, incidentally, ‘solve’ the problem of solipsism by stipulating 
what he calls a ‘collective intentionality’, an agreement in intentions (‘we intend’) 
without which ‘social facts’ could not be comprehended, in his view. This 
collective intentionality is considered by him ‘a primitive phenomenon’, that is, 
not reducible to individual intentions, but neither does it postulate a 
transcendental ‘collective consciousness’ of some sort. See for a more extensive 
discussion of this: Searle, The Construction of Social Reality 23-26. 
84 Searle, “Literary Theory and Its Discontents,” 133. 
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The same subtle, or perhaps not so subtle at all, distinction is in 
order when it comes to the status of the (narrative) self: is there a 
‘self’ prior to the narrative of the self, or does the self only come to ‘be’ 
in stories? Can we imagine a self prior to self-reflection as articulated 
in stories? Can we even speak of a self when ‘narrative fails’, as 
certain psychiatrists have wondered?85 Not always do contributors to 
such discussions about the ontological status of the ‘narrative self’ 
meet on the same conceptual ground, and sometimes concepts and 
terminology get mixed up. We already saw that narrative psychology 
subscribes to a constructionist view of reality, but that there are two 
ways of interpreting this claim – as either conceiving reality as always 
necessarily subjective or intersubjective, or as only partially a social 
construction without disclaiming that there still is a domain of the 
objectively real, that is, a real that not depends on our subjective, 
aspectual view of the real. 

In a recent special issue of Philosophy, Psychiatry, and Psychology (PPP) 
we can see strands of both lines of thinking influencing the debate on 
narrative psychology’s merits. Glas for example points out that ‘there 
are different versions of narrative theory, with each their particular 
opinion about the limits of narrative unity and the nature of narrative 
identity. Should the narrative self be conceived of as real, imaginary, 
verbal, or merely the by-product of a mental production process?’86 
Glas does not answer this question, but it is very important that we 
address this issue here, to avoid conceptual confusion later on. 
 
 
THE NARRATIVE SELF 
What is intended with the concept of the ‘self-narrative’ or ‘narrative 
self’ as developed in narrative psychology? Does it mean that the self 
is to be conceived of as a storyteller (a narrator), or perhaps as a story as 
such, or does it mean that the self is, rather, like a character or 
protagonist in stories? Or perhaps all of the above? 
 
As Crossley remarks, the social constructionist approaches in 
psychology (besides narrative psychology, she mentions discourse 
analysis, poststructural, and postmodern approaches) challenge 

 
85 See for example J. Melvin Woody, “When Narrative Fails,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, 
& Psychology 10, no. 4 (2003). 
86 Gerrit Glas, “Idem, Ipse, and Loss of the Self,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, & 
Psychology 10, no. 4 (2003): 349. 
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traditional approaches on the grounds that they were based on the 
misguided ‘assumption that the self exists as an entity that can be 
discovered and described in much the same way as can any object in 
the natural or physical world’.87 Narrative psychology, instead, treats 
human beings as ‘interpretative creatures’ with a ‘reflective capacity’ 
and therefore focuses ‘on meaning and interpretation’, on the 
processes through which people make sense of themselves and the 
world – a qualitative and hermeneutic method of analysis is more 
suitable for this than the quantitative and empirical research methods 
traditionally employed in psychology.88 But Crossley stresses that 
narrative psychology, contrary to the more radical social 
constructivist approaches (listed above), keeps its focus squarely on 
the actual experiences of people – she even explicitly states that 
narrative psychology ‘operate[s] with a realist epistemology’,89 
although I would say that not everyone agrees with this. 

To Crossley, ‘The postmodern vision of a fragmented, 
anonymous, dead self simply does not accord with the reality of how 
people contend with their experiences and sense of themselves’: 
‘when we actually turn to examine the full range of experiences, 
knowledge and understandings of self that people live and struggle 
with’, she believes ‘therein resides a sense of unity, continuity and 
coherence which simply does not gel with the radical fragmentation, 
disunity and absence’ as articulated in postmodern theory – but then, 
awkwardly, she continues with: ‘The plain fact is that the kinds of 
experiences many of us undergo cry out for the kind of “old-
fashioned” narrative’.90 What is not clear in her account is whether 
people actually do experience the ‘old-fashioned’ kind of unity and 
coherence in their lives, or whether instead they need this sense of 
coherence (and thus will attempt to fit their experiences into this 
traditional narrative pattern). Does there ‘reside’ a sense of unity in 
the experiences themselves or, instead, do they ‘cry out for’ this type 
of unity, involving a purposeful narrative restructuring process?  

The more important question here is: what exactly is the 
relationship between experiences and narratives? This question is related 
to the distinction between the radical and a attenuated social 

 
87 Crossley, Introducing Narrative Psychology: Self, Trauma, and the Construction of 
Meaning 9. 
88 Ibid. 10-11. 
89 Ibid. 40. 
90 Ibid. 41. 
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constructionist standpoint. Are experiences always already imbued 
with narrative patterns, or instead are experiences like raw data flows 
that people then organize and structure to make sense of them? 
 
It is difficult to find out whether the conventional narrative structure 
referred to by Crossley (and in fact invoked by many narrative 
psychologists) is really a basic cognitive schema, or whether instead 
the way we structure our experiences to make sense of them is learned 
and therefore dependent on social and cultural contexts, which 
would mean that this ‘basic’ or natural-seeming narrative pattern can 
be subject to change. This is difficult because very often this 
traditional conception of narrative structure is a premise in cognitive 
research. It has been tested, of course, how we make sense of 
narratives, which aspects of a story are most relevant for us to be 
able to make sense of it. And I do not want to claim here that most 
people do not usually look for coherence, continuity and unity. But I 
think that factors such as interacting with hypertexts or simply being 
engulfed by fractured narratives that are now manifest also in the 
popular media, can possibly have a significant effect on how we 
handle texts and narratives.91 What I mean is that what counts as a 
story may change due to these factors, and mutatis mutandis what 
counts as a meaningful story of the self.92 
 
91 Mark Danielewski remarked in an interview I had with him in 2001 that young 
people read his 700+ paged novel in no more than two days, whereas readers that 
were a bit older took much longer. The difference, he said, was that those around 
the age of twenty were used to navigating a text subjectively, much in accord with 
how one would navigate the Internet or hypertexts – that is: they would follow 
their own path through the text, skipping those sections they find less interesting 
and instead reading only those parts they are interested in. For example, they 
would skip a long detailed footnote on Derrida, where an older, traditionally 
trained reader would believe everything should be read in the ‘right’ order. The 
structure of Danielewski’s debut novel deliberately plays with the possibility of 
creating such subjective routes through the text (the labyrinthic chapter is a good 
example). 
92 For an exhaustive review of cognitive and neuropsychological research on 
narratives and narrative understanding, see R.A. Mar, “The Neuropsychology of 
Narrative: Story Comprehension, Story Production and Their Interrelation,” 
Neuropsychologia 42, no. 10 (2004). It should be noted though that also in this 
review article and in all the studies that are mentioned in this article, the 
underlying assumption is that narratives are supposed to be coherent, for example: 
‘one fundamental characteristic of stories is the presence of a causal event-
structure’ (1415). Necessary are cognitive or neuropsychological studies in which 
it is tested how people, especially young people, make sense of more 
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In his discussion of the relationship between narratives and 
experiences, Woody zooms in on the ‘the problematic relationship 
between the representation of the self, the self thus represented, and 
the self that does the representing’, between, in other words, the self 
as narrative (or protagonist – this distinction is often collapsed)93 and 
the self as narrator: ‘narrative form embodies this reflective 
separation in the distance between narrator and protagonist’.94 

Woody argues that when narrative fails, that is when (as in the 
cases discussed in PPP of patients suffering from severe 
psychopathological disturbances) people are incapable of 
constructing a coherent story of the self, the problem should be 
situated on the level of experiences and not on the level of narratives 
per se: ‘narrative failure … might better be regarded as a symptom or 
consequence of emotional and qualitative incoherence’ – other ways 
of self-expression might still be possible that do not hinge on the 
cognitive (and verbalized) self-reflection necessary for constructing 
coherent narratives, and Woody points to the performing arts and 
sports as examples.95 This is a very useful reminder that should warn 
us against a too absolute treatment of self-narratives, as if the only 
way to make sense of oneself is via this self-reflective verbal format. 

 
experimental (non-linear, non-causal) forms of narratives. One reader-response 
study investigating how people make sense of a postmodern ‘text’ (in this study 
the television series Twin Peaks) showed how readers (a group of viewers) were 
not bothered at all by ‘the lack of relationship between the past and the present at 
the level of narrative’, the ‘free-form structure of the plot’. Which finding 
undermines the assumption that narratives necessarily have to have linear and 
causal coherence. (Mary Ellen Brown, “Desperately Seeking Strategies: Reading in 
the Postmodern,” in Constructing the Self in a Mediated World, ed. Debra Grodin and 
Thomas Lindlof, Inquiries in Social Construction (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1996), 65.) 
What these viewers did have trouble with, though, was the incoherence of 
characters. 
93 See also what Paul Ricoeur has to say on this: ‘The person, understood as 
character in a story, is not an entity distinct from his or her “experiences”. Quite 
the opposite: the person shares the condition of dynamic identity peculiar to the 
story recounted. The narrative constructs the identity of the character, what can 
be called his or her narrative identity, in constructing that of the story told. It is 
the identity of the story that makes the identity of the character.’ Paul Ricoeur, 
Oneself as Another (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992) 147-8. 
94 Woody, “When Narrative Fails,” 333, 36. This distinction actually echoes a 
classic psychological distinction between I and Me, drawn from the work of 
social psychologist George Herbert Mead. 
95 Ibid.: 338. 
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Glas too nuances the standpoint that people only ‘make sense’ in 
coherent stories or by coherent storytelling: 
 

There is the deep intuition, that even when all 
narrativizing has gone … there is something that 
should not be violated … [a] dimension of 
personhood [that] transcends the sphere of self-
determination and sees personhood from a second-
person perspective, that is, the perspective of who I 
am in the eyes of others.96 

 
This is a very important point, also when analyzing fictional selves. 

Kim Worthington, in her study Self as Narrative, which is overall 
qua set of goals and methodology close to what I intend to do here 
(namely analyzing fictional self-narratives), only works with first-
person texts. If the ‘narrative self’ is taken exclusively to mean the 
self-as-narrator, then indeed one could only properly analyze first-
person texts. But, as I hope to show with the case studies in Part II, 
much can be learned about the ‘self’ also from a second-person (or 
other’s) perspective, especially when the self appears to suffer from a 
narrative breakdown and thus seems incapable of constructing a 
meaningful story out of its experiences. The self-reflective narrator-I 
need not be the only contributor to a particular self-narrative, that is. 
 
James Phillips, while overseeing the debate ‘on the question as to 
whether narrative identity is grounded in actual, lived life or whether 
it is rather a fictional construction imposed on life’, sees the 
‘narrative self’ more as ‘process than substance’, as a ‘fragile 
structure’ consisting ‘of not one but multiple narratives’, with some 
narratives ‘follow[ing] scripts written mainly by one’s culture’, while 
‘others are more idiosyncratic’.97 Referring to the work of for 
example Alasdair MacIntyre and Paul Ricoeur, Phillips contends that 
there is an inherent narrativity in life, and that the self is always 
narrativized to some extent for it to be intelligible, which does not 
mean, as we saw, that the self comes pre-packaged in a ‘simple, 

 
96 Glas, “Idem, Ipse, and Loss of the Self,” 349. Glas offers the example of 
Alzheimer patients here. 
97 James Phillips, “Psychopathology and the Narrative Self,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, 
& Psychology 10, no. 4 (2003): 314, 16, 15. 
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unified story’.98 This discussion has not been settled. More common 
is the claim that experiences are unnarrativized raw data that are then 
molded in a narrative structure.99 Singer for example puts it this way: 
 

Once we have filtered life experiences through the 
narrative lens, we can make use of the narratives we 
have created … many of the cultural forms that guide 
the creation of narratives will subsequently influence 
what meaning or lesson we extract from a particular 
narrative unit … our sociocultural context strongly 
shapes how we fashion narratives from ‘raw’ 
experience and, subsequently, what meaning we make 
of the narratives that we have created.100 

 
This is a two-step process: first the creation of stories out of raw 
experiences, and next, the interpretation of these stories. The level of 
raw experiences is difficult to grasp without resorting to metaphors 
(the word ‘raw’ is already telling), and how to conceive of ‘raw 
experiences’ is perhaps very much dependent on one’s theoretical 
perspective (the neuroscientist will have a different connotation or 
will invoke a different vocabulary than the philosopher, for example). 
 
In his highly readable study Consciousness Explained, Daniel Dennett 
devotes a whole chapter to ‘the reality of selves’, where he explains 
his concept of the self as center of narrative gravity, in analogy with a 
center of gravity, which, although no one has ever really seen such a 

 
98 Ibid.: 315. Ricoeur deserves to be mentioned here because his work plays a role 
in the background in the establishment of narrative psychology’s aims and 
methodology. For Ricoeur, the concept of ‘narrative identity’ connects ‘selfhood 
as sameness’ (idem) and ‘self-constancy’ (ipse), that is: it connects a sense of 
‘permanence in time’ (that we consider ourselves the same person in a way, 
whether at age 3 or age 32) with a sense of self-recognition that has more to do 
with a synchronic positioning (a ‘here I am!’, as Ricoeur offers), the feeling of this 
is me among the others present at this time and place. See: Ricoeur, Oneself as 
Another 140-68. His treatment of the subject of ‘narrative identity’ is important 
philosophically, but carries less relevance for the outline of a narrative 
psychological practice or methodology. 
99 See also Polkinghorne, Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences 113.: ‘the more 
accepted position is that narrative structures, although dependent on basic human 
capacities, are acquired by abstraction from experience’. 
100 Jefferson A. Singer, “Narrative Identity and Meaning Making across the 
Lifespan: An Introduction,” Journal of Personality 72, no. 3 (2004): 442-3. 
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center of gravity, works quite well as a theoretical hypothesis (or 
theoretical fiction, as Dennett probably would say) that can explain 
all sorts of empirically verifiable phenomena. Thus, in a similar vein, 
Dennett posits the self as a center of narrative gravity, as an 
‘abstraction, not a thing in the brain’.101 As Dennett explains:  
 

A self, according to my theory, is not any old 
mathematical point, but an abstraction defined by the 
myriad of attributions and interpretations (including 
self-attributions and self-interpretations) that have 
composed the biography of the living body whose 
Center of Narrative Gravity it is.102  

 
All such attributions, that is, can be said to gravitate toward an 
implied ‘self’. Dennett’s so-called heterophenomenological method for 
analyzing such selves has informed my own approach to fictional 
selves. I believe Dennett’s concept of the self as a center of narrative 
gravity has the benefit of suspending the issue of the ontological 
status of the self (because we do not necessarily need an existing, 
localizable, and somehow physical or ‘real’ core self corresponding 
with the implied self to explain exactly what we intend to explain), 
without dismissing the relevance of still pursuing knowledge of how 
we come to make sense of our ‘self’.103 

The starting point, in Dennett’s theory, is not ‘the self’, but the 
experiences that are related; the ‘self’ is derived from experiences and 
not the other way around, so we need not posit beforehand the 
existence of a self as a necessary ‘fact’ to be able to make sense of 
experiences related, but can simply decide to work with the concept 
of a hypothetical (or ‘fictional’) self, a self that is implied. There is a 
difference, that is, between seeing the self as a ‘useful fiction’ or, 
dismissively, as mere fiction. Dennett’s constructive or perhaps even 
optimistic (less nihilistic) approach can also be applied to fictional 
selves: yes, they are not ‘real’ or somehow factually present (of 

 
101 Dennett, Consciousness Explained 418. 
102 Ibid. 426-7. 
103 Dennett’s concept of the self has much in common with Schrag’s, who equally 
argues that ‘self-identity’ is ‘secured not by an abiding substratum’ but ‘rather by 
an achieved self-identity’, achieved in narration, that is, and should be pictured as 
a form (or perhaps non-static point) of ‘convergence’. See Schrag, The Self after 
Postmodernity 33. 
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course), but still, we would very much like to understand the 
thoughts, feelings, acts, and talk presented in fictional texts. 
 
Narrative psychology and related theoretical and methodological 
explorations of the relation between experiences, narratives, and 
selves, have much to offer for the analysis of fictional selves because 
these approaches 
 

• focus on the level of ‘actual’ experiences, on how things are 
like, or feel like, for the self (instead of on how things are or 
should be) – and taking an empathic stance is important in 
this respect 

• pay particular attention to socio-cultural contexts (but do 
not take such contexts to be completely deterministic); 
narratives are seen as mediating between self and socio-
culture 

• allow for analyzing both the conventional or normal and the 
new, problematic, or experimental (since, as Bruner pointed 
out: ‘Our sense of the normative is nourished in narrative, 
but so is our sense of breach and of exception’) 

• consider the dual aspect of the self as both constructor of 
stories and as participant in stories 

• and, methodologically, analyze both the processes by which 
people make sense of themselves via stories and what kind 
of narrative identity rises up from such stories 

 
To complement this, Dennett’s account of the status of the self can 
offer a relief from misguided discussions about whether for example 
character is either ‘paper being’ or ‘person’. In effect, it does not matter 
whether there is a ‘real’, referential basis or counterpart (in a reader’s 
mind for example) for character – this issue can be bracketed. 
Dennett’s heterophenomenological approach is intended to be 
 

a neutral method for investigating and describing 
phenomenology. It involves extracting and purifying 
texts from (apparently) speaking subjects, and using 
those texts to generate a theorist’s fiction, the subject’s 
heterophenomenological world. This fictional world is 
populated with all the images, events, sounds, smells, 
hunches, presentiments, and feelings that the subject 
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(apparently) sincerely believes to exist in his or her (or 
its) stream of consciousness. Maximally extended, it is 
a neutral portrayal of exactly what it is like to be that 
subject – in the subject’s own terms, given the best 
interpretation we can muster.104 

 
This heterophenomenological world exists ‘just as uncontroversially 
as novels and other fictions exist’, Dennett adds, and whether 
perhaps there do, possibly, exist some ‘real’ counterparts (‘in the 
brain – or in the soul for that matter’) for the ‘facts about what 
people believe’ is, he continues, ‘an empirical matter to investigate’, 
by neuroscientists for example, but the existence of such ‘referents’ is 
not a prerequisite for being able to analyze a person’s ‘world’.105 As 
with social constructivist research, the object of analysis is what 
people treat as real. If a person believes in the boogeyman, then there 
is not much use in disputing this ‘fact’ (what is a fact is that the 
person believes the boogeyman exists, not that the boogeyman exists) – 
if, at least, we intend to find out what it is like to be this person (and 
not: to shake this person loose from false beliefs).  

Likewise, I am interested in the experience worlds of fictional 
human beings as presented in the novels, in what it is like for them, 
how they experience themselves, others, and the world, and in how 
these experiences are made sense of (or not), through narratives. This 
is one, important, part of the analysis of the human figure in fiction. 
The other part is analyzing how this experience world is narratively 
constituted. 
 
 
THE ‘WHAT AND HOW’ OF NARRATIVE SELF-CONSTRUCTION 
The ‘narrative turn’ in the human sciences106 has generated 
interesting new research venues that can also be of relevance for the 
analysis of literature and especially the analysis of the human figure in 
fiction, as I have argued. Most importantly, I find that narrative 
psychology (and sociology, as we will see) can mitigate the radical 
poststructuralist approaches to ‘texts’ and the ‘subject’ by shifting 
attention to how people (and also fictional figures in fiction) actually 

 
104 Dennett, Consciousness Explained 98. 
105 Ibid. 
106 Although it has not overturned mainstream psychology and sociology; it is still 
a developing research domain. 
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still do try to make sense of themselves and others, instead of 
continuing to reiterate theoretical postulates such as the ‘death of the 
subject’ or the ‘death of character’ and the deconstructability of any 
meaning-making process (for which one can always find ‘proof’). In 
that sense narrative psychology allows for a more pragmatic 
approach, we could say, in contrast with the abstracted, meta-textual 
theoretical analyses that were dominant during the heydays of 
poststructuralism. 
 
Is the self determined by socio-cultural context or, instead, is the self 
an autonomous agent? The narrative psychological approach looks at 
this as a two-directional process, mediated by narratives. Psychologist 
John Shotter contrasts social constructionism with the 
‘representationalist or cognitive paradigm’ more common, still, in the 
human sciences.107 The new constructionist approach offers ‘a 
completely new site or location in which to center our investigations 
in psychology’, he believes. ‘[T]he two polarities in terms of which we 
have thought about ourselves in recent times’, Shotter sums up, have 
been ‘(i) the study of the inner dynamics of the individual psyche (as 
in romanticism, or individualistic subjectivism); or (ii) the discovery 
of the supposed already determined characteristics of the external 
world (as in modernism, or abstract objectivism)’. It is precisely these 
two ways of conceptualizing the self (as if they were the only two 
possible options) that have stimulated the ongoing but unresolved 
debates about whether the self is autonomous and free or determined 
by social context – but in both lines of thinking a certain concept of 
the self as at least potentially autonomous is presupposed (a self that 
could be studied in isolation from or in opposition to social contexts, 
either to prove that the self is free or that this self is not free). From 
a social constructionist perspective the self is seen as always already 
embedded in social structures, and thus the traditional polarity 
between self and socius disappears. It would make no sense, in this 
new approach, based on what Shotter labels a ‘relational paradigm’, 
to choose between socius or self as the ‘site’ of investigation. 
Because, according to Shotter:  
 

 
107 John Shotter, “The Social Construction of Our ‘Inner’ Lives,” Journal of 
Constructivist Psychology (1997). The next few quotes from Shotter are also taken 
from this text. No page numbers. 
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both the surrounding circumstances and other 
people’s actions are just as much a formative influence 
in what we do as anything within ourselves; people are 
not so much acting ‘out of’ any of their own inner 
plans, or scripts, or suchlike, as ‘into’ a situation or 
circumstance already partially shaped by previous talk 
intertwined activities of others. 

 
Which is not a denial of people having an ‘inner’ life, thoughts and 
feelings they consider to be their own, it is only to say that what our 
thoughts and feelings could mean is ‘revealed, not in how we talk 
about it when reflecting about it, but … in practice … “it” has an 
emergent nature of a situated, socially constructed, and thus 
incomplete, precarious, and contested kind’. 

This view of ‘inner’ feelings, in connection with Kenneth 
Gergen’s ‘relational ontology’, will be discussed in more detail in 
Chapter 6. It will offer a particularly acute framework for interpreting 
the problematic of how to communicate experienced feelings when 
there is no stable self to appropriate these feelings in the first place. 
And it can throw a new light on the establishing of a sense of self or 
experience in the novels, on how this seems to work out in practice, 
that goes beyond the locked positions of either the manifestation of 
the radical autonomy of the self or the social determination of the 
self. 
 
People tell stories to make sense of experiences, and the form these 
stories take are in part inspired by culturally dominant ways of 
storytelling, of structuring experiences, but there is also room for 
change and for a partial idiosyncrasy. The self does not return from 
the grave as some sort of stable, centralized, and unified Meaning-
Maker, but instead is seen as negotiating meaning in the exchange of 
stories with other people. Narratively oriented human scientists are 
interested in the process of appropriating and exchanging stories, as 
well as in what kinds of identities result from this process – ‘in both 
the hows and the whats of reality construction’ (in particular the reality 
of the self), as sociologists Holstein and Gubrium sum things up.108 

Holstein and Gubrium distinguish between what they call 
‘discursive practice’, the ‘artful procedures through which selves are 
 
108 Holstein and Gubrium, The Self We Live By: Narrative Identity in a Postmodern 
World 94. 
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constituted’, and the ‘discourse-in-practice’, by which they mean ‘the 
discursive possibilities for, and resources of, self construction at 
particular times and places’ (or in particular ‘local cultures’, as they 
refer to such constellations of time and place elsewhere) – together 
this comprises what they label an ‘interpretative practice’, the practice 
by which people make sense of their selves: how do people actually 
do this, with what kind of resources, and with what kind of results?109 
Stories, they feel, are crucial for this interpretative practice, and the 
benefit of their analytical approach is that it focuses on both ‘the 
ways in which storytellers and the conditions of storytelling shape 
what is conveyed’ as well as on ‘what their contents tell us about the 
selves in question’.110 

Simply put, both form (or process) and content are analyzed, and 
this is why I feel such an approach can correct the split focus, in 
existing character analysis for example, on either formal aspects or 
mimetic aspects. Holstein and Gubrium’s analytical approach 
attending to this interpretative practice prioritizes neither ‘the 
experientially real nor its construction’, because ‘the self-construction 
process and the selves that are eventually constructed are mutually 
constitutive’ – instead they adopt a method of temporarily bracketing 
either the what or the how part involved in this interplay, depending 
on ‘the compelling issue immediately at hand’.111 
 
I will do the same when analyzing the fictional selves and their 
experience worlds, because of interest are not only the dominant 
ways of perceiving the self (dominant in the presented storyworlds or 
on the level of narration) or, instead, the ‘private’ sense of self 
characters have for example, but exactly the interchange between a 
(supposedly) ‘private’ sense of self and culturally dominant ways of 
structuring experiences. I will argue that, in the novels selected, there 
is an apparent friction between accepted or dominant ways of 
constructing a sense of self and the more private sense of self – that 
is: certain aspects of the self do not seem to fit the supposedly 
‘proper’ or socially or culturally ‘appropriate’ frameworks of meaning, 
causing some serious pathological disturbances, as we will see. 
 

 
109 Ibid. 
110 Ibid. 103. 
111 Ibid. 98. 
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Crucial, Davis thought, for the assembly of a ‘sense of an existence’, 
is ‘the subject’s ability to construct and narrate stories’.112 What 
‘sense of an existence’ can one extract from the selected novels and 
how is this sense of an existence related to a particular culture as 
presented in these texts? Holstein and Gubrium specify ‘culture’ as ‘a 
constellation of more or less regularized, localized ways of 
understanding and representing things and actions, of assigning 
meaning to lives’.113 As sociologists they are interested in the social 
contexts within which people have to construct an identity for 
themselves: groups, institutions or other settings, formal and 
informal. Each of these contexts is like a ‘local culture’ that offers 
interpretative tools for self-construction. Such a local culture 
 

does not dictate how persons see or convey 
themselves, but provides shared-in-common resources 
to a community that, in turn, comes to identify itself in 
terms that the culture provides. Always crafted to the 
circumstances at hand, the stock of salient, 
accountable resources provided by settings, 
communities, organizations, or institutions comprises 
self-defining images and vocabularies that are realized 
in locally storied selves.114 

 
These ‘configurations of interpretative resources’, they say, ‘offer 
ways of thinking, seeing, and talking’, what they call ‘virtual 
paradigms of experience’.115 In fictional worlds too we can detect 
such virtual paradigms of experience that somehow shape fictional 
selves, that shape how these fictional selves can view and present 
themselves. In turn, these fictional selves perhaps can also shape or 
reshape these dominant ways of thinking, seeing and talking. In the 
analyses of these texts I want to show how exactly this works out in 
practice. 
 
 

 
112 Davis, After Poststructuralism: Reading, Stories and Theory 131. 
113 Holstein and Gubrium, The Self We Live By: Narrative Identity in a Postmodern 
World 162. 
114 Ibid. 163. 
115 Ibid. 162. 
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THE NARRATOR 
But: what kind of self will we need to focus on to explore whether 
these fictional selves can change or transform the local cultures in 
which they are situated? Kim Worthington, in Self as Narrative, 
stresses the distinction between fictional and real human beings by 
stating: ‘Fictional characters do not possess the freedom or ability for 
self-reflexive, chosen movement between determining interpretative 
communities they inhabit (except at the ontologically inferior level of 
the fictional realm)’.116 These characters do not have ‘the dialogic 
capacity’ to ‘controvert or challenge the interpretations of those who 
read them’ – they are not on the ‘same ontological level’.117 It is true, 
of course, that fictional characters do not exist on the same 
ontological level as readers, and we cannot interact with characters in 
the way we can with real human beings. But more interesting is to see 
whether perhaps these characters are able to exercise a form of 
narrative agency vis-à-vis ‘the others’ on their own level, within the 
storyworlds. 

The three novels that Worthington analyzes – ‘fictions [that] 
explore (and invite the involved reader to explore) the subjective 
capacity for the expression of personal autonomy in the creative 
construction of narratives of selfhood within the rule-bound arenas 
of meaningful communicative procedures’,118 summing up the 
explicit goals of her research – are all forms of ‘autobiographical 
writing’, with a first-person narrator telling/constructing the story of 
his life. Narrative agency is perhaps more easily explored in such 
cases than in literature that less explicitly deals with narrative self-
construction, as for example when there is a more invisible narrator 
conveying the stories of characters. But I think, and this will be one 
of the challenges here, that it is possible to explore issues of narrative 
agency also in non-autobiographical fictions. 
 
I think it is necessary to draw the narrator into the analysis of 
narrative interpretative practices. For one, this is necessary for getting 
a better view of the self-narrative of characters, as Palmer has 
pointed out. His ‘holistic’ post-classical narratological approach is 
directed at analyzing the ‘embedded narratives’ of characters, since 

 
116 Worthington, Self as Narrative: Subjectivity and Community in Contemporary Fiction 
246-7. 
117 Ibid. 246. 
118 Ibid. 19. 
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‘the whole of a character’s various perceptual and conceptual 
viewpoints, ideological worldviews, and plans for the future’ are to be 
‘considered as an individual narrative that is embedded in the whole 
fictional text’.119 The narrator plays a large part in helping to make 
such an embedded narrative manifest and therefore Palmer focuses 
mostly on ‘the narrator’s linking role in presenting characters’ social 
engaged mental functioning, particularly in the mode of thought 
report’.120 

With his focus on thought report, Palmer corrects a bias in 
narratological studies, which are overall disproportionably concerned 
with more ‘direct’ ways of presenting fictional consciousness (the 
modes of stream-of-consciousness and of free indirect discourse for 
example). Normally, Palmer argues, the fictional mind is for a large 
part constructed by narrator’s attributions, in the form of, for 
example, ‘Peter feels lonely’ or ‘Peter thinks highly of himself’. This is 
the narrator speaking, or ‘reporting’, on a character’s state of mind, 
and often – except perhaps for distinctly modernistic novels – this is 
how it works in fiction, that is: direct ways of presenting a character’s 
thoughts are rather the exception to the rule, Palmer suggests 
(rightfully, I would say). 

So, the narrator often has a definite role in connecting a 
character’s experience world with larger socio-cultural contexts, I 
agree. But Palmer is not really interested in the fictional mind of the 
narrator, while this to me seems to be an equally legitimate object of 
analysis. The narrator, too, is a fictional human figure with a fictional 
mind influenced by (implied) dominant ways of narrativizing 
experiences, whether his own experiences or those of a character. 
Especially in Dave Eggers’s memoir, the mind-set of the narrator 
(and of course his evaluative slant) has to be compared to the 
interpretation of experiences by his protagonist-self at the level of the 
storyworld to get a more complete picture of ‘Dave’. Also in 
Danielewski’s first novel, ‘Johnny’ is a character and narrator both. In 
David Foster Wallace’s magnum opus Infinite Jest the narrator has a 
different function, but that ‘he’ allows characters to speak for 
themselves, for example, has particular relevance for the concept of 
self developed in this novel, as we will see, and so it is important to 

 
119 Palmer, Fictional Minds 15. 
120 Ibid. 16. See also pages 69-86 in particular, for a discussion of the narrator’s 
role and the mode of ‘thought report’. 
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analyze also the narrator’s fictional mind-set as it influences the 
narrativizing of experiences. 

The experience world of the fictional human figure can be 
presented to the reader in ‘thought report’ and/or through first-
person narration. But also the thoughts of one character about 
another character, or for example characters’ dialogic interchange 
within the storyworld, can contribute to the presentation of an 
experience world. Sometimes others do seem to have a more 
accurate view of one’s ‘self’; and sometimes one’s sense of self 
becomes more obvious to oneself in conversations with others. 
Focusing exclusively on the closed loop of self-narration to oneself (as 
for example in first-person fictions) would unnecessarily exclude 
these aspects in the construction of a sense of self or a sense of an 
experience, I feel. 
 
 
SYMPTOMS 
What these novels can show is that what previously were considered 
non-conventional narratives (or not narratives at all) have now 
become dominant in a way. That is to say, while Crossley figures that 
postmodern narratives are simply not ‘true’ or ‘real’ enough, they do 
have, to some extent at least, become conventionalized (or 
‘naturalized’, as Fludernik might say) in the experience worlds of the 
human figures in these novels.121 

Although one should maybe hesitate to generalize from this 
finding connected to an exclusive body of literary texts, the fact that 
these works appeal so much to a certain segment of readers may 
tempt us to hypothesize about the possibility that in the life world of 
a certain cultural and educational elite (at least of a certain generation, 

 
121 See Fludernik, Towards a ‘Natural’ Narratology 329-30.: ‘new generic types get 
installed, they are no longer perceived as non-natural and in need of 
narrativization. That is to say, there is no longer a need to interpret such textual 
constellations against the grain’, which occurs when readers get used to a certain 
way of presenting consciousness. But see also her discussion of postmodern 
fiction and radical experimentation in fiction more generally (271-312), in which 
she concludes that some texts simply cannot be ‘narrativized’, which, she argues, 
is the case when the reader is denied ‘the possibility of locating an experiencer’ in 
the text (312). She addresses some of the criticism directed at her approach in 
Monika Fludernik, “Natural Narratology and Cognitive Parameters,” in Narrative 
Theory and the Cognitive Sciences, ed. David Herman, Csli Lecture Notes; No. 158 
(Stanford, Calif.: CSLI Publications, 2003). 
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the ‘really postmodern’ generation, as I called it in the introduction), 
this may be the case too. The traditional narrative format, often 
invoked in narrative psychologists’ work, may not any longer be the 
‘proper’, ‘normal’, or even desirable way of structuring experiences. If 
through narrativizing processes people situate themselves in their 
socio-cultural context(s), then, if people have to position themselves 
in a postmodern socio-cultural context, the traditional linear and unified 
narrative is probably not any longer the most functional tool for 
doing so. 

The analyses of non-traditional fictional narratives, I suggest, can 
contribute to a more diversified, less rigid understanding and 
interpretation of narratives in narrative psychology and sociology in 
which often the old-fashioned narrative structures or forms are still 
taken for granted. It can correct, that is, an implicit normativity in this 
body of work, an implicit idea about what is a ‘normal’, ‘proper’ or 
‘good’ story.122 At the very minimum, such analyses of experimental 
narrative fiction can inform these disciplines of how we ‘can think of 
ourselves’ in alternative, non-conventionalized ways. Such non-
conventional (non-linearly and non-causally structured) narratives 
should not be perceived as problematic per se but instead as perhaps 
even the most ‘functional’ form for structuring experiences, in 
postmodern contexts for example. 
 
But the novels take a next step even. As the case studies will show, 
they exemplify, in turn, the dysfunctionality of postmodern ways of 
structuring experiences, of the postmodern way of constituting 
subjectivity, but, significantly, without necessarily resorting back to 
traditional narratives as some sort of solution for this 
dysfunctionality. To understand or ‘see’ this, first what has to be 
brought to light are the dominant ‘discourses-in-practice’, to use 
Holstein and Gubrium’s term. The dominant discourses-in-practice 
in the novels qualify as postmodern I will argue, or at least as a 
certain, perhaps caricatured or clichéd mutation of postmodern 
practices of constructing (or negating) meaning. After having 
analyzed dominant practices in the storyworlds (and on the level of 
narration), we can next get a better view of possible transgressions or 

 
122 See also the discussion of Glas of cases of supposed narrative breakdowns in 
which the question rises of who decides that treatment is in order, when there 
appears to be no longer a self present able to construct a coherent narrative: Glas, 
“Idem, Ipse, and Loss of the Self,” 350. 
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transformations, of critical appropriations of this particular 
postmodern form of constructing the self, and also of possible (in 
the case of these novels inter-subjectively negotiated) changes in such 
postmodern narrativizing strategies as effectuated in the novels. 

There is an apparent friction, between the available or 
‘appropriate’ ways of constructing the self, and some experiences that 
cannot really be made sense of with the help of these interpretative 
tools. This friction signals a surplus on the experiential level: of 
feelings that cannot be properly appropriated and interpreted. These 
surplus feelings trigger the search for alternative ways of constructing 
a sense of self, or, less ambitiously, the attempt to at least transform 
current ways of making sense of experiences. 
 
Social contexts or ‘cultural settings’, in the words of Anthony 
Giddens, provide ‘symbolic interpretations of existential 
questions’,123 but, as we will see, sometimes the interpretations that a 
particular cultural setting has to offer are not enough to provide the 
‘ontological security’ Giddens believes is necessary to simply ‘go on’ 
with daily existence. The result is an anxiousness or ‘dread’ which 
Giddens discusses with reference to Kierkegaard: ‘in Kierkegaard’s 
sense: the prospect of being overwhelmed by anxieties that reach to 
the very roots of our coherent sense of “being in the world”’124. 
Many of the fictional selves in the novels that I focus on are 
overwhelmed by dread or anxieties and lack a very coherent sense of 
being-in-the-world. What I want to know is how this is related to the 
(fictional) cultural settings that they are embedded in. 

But such dread or anxiety is a very unspecific or generic condition. 
As Giddens already points out, ‘anxiety in a certain sense comes with 
human freedom’ and therefore it is a modern malady that is not very 
new.125 There are more specific problems that the fictional beings in 
these novels have to deal with and that relate more specifically to 
what we could label ‘postmodern’ cultural settings. But that is still 
not precise enough. Holstein and Gubrium offer the useful reminder 
that: 
 

Like postmodernism, the personal dis-eases [sic] of 
postmodernity themselves come in diverse discursive 

 
123 Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age 38. 
124 Ibid. 37. 
125 Ibid. 47. 
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formulations, articulated in the contexts of their own 
going concerns and competing ideological vintages … 
While such symptoms and syndromes may indeed be 
considered by some to be the experiential signs of the 
times, what those signs convey cannot be understood 
separate from the varied circumstances in which they 
are narratively addressed. It is only within particular 
discourses that the condition of the self is discerned 
and its consequences evoked.126 

 
One of the symptoms or syndromes that they refer to here is the 
condition diagnosed by Gergen as ‘multiphrenia’, which is ‘generally 
referring to the splitting of the individual into a multiplicity of self-
investments’, we can read in his popular book The Saturated Self.127 
Whether this is an overwhelming experience (resulting in existential 
anxiousness) or a cause for joy or exhilaration, is not always very 
clear in Gergen’s study – it depends perhaps on the concept of self 
one has, and whether this is the sort of ‘self’ that is attuned to, or 
used to, these excessive social stimuli.128 But Holstein and Gubrium 
believe it is never very informative to make such general statements 
about the self. One always has to place such analyses in a context, the 
context of a particular cultural practice, a way of thinking, seeing and 
talking, including a way of interpreting ‘the’ self. In analyzing the 
problems the fictional selves are confronted with, I believe it is 
equally important to be precise about the specific cultural settings (in 
the plural) as presented in these novels to which these problems may 
be related; that is: to differentiate between different ‘configurations 
of interpretative resources’. 

 
126 Holstein and Gubrium, The Self We Live By: Narrative Identity in a Postmodern 
World 224. 
127 Gergen, The Saturated Self: Dilemmas of Identity in Contemporary Life 73-74. 
128 Gergen’s own analysis of the ‘postmodern condition’ sometimes seems to be 
colored by nostalgic feelings, but he complements this nostalgia with a certain 
optimism, when he believes that ‘a new cultural attitude toward the concept of 
the individual self’ is becoming apparent, pointing towards a ‘relational self’, ‘the 
transformation of “you” and “I” into “us”. (Ibid. 156.) Gergen has continued his 
work on what he (now) calls a ‘relational ontology’, and I will get back to this in 
the next chapters. In The Saturated Self though, still a somewhat traditional concept 
of the self is figuring in the background of his analyses, exactly the kind of ‘self’ 
that would be overwhelmed and would feel ‘saturated’ by too many stimuli 
coming from all directions.  
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Sometimes, we will see, the cultural settings presented in the 
storyworlds may seem familiar, for example when they share certain 
characteristics with the ‘postmodern world’ as perceived or 
conceived by sociologists and psychologists such as Giddens, 
Gergen, Bauman, and Holstein and Gubrium for example. But these 
postmodern worlds (cultures, cultural practices) come in many 
different forms – in the ‘real world’ as Holstein and Gubrium made 
clear, but also in the fictional storyworlds. 

In the novels, moreover, certain practices we associate with 
postmodernism are presented in an exaggerated, caricatured or 
simplified form. This, of course, can fulfill a particular function: it 
can be a signal of a desire to break away from these postmodern 
practices. Furthermore, different cultural practices are often 
juxtaposed in the novels, and it is not always possible to synthesize 
these into one narrative frame or model, one dominant ‘paradigm of 
experience’. The differences between them and the confrontation 
between different paradigms of experience may be exactly what make 
these novels so interesting. 
 
 
CONCLUSION: ANALYZING FICTIONAL SELF-NARRATIVES 
Summarizing from the above discussion, my own approach to the 
analysis of the presentation of fictional figures combines post-
classical narratological approaches with the input of narrative 
psychology and sociology, and thus focuses on: 
 

• the related experiences in the novels (‘what is it like to be 
that person?’) 

• the ‘embedded narratives’ of fictional selves resulting from 
the narrative presentation of such experiences (I will focus 
on one ‘fictional self’ or ‘fictional experience world’ per 
novel) 

• the construction of such narratives, paying attention to the 
appropriation and transformation of dominant ways of 
narrating experiences (explicating first the culturally 
dominant narratives in the storyworld). The relation 
between self and socio-cultural context is thus seen as 
mediated by narratives 

• the question whether there are experiences of the self that 
cannot be narrativized with the help of existing or dominant 
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ways of making sense of the self. Aspects of the self that do 
not ‘fit’ such existing narrative formats or discursive 
practices are drawn out and interpreted as symptoms of an 
apparent friction between socio-cultural context and the self 
that has to situate itself in such contexts 

• the analysis of such symptoms, that together may point 
toward or trigger alternative ways of making sense of the 
self (three such symptoms are distilled from the case studies 
in Chapters 3 to 5, and discussed in detail in Chapter 6) 

• ultimately, the analysis of these possibly new ways of 
narrativizing experiences, the narrative strategies and 
procedures involved, and the new sense of self that can be 
surmised from such alternative narratives. 

 
What motivates this approach is to arrive at what Shotter described 
as ‘a relational rather than a representational understanding’,129 
‘providing, not information, but different possible relational openings 
or opportunities’.130 While Shotter offered his vision of a distinctly 
empathetic, relational practice for psychologists in the context of 
interpreting ‘real’ others (‘writing and talking “with” them, rather 
than “about” them’, as he explains)131, of course one cannot interact 
in the same way with fictional other selves. But one can try to 
withhold from imposing already existing frameworks of meaning 
when interpreting the experience worlds of fictional beings and try to 
establish indeed ‘what it is like for them’ and then cautiously connect 
this with one’s own concerns. It involves, indeed, an opening-up, 
instead of closing-in; and the result will be, not ‘information’, but a 
tentative understanding that is negotiated in stories, via a careful 
listening to and attentive interpretation of these stories of fictional 
selves. 

 
129 Shotter, “The Social Construction of Our ‘Inner’ Lives.” 
130 John Shotter, “Social Construction as Social Poetics: Oliver Sacks and the 
Case of Dr P,” in Reconstructing the Psychological Subject: Bodies, Practices and 
Technologies, ed. Betty M. Bayer and John Shotter, Inquiries in Social Construction 
(London: Sage, 1998), 38. 
131 Ibid. 
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INTERMEZZO: THREE MANIFESTOES 
 
In 1990 David Foster Wallace, in a wildly digressive, quasi-depressive 
but also funny and brightly articulated essay on the status of fiction 
in a hyper-ironic era predicted that the ‘next literary “rebels” in this 
country might well emerge as some weird bunch of “anti-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. 
Who eschew self-consciousness and hip fatigue.1  

 
They would be ‘outdated, of course, before they even started. Dead 
on the page. Too sincere. Clearly repressed. Backward, quaint, naïve, 
anachronistic,’ Wallace thought or feared. ‘Maybe that’ll be the point’ 
though, he added, 
 

Maybe that’s why they’ll be the next real rebels. Real 
rebels, as far as I can see, risk disapproval. The old 
postmodern insurgents risked the gasp and squeal: 
shock, disgust, outrage, censorship, accusations of 
socialism, anarchism, nihilism. Today’s risks are 
different. The new rebels might be artists wiling to risk 
the yawn, the rolled eyes, the cool smile, the nudged 
ribs, the parody of gifted ironists, the “Oh how banal.” 
To risk accusations of sentimentality, melodrama. Of 
overcredulity. Of softness.2 

 
His hesitant predictions give a clear sense that Wallace felt the 
‘tyranny’ of irony was almost unsurpassable. He himself could hardly 
look beyond it; irony was like a trap or cage, it seemed to him, it had 
become ‘toxic’ as he commented elsewhere. Since it had completely 
lost its critical function, because of the ubiquitous use of irony in 
advertising and television shows, it had simply become a ‘mode of 
social discourse’: using irony as a way to prove you are in the loop, 

 
1 David Foster Wallace, A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again (London: 
Abacus, 1998) 81. 
2 Ibid. 



 103 

part of a self-conscious incrowd.3 It is interesting therefore to see 
that much of what he (almost unbelievingly) envisioned about the 
next rebels has, to a certain extent, really come about: the softness, a 
certain sentimentality, sincerity, and the backing away from ironic 
watching – all these ingredients are clearly part of the aesthetic of 
Eggers’s work most obviously, as we will see. In Wallace’s own work 
dealing with ‘plain old untrendy human troubles and emotions’ 
causes much more anxiety, on the part of the characters, the 
narrators, and also on the part of the author, we may suspect. 

To me this is exactly what makes Wallace’s work the most 
interesting, since he so clearly goes against the grain (where an author 
like Eggers can almost surf more securely and comfortably in the 
slipstream of Wallace’s attempts to envision a new type of fiction). 
His work shows a very keen awareness of the constructive as well as 
the detrimental aspects of a postmodern way of writing and thinking 
and combines this with a desire to amend what is perceived as 
debilitating, but without ever being flippant about it or naïve. His 
work is pervaded by an awareness of the impossibility to play-act 
naïvety. One can perhaps invoke a strategic naïvety, like Eggers in 
the appendix to his memoir (as discussed in the Introduction), but 
Wallace attends to exactly the difficult leap of faith this involves. 
How to jump from a knowing cynicism inherent to the postmodern 
worldview that he is apparently so familiar with toward a type of 
fiction that can incorporate ‘plain old untrendy human troubles and 
emotions’? Reading his work is like watching someone rise up from 
the mud: it is messy but more ‘honest’, in a sense, than the work of 
those who have followed in his trails. 
 
I will concentrate here on three stories of Wallace that can be read as 
fictionalized manifestoes for a new direction in fiction writing, a 
form of writing that can no longer be adequately labeled 
‘postmodern’, I feel. These stories are: “Westward the Course of 
Empire Takes Its Way” (1989), written, as is explicitly acknowledged, 
‘in the margins of John Barth’s “Lost in the Funhouse”’,4 “Octet” 
(1999), already mentioned in the Introduction, and, from his most 

 
3 David Wiley, “Transcript of the David Foster Wallace Interview,” The Minnesota 
Daily, February 27 1997. Also available at: http://www.thehowlingfantods.com. 
4 From the copy page. (Also “Usurpation” by Cynthia Ozick is mentioned, 
alongside Barth’s “Lost in the Funhouse”.) 
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recent story collection Oblivion, “Good Old Neon” (2004).5 Although 
they lay out a new poetics, postmodern ideas and assumptions do 
figure in these texts, as in most of Wallace’s fiction; in the selected 
stories even prominently so. They are invoked to frame a cultural 
setting and cultural practices, including the practice of constructing a 
sense of self. But it is the friction between these postmodern cultural 
practices and a sense of self that does not ‘fit’ these practices, that is 
fore-fronted in these texts. A surplus of feelings disrupts the 
postmodern narrative practices in Wallace’s texts, and, as I hope to 
show, it is this surplus that triggers the experiments with other, 
perhaps new ways of narratively presenting the self. 

It is this surplus of feeling, I believe, that triggers what Holstein 
and Gubrium called ‘narrative editing’: ‘storytellers’, they write, ‘are 
not locked into particular narrative positions … They needn’t 
reproduce particular coherences’ – by revising available narrative 
frames they ‘display their reflexive agency’.6 But it is certainly not 
easy to make such narrative moves; especially not when one feels 
‘locked’ in postmodern narrative practices that are supposedly open, 
in-coherent, and allow, even urge, deviations from narrative 
conventions. Simply put: when deviation from the norm becomes the 
norm, then what do you do? Or, as Wallace put it in his essay, ‘if 
rulelessness become the rule, then protest and change become not 
just impossible but incoherent’.7 This is part of the problematic 
worked out in “Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way”, and 
in “Octet” too.  
 
In both these stories the narrator is preoccupied with a metafictional 
narrative practice, ‘S.O.P. metatext’, as it is called in “Octet” (124), 
which signals that by now this type of writing has become a standard 

 
5 These three stories were published in the following story collections: David 
Foster Wallace, Girl with Curious Hair (New York: W.W. Norton, 1989); Wallace, 
Brief Interviews with Hideous Men; and David Foster Wallace, Oblivion: Stories 
(London: Abacus, 2004). 
6 Holstein and Gubrium, The Self We Live By: Narrative Identity in a Postmodern World 
113. 
7 Wallace, A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again 68. See also Jeffrey 
Eugenides’s comments as quoted by Hoffmann: ‘Before we learned to tell stories 
we deconstructed them’, or, as Hoffman elaborates: authors of this generation 
‘mastered the experiment before the convention, or rather, for them the 
experiment actually was the convention’. Hoffmann, From Modernism to 
Postmodernism: Concepts and Strategies of Postmodern American Fiction 647. 
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operational practice, according to the narrator. Under the heading of ‘a 
really blatant and intrusive interruption’ we can read, in “Westward”,8 
that 
 

if this were a piece of metafiction, which it’s NOT, the 
exact number of typeset lines between this reference 
and the prenominate referent would very probably be 
mentioned, which would be a princely pain in the ass, 
not to mention cocky … but in metafiction it would, 
nay needs be mentioned, a required postmodern 
convention, aimed at drawing the poor old reader’s 
emotional attention to the fact that the narrative 
bought and paid for … is not in fact a barely-there 
window onto a different and truly diverting world, but 
rather an “artifact,” an object … composed of … 
conventions, and is thus in a “deep” sense just an opaque 
forgery of a transfiguring window, not a real window, 
a gag, and thus in a deep (but intentional, now) sense 
artificial, which is to say fabricated, false, a fiction … 
this self-conscious explicitness and deconstructed 
disclosure supposedly making said metafiction “realer” 
than a piece of pre-postmodern “Realism” that 
depends on certain antiquated techniques … (264-5) 

 
Follows an exposé on New Realism (minimalism), that promised to 
show that ‘this metafictional shit’ was ‘utter baloney’, ‘naïve baloney-
laced shit’ even, ‘resting on just as many “undisclosed assumptions” 
as the “realistic” fiction metafiction would try to “debunk”’ (265). 

‘[S]o the number of lines between won’t be mentioned’, the 
narrator concludes, though, he laconically comments,9 it would have 
been more ‘economical’ to do so than to offer this exposé (266). 
Apparently this narrator is still ‘locked into’ (or ‘in combat with’, as 

 
8 Page numbers in parentheses refer to the particular story discussed; which one 
(“Westward” or “Octet”, or, later on, “Good Old Neon”) will hopefully be clear 
enough from the body of the text. 
9 I will refer to the narrator as ‘he’ to avoid the distracting ‘she/he’ reference, 
although it is not really specified whether this narrator is male or female. See 
Chapter 3 on Lanser’s rule (‘In the absence of any text-internal clues as to the 
narrator’s sex, use the pronoun appropriate to the author’s sex’ – Manfred Jahn, 
Narratology: A Guide to the Theory of Narrative (1.8) [website] (2005 [cited June 
2007]); available from http://www.uni-koeln.de/~ame02/pppn.htm.) 
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Gergen would say) the kind of practice he is criticizing; the ‘intrusion’ 
after all has all the appearance of being metatextual; not to mention 
the considerable amount of text that the narrator uses in commenting 
on metafiction. The construction used by the narrator to ventilate his 
critique – ‘if this were a piece of metafiction’ – is the same tactic used 
by the narrator in “Lost in the Funhouse” to show an awareness of 
the narrative conventions of realism; but in “Westward” the tactic, in 
turn, is used to comment on postmodern conventions as we can see. 
 
The same kind of critique on metafiction in the form of metafiction is 
present in the story “Octet”, which was published ten years after 
“Westward”, at a time when it had become even more clear, as the 
narrator of “Octet” comments in a footnote, ‘that metacommentary 
is now lame and old news and can’t of itself salvage anything 
anymore’ (135); that is: ‘in the late 1990s, when even Wes Craven is 
cashing in on metafictional self-reference’ (124). What to do, then, as 
a fiction writer, when the ‘pop-cultural institution’ is appropriating 
these once ‘rebellious’ practices? 
 
The critique in “Octet” is more aggressive or perhaps more tired 
than in “Westward”: ‘the old “meta”-device desire to punctuate some 
fourth wall of realist pretense’ is said to be a form of ‘sham-narrative-
honesty’, 
 

a highly rhetorical sham-honesty that’s designed to get 
you to like … the ‘meta’-type writer … and feel 
flattered that he apparently thinks you’re enough of a 
grownup to handle being reminded that what you’re in 
the middle of is artificial (like you didn’t know that 
already, like you needed to be reminded of it over and 
over again …) (125) 

 
But, as in “Westward”, the narrator still uses this metafictional device. 
How so? 

The two stories are differently structured, and I hope to show that 
the narrator in “Octet” shows more ‘reflexive agency’ with regard to 
this practice than the narrator in “Westward” and tries out a new 
narrative pattern to convey ‘something urgent and human’, which is 
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the explicit intention of the narrator in “Octet”.10 But already in 
“Westward” we can detect a similar concern with how to align 
narrative form with what are considered to be ‘real’ issues (in what 
Michelle Crossley called the ‘experiential domain’). Only, 
“Westward” is still very much dependent on a narrative format it 
tries to transform. 
 
“Westward”, as I already mentioned, is written (by Wallace of course) 
‘in the margins of “Lost in the Funhouse”’. This is just an aside by 
the writer on the copy page, and it need not concern us, but in the 
story “Westward” itself there are numerous references to what is said 
to be ‘American metafiction’s … most famous story’ (237).11 Most 
prominent is the presence of one ‘professor Ambrose’, teacher of a 
course in metafiction in a graduate writing program, acclaimed author 
of “Lost in the Funhouse”, ‘Dr. C— Ambrose’s famous 
metafictional story’ (331).12 This professor Ambrose has gone into 
business with a shrewd advertising man to commercially exploit 
Funhouses, which is of course one way of showing how postmodern 
rebellion has degraded into a slick commercial practice. 

But “Westward”, I think, is not simply a parody, a rewriting of 
“Lost in the Funhouse”. It is an extremely rich text in itself, full of 
allusions, funny asides, ingenious literary inventions and implicit and 
explicit critique on metafiction, all cramped in about 140 pages, that 
seems to be directed at figuring out a new direction for fiction 
writing, both on the level of discourse and on the level of the story.  

The story, in short, is a meandering account of a trip undertaken by 
a small group of twentysomethings who are on their way to ‘the 
Reunion’ (of all the people that ever made an appearance in a 
McDonald’s commercial) – a Reunion where at the same time the 
‘ribbon-cutting revelation of the new Funhouse franchise’s flagship 
discotheque’ (235) will take place. Two of Ambrose’s students, Mark 
and D.L., are going to attend this event, or are at least on their way to 

 
10 See later quotations. 
11 Certain aspects of Barth’s short story are incorporated in “Westward”, like the 
use of italics, the movement of the narrative and comments on narrative 
movement and conventions. Even certain characters that figured in “Lost in the 
Funhouse” pop up in “Westward”, although now aged (‘Magda’), and fragments 
of the storyline are inserted, but changed, up-dated, so to speak. 
12 ‘Ambrose’, as is perhaps well known, is the name of the alter ego of John Barth 
in many of his stories. 
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it; the narrator recounting this trip is revealed to be a classmate of 
Mark and D.L., and therefore a student of professor Ambrose too.  
Professor Ambrose has ‘an enormous influence’ (292) over his 
students, and so when they try to articulate their critiques on the kind 
of narrative practices for which Ambrose functions as an icon, they 
(too) begin with scribbling their critiques in the margins of 
Ambrose’s work. Like the young woman D.L., who used to be very 
much inspired by her professor – ‘she actually went around calling 
herself a postmodernist … [and] made a big deal of flouting 
convention’ (234) – but then one day wrote a critical limerick that 
asked ‘for whom … Is the Funhouse a house? / Who lives there, when 
push comes to shove?’ (239). 

The pressing question that hovers somewhere between the lines in 
“Westward” and that is hinted at in this limerick is: what exactly 
could be the use of all this playing around with narrative structures 
for which postmodern literature is renown; is it just ‘fun’ for fun’s 
sake, and devoid of any humanness? In other words: ‘Who lives 
there’? Mark, D.L.’s classmate, who had ‘stopped totally trusting his 
teacher’ (237) – ‘but even when Mark doesn’t trust him, he listens to 
him … listens for what not to listen to’ (293) – found something, ‘a 
little true thing’, in her limerick (237) that upsets him gravely. The 
critique on a metafictional writing practice, and the attempt to 
formulate what this narrative practice cannot articulate, is key here. 
 
In “Westward” the narrator is clearly still caught up in postmodern 
metafictional practices, but, on the level of the story, so is Mark, 
‘who regards metafiction the way a hemophiliac regards straight 
razors. But the stuff sits on his head’, metafiction ‘exerts a kind of 
gravitylike force on Mark’ (293). Mark gradually becomes the focus 
character in “Westward” when, analogous to the trip to the Reunion 
recounted by the narrator, we follow the course taken by Mark on his 
way to write a story ‘that stabs you in the heart’ (332). Why this story 
should not be a piece of metafiction, is because metafiction only has 
‘itself [as] its only object. It’s the act of a lonely solipsist’s self-love’ 
(332). And this experience of (confused) solipsism is exactly what 
Mark fears. Mark’s ‘central delusion and contemporary flaw’ (304), 
we learn, is that he thinks ‘he’s the only person in the world who 
feels like the only person in the world. It’s a solipsistic delusion’ 
(305). He is afraid of being ‘Alone. Trapped. Kept from yourself’ 
(304). The great ‘horror’ is this aloneness (as it is in Infinite Jest). ‘What 
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Mark Nechtr fears most: solipsistic solipsism: silence’ (337). What he 
fears, then, is like the cold and empty ‘void’ described in Infinite Jest, 
as we will see; here described as ‘silence’ – a result of being both 
‘trapped’ in the self (‘encaged’ in the self) and ‘kept’ from this self. But 
this silence signals something important. It ‘radiates cry-like’ (304, 
emphasis mine) from Mark’s central and, significantly, contemporary, 
solipsistic delusion.  
 
What Mark does not know is, simply, ‘that other boys know this too’ 
(304), that this feeling of horror is not at all a unique feeling – that it 
is, furthermore, exactly this ‘solipsism [which] binds us together’ (309, 
emphasis mine),13 paradoxically. It is something only a narrator, of 
others’ stories, can know. Mark cannot even grasp his own feelings, 
since he is ‘revealed by me [the narrator] to have professionally 
diagnosed emotional problems … he is troubled in relation to them 
… When he has emotions, it’s like he’s denied access to them … I.e. 
either he doesn’t feel anything, or he doesn’t feel anything’ (303). In 
other words: it hurts, and I can’t feel anything!14 

Mark’s ‘cry’ seems to escape from an empty subject position 
(‘silence’). Restructuring this ‘affect’, without resorting to a traditional 
concept of the self as a simple container of feelings, I believe is the 
route taken in Wallace’s fiction pointing towards a new narrative 
practice that can possibly re-humanize ‘the subject’. I will try to show 
how this works. 
 
‘[U]nderneath Mark’s affected cool exterior’, he secretly believes ‘he 
might someday inherit Ambrose’s bald crown and ballpoint scepter,’ 
and try ‘to sing to the next generation’ (348). So by following Mark, 
then, we might get a glimpse of the new direction in fiction writing 
tentatively worked out in this text. Mark is brooding on his secret 
plan ‘to write something that stabs you in the heart’, and Mark knows 
‘in his flat young gut that such as story would NOT be metafiction. 
Because metafiction is untrue’ (332). No, it would ‘probably use 
metafiction as a bright smiling disguise,’ Mark muses, as ‘a harmless 
floppy-shoed costume, because metafiction is safe to read, familiar’ 
(333) and so the reader, distracted by the meandering metafictional 
digressions, will get ‘stabbed’ unawares. Here we are offered a 

 
13 Compare this with what was said in Infinite Jest: ‘it’s what we all have in 
common, this aloneness’. 
14 The phrase, ‘It hurts, I can’t feel anything’, is from Hal Foster. See Chapter 1. 
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glimpse of the poetic of the text – sketchily, fragmentarily, laid out in 
“Westward”. In a sense it is what Rimmon-Kenan already signaled: 
the use of postmodern techniques for different purposes15 – here, the 
use of metafictional narrative conventions as a misdirected vehicle, as 
a ‘possibility of transport’ (372) that could perhaps convey something 
more ‘true’: a ‘pathetically unself-conscious sentimentality’ (370). But 
does “Westward” succeed in following through on its own, implicit, 
poetic program? 
 
Mark will indeed ‘actually write a story’ (355), one that has ‘the 
stomach-punching quality of something real’ (359), we are informed; 
this story is in fact (in part) embedded within the larger narrative 
structure towards the end (356-370). According to Mark:  
 

A story can, yes … be made out of a Funhouse. But 
not by using the Funhouse as the kind of symbol you 
can take or leave standing there. Not by putting the 
poor characters in one, or by pretending the poor 
writer’s in one, wandering around. The way to make a 
story a Funhouse is to put the story itself in one. For a 
lover. Make the reader a lover, who wants to be inside 
… each possible sensory angle is used … 
It would take an architect who could hate enough to 
feel enough to love enough to perpetrate the kind of 
special cruelty only real lovers can inflict. (331-2) 

 
It seems, then, that Mark alone could not write the sort of story he 
envisioned – it is, in the end, the narrator who ‘put the story itself in 
one’, who embeds Mark’s story within the story of the trip to the 
Reunion.16 The ‘something real’ can obviously not be simply and 

 
15 Rimmon-Kenan’s analyses of five twentieth century novels are meant to show 
a ‘movement … generally analogous to the transition from modernism to 
postmodernism to a countertendency within postmodernism’ in literary fiction, 
whereby the latter tendency is characterized as such: ‘Many of the insights and 
techniques of both modernism and postmodernism have been incorporated by 
the countertendency I detect, but in it they have been used to re-engage with 
reality (hence also with representation) and rehumanize subjectivity.’ Rimmon-
Kenan, A Glance Beyond Doubt: Narration, Representation, Subjectivity 4, 5. 
16 This Reunion, significantly, takes place at the first ‘real’ (or realized) Funhouse, 
the first of the franchise, where ‘they’ll arrive’, eventually, we are told, and which 
is seen for what it is: ‘just that. A house’ (372). It is Ambrose (in drag) who in the 
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straightforwardly presented but only circumscribed; it lies beyond the 
reach of a more postmodern writing practice, but another way of 
narratively presenting this ‘something’ has not been really figured out 
(yet). ‘So trust me: we will arrive’, the narrator offers on the final 
pages, ‘To tell the truth, we might already be there’ he adds (372). 
But the narrative solution to metafiction’s stasis offered in 
“Westward” is embedded in such an intricate structure of complicit 
critique on postmodern narrative strategies, and is in effect only a 
hypothetical attempt to make the next step in fiction writing, that it is 
difficult to see where exactly ‘we’ have arrived when we have finished 
reading the story. 
 
The overall narrative structure of “Westward” is complex, but two 
metaphors are invoked in the text to give a sense of how the 
structure seems to ‘work’. Mark, who is a competitive archer, knows 
that one has to aim ‘to the left of the true straight line to the bull’s 
eye’ (293) to be able to ‘stab the center, right in the heart’ (294), 
because of ‘the bow – the object that does the shooting, and which 
gets in the way’ (333) – it sets off all kinds of reactions and counter-
reactions so that ultimately the arrow, ‘wriggling’ (333) during its 
course, magically will ‘stab … in the heart’. This is one way of 
reading the digressions, counter-digressions, commentary, and 
counter-commentary, in “Westward”. Another metaphor is offered 
by the advertising man, J.D. Steelritter: staring at the blades of a 
helicopter he observes how ‘You stare into a spinning thing, stare 
hard: you can see something inside the spin sputter, catch, and seem 
to spin backwards inside the spin, against the spin. Sometimes. 

 
end will carry the ‘exhausted but replenished but still deprived … heir from an 
unenclosed space, toward the possibility of transport’ (371). The allusions to 
Barth’s famous essays (‘The Literature of Exhaustion’ and ‘The Literature of 
Replenishment’) are obvious here. So eventually Mark (or the new kind of fiction 
writing that can ‘stab you in the heart’) will arrive too, it is suggested, but perhaps 
only when ‘carried’ by the icon of postmodernist metafiction (Ambrose or, on 
another level, the story “Lost in the Funhouse” in the margins of which 
“Westward” was written). Ambrose knows he has been only a ‘builder’ and will 
never ‘be among those for whom it’s designed’, namely ‘the phobically 
unenclosed’, like Mark (or the ‘next generation’), ‘the in-need-of-shelter. Children’ 
(372). It is, apparently, the next generation of writers that is going to have to re-
humanize the Funhouse/metafiction, we could say, to inject this type of fiction 
with ‘genuine feeling’ and ‘realistic or sentimental compassion’ (371). 
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Sometimes maybe four different spins, each opposite its own outside’ 
(245). 

This is how “Westward” ends, closing the reader in: ‘Hold rapt for 
that impossible delay, that best interruption: that moment of all radial 
time when something unseen inside the blur of spokes seems to 
sputter, catch, and spin against the spin, inside.’ ‘See this thing’ (372-
3), the reader is invited, and then (using ‘each possible sensory 
angle’!): ‘Close your eye … Relax. Lie back … Face directions. Look. 
Listen … Listen to the silence behind the engines’ noise. Jesus, 
Sweets, listen. Hear it? It’s a love song. For whom? You are loved’ 
(373). 

Listen to the silence – that same silence that radiated ‘cry-like’ from 
Mark; this ‘cry’ has to be heard through all the ‘engines’ noise’, 
through all the narrative digressions.17 In effect, whether or not 
“Westward” is successful in following through on its own poetic 
‘program’ depends on the willingness of the reader (‘you’) to get 
involved enough in the reading of this story to let all the different 
connections and parallels set up in “Westward” harmonize into this 
‘love song’. It offers possible readings, but what exactly is ‘spinning 
inside the spin’ cannot be pinned down. 
 
“Westward” is an extremely ambitious attempt to circumscribe that 
which can possibly ‘stab’ a reader ‘in the heart,’ and how this could 
be done. “Octet” is a more concise attempt at exactly the same thing, 
I would say; less dependent on (or parasitical of) conventionalized 
narrative practices; at the same time more loosely and more tightly 
structured than “Westward”. It is set up as a series of ‘pop quizzes’, 
but only number 4, number 6, 7, and then 6(A) make it into the final 
draft. The quizzes, which each on its own consist of a detailed 
description of a situation, a scene, in which two or more persons are 
involved in a relationship that is extremely fragile, resonate each 

 
17 The ‘engine’s noise’ can be interpreted not only figuratively but also literally; this 
is another ingenious, and funny, parallel: throughout the story of the trip we hear 
the advertiser’s son (dressed as Ronald McDonald, so in a ‘harmless floppy-shoed 
constume’!) driving them all to the Reunion, exclaim numerous times Varoom!, 
which can be, and is, heard as ‘For Whom’. The ‘engine’s noise’ thus literally 
signals narrative movement (the characters being transported by car) and 
figuratively so: the nagging question ‘For Whom’ is crying out (so to speak) for an 
answer, signals the need for progress in narrative practices, since a metafictional 
practice left the question unanswerable: For Whom … is the Funhouse a house? 
‘Who’ lives there? 
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other, although how or why exactly is not at all clear. This is all 
commented and reflected upon in the last pop quiz, number 9.  
‘You are, unfortunately, a fiction writer’, (123) this last quiz begins, 
and, it continues: 
 

You are attempting a cycle of very short belletristic 
pieces … How exactly the cycle’s short pieces are 
supposed to work is hard to describe. Maybe say 
they’re supposed to compose a certain sort of 
‘interrogation’ of the person reading them, somehow – 
i.e. palpations, feelers into the interstices of her sense 
of something, etc…. though what that ‘something’ is 
remains maddeningly hard to pin down, even just for 
yourself as you’re working on the pieces (123) 

 
This ‘sense of something’ – later specified, but not really, as ‘a human 
sense of [something]’ (123); as a ‘weird univocal urgency’ (126), 
‘urgency’ (127), and as ‘something urgent and human’ (130), ‘an 
overwhelming and elemental sameness’ (133), ‘this queer nameless 
urgent interhuman sameness’ (133), something ‘urgent and real’ (135) 
– functions in “Octet” as an index (like ‘it’ in Infinite Jest, see Chapter 
3) although now in “Octet” the narrator more desperately tries to 
close in on this elusive something. 

He is ‘flirting with metafictional self-reference’, by inserting his 
‘intranarrative acknowledgements’ (124), he knows, and is afraid that 
this will allow the reader to ‘come away thinking that the cycle is just 
a cute formal exercise in interrogative structure and S.O.P. metatext’ 
(124); meaning that he will not get across ‘the communicative 
urgency’ of his pieces (129). (Metafiction, after all, is judged by this 
narrator as a ‘rhetorical sham-honesty’, as we already saw.) 

What one could do, the narrator towards the end of “Octet” 
suddenly realizes, is to be ‘100% honest. Meaning not just sincere but 
almost naked. Worse than naked – more like unarmed’ (131) and 
‘simply ask her. The reader’ (130): ‘“This thing I feel, I can’t name it 
straight out but it seems important, do you feel it too?”’ (131). But 
why, one may wonder, does this ‘fiction writer’ need to spend so 
many words (in the body of the text, in long and detailed footnotes) 
on metafiction at all, why does he not just come out and say what he 
means? 
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To understand this one has to appreciate the difficulty of ‘saying this 
sort of things straight out’: it is ‘regarded as somehow obscene. In 
fact’, the narrator goes on, it is ‘one of the very last few interpersonal 
taboos we have … this kind of obscenely naked direct interrogation 
of somebody else. It looks pathetic and desperate’ (131). Here we can 
see, again, how being honest, talking honestly about ‘real stuff’ is 
associated with being ‘pathetic’. In effect, the ‘experiential domain’ is 
blocked or repressed, to use an old Freudian word, by certain 
(contemporary) cultural practices; practices that are incorporated in 
Wallace’s fiction to frame a specific socio-cultural, contemporary 
setting to show how some experiences have become inappropriate 
somehow: one simply does not talk about ‘real stuff’, and, related to 
that, some words can hardly be used anymore: ‘relationship’, for 
example, is judged as a ‘near-nauseous term in contemporary usage 
… for a late-1990s reader it’s going to ooze all sorts of cloying PC- 
and New Age-associations’ (132). The same goes for ‘feelings’ and ‘to 
be with another person’, ‘which has become the sort of empty spun-
sugar shibboleth that communicates nothing except a certain 
unreflective sappiness in the speaker’ (132). How this distorts the 
presentation (of the experience) of ‘being human’, in Wallace’s fiction 
at least, is clear enough by now I think. 
 
The option taken in “Octet” by the narrator is that, instead of 
unsophisticatedly spelling out these feelings of wanting ‘truly “to be 
with” another person’ (132), or this need of a ‘we’, as it is called in 
Infinite Jest – he highlights the difficulty of conveying these feelings, 
running the risk of seeming like ‘a self-consciously inbent schmuck, 
or like just another manipulative pseudopomo bullshit artist’ (135). 
But there is also the attempt to go beyond that, aiming at ‘completely 
naked helpless pathetic sincerity’ (131) in quiz number 9, which 
involves the risk of appearing ‘fundamentally lost and confused and 
frightened and unsure about whether to trust even your most 
fundamental intuitions about urgency and sameness and whether 
other people deep inside experience the same things in anything like 
the same way you do’ (136). Whether or not it works, whether or not 
the ‘communicative urgency’ is transferred at all, depends very much 
on the reader here. It is the reader who is called upon: ‘So decide’ 
(136) pop quiz number 9 ends. 

What this comes down to is, I think, a tentative construction of 
some form of trust, based on parallel experiences. The narrator is 
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unsure he can even trust his ‘own … instincts’, so a bond of ‘trust’ is 
not at all a premise, somehow posited, in this text. After all, the 
‘willing suspension of disbelief’ had already been suspended in turn 
by postmodern fiction and thus the bond of trust breached. This 
narrator is only tentatively and very anxiously trying to reconnect 
with a reader. The narrator is inviting ‘you’ to feel with the narrator, 
not only by phrasing his question as: ‘Do you feel it too?’, but also 
more subtly, by beginning his last quiz with what is a simple attempt 
at invoking empathy: ‘Suppose you are a fiction writer’ – what would 
you do? ‘So decide’, it ends. 

In a way this is an example of a reconceptualization of subjective 
experience as ‘relationally grounded’, as Kenneth Gergen theorized it 
in his essay on ‘relational humanism’.18 Constructionism, or 
constructivism, he argued, has undermined some of the most basic 
‘assumptions of the humanist tradition’, such as the idea that 
‘experience’ is basically a ‘private experience, a state of inner 
experience as against an outer reality’; constructivism has pointed out 
that this assumption is based on a ‘subject-object binary’ for which 
there are ‘no viable philosophical justifications’.19 In Wallace’s text(s) 
we can see how an elusive, semi-‘free floating’ experience – of a 
feeling that is almost impossible to describe (a ‘sense’, of ‘something 
urgent and human’) – cries out for re-cognition by an other: ‘Do you 
feel it too?’ This ‘certain something’ in effect becomes a possible 
index of a relationship, and it seems that only if ‘you’ feel ‘it’ too, as 
the narrator, this feeling can somehow be legitimized.20 
 
‘[W]e are all trying to see each other through these tiny keyholes,’ the 
narrator in “Good Old Neon” states, and so what people feel ‘deep 
inside’ can never be properly conveyed, but: ‘what if’, this narrator 
asks, ‘what if the infinitely dense and shifting worlds of stuff inside 
you every moment of your life turned out now to be somehow fully 

 
18 Kenneth J. Gergen, “Social Theory in Context: Relational Humanism,” in The 
Mark of the Social, ed. J. Greenwood (New York: Rowman and Littlefield, 1997). I 
quote from this ‘draft version’; no page numbers available. 
19 It is, Gergen states, a ‘metaphysical commitment’, which in itself is ‘a 
byproduct of a uniquely situated cultural history’ and so not some sort of truth. 
20 Gergen, too, talks about how ‘mental terms’ (such as feeling ‘happy’) do not so 
much ‘refer’ to an inner experience but fulfill a pragmatic function, ‘function 
indexically within relationships’. The idea of ‘experience as relational’, Gergen 
acknowledges, is itself a socio-historical ‘construction’ (‘deriving from a particular 
tradition of dialogue’). So he does not intend to pose a new ‘truth’. 
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open and expressible’? (178) The narrator in “Good Old Neon” is 
dead, killed himself, we learn, and what he is talking about is a what 
happens after you die: the possibility of being ‘in anyone’s else’s room 
in all your own multiform forms and ideas and facets’ is what lies 
ahead (178), he informs us. 

For about forty pages we follow this narrator’s interior 
monologue, we think, in which he talks about how he has been a 
‘fraud’ his whole life, never has been himself, was only working on ‘the 
impression’ of him that ‘other people’ could have (141). And now he 
confronts ‘you’: ‘you think it makes you a fraud, the tiny fraction [of 
yourself] anyone else ever sees? Of course you’re a fraud, of course 
what people see is never you’, that is ‘why it feels so good to break 
down and cry in front of others, or to laugh, or speak in tongues … 
it’s not English anymore, it’s not getting squeezed through any hole’ 
(179). Crying, laughing, breaking down – that is what many of the 
characters in Wallace’s stories and novels eventually do. Who exactly 
breaks down cannot really be presented, since many of these 
characters are said to be empty inside, or a ‘fraud’, or only appearing 
as ‘hip empty masks’. The contours of these ‘selves’ are elusive and in 
this sense they testify to a loss of self. But this loss is painful (radiates 
cry-like). Importantly, there is always ‘a certain something’, a feeling, 
that is still there; which cannot be clearly spoken of from this empty 
subject-position, which can only, it seems, be empathized with. And 
in this process, of linking the experience to an ‘I’ and a ‘you’, 
somehow a very fragile form of an inter-subjective sense of self is 
constituted. 
 
Empathy, the ability to feel with someone else, is exactly what is 
hypothesized in “Good Old Neon”. On the last one and a half page 
of “Good Old Neon” there is a subtle shift in perspective: within a 
running sentence the ‘I’ narrator suddenly is referred to as ‘the guy’ 
(180), a third-person character, and with this shift, out of nowhere so 
to speak, one ‘David Wallace’ appears in the text, ‘David Wallace’ 
who happens to have known ‘the guy’ who committed suicide, and is 
‘trying … to somehow reconcile what this luminous guy had seemed 
like from the outside with whatever on the interior must have driven 
him to kill himself’ (181), with 
 

David Wallace also fully aware that the cliché that you 
can’t ever truly know what’s going on inside 
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somebody else is hoary and insipid and yet at the same 
time trying very consciously to prohibit that awareness 
from mocking the attempt or sending the whole line 
of thought into the sort of inbent spiral that keeps you 
from ever getting anywhere … the realer, more 
enduring and sentimental part of him commanding 
that other part to be silent as if looking it levelly in the 
eye and saying, almost aloud, ‘Not another word.’ 
(181) 

 
The ‘inbent spiral’ would be an apt description of a more 
postmodern narrative practice, such as metafictional ‘intranarrative 
acknowledgements’ (remember the description in “Octet” of the 
pomowriter as ‘inbent schmuck’). However interesting and 
sophisticated these practices may have been, they ‘keep you from 
getting anywhere’. Here, in “Good Old Neon” this ‘spiral’ form of 
writing has been straightened out, one could say – more so than in the 
other two stories I discussed – since the reader has just read the forty 
pages in which ‘what’s going on inside somebody else’ is at least 
imagined. 
 
You can never really know what is going on inside somebody else, 
no, but: what if? Of course it has always been a special feature of fiction 
that one is able to enter another (fictional of course) mind, get the 
‘inside’ perspective, is able to think and feel with an ‘other’. This was a 
(modern) narrative convention, but one that was ‘mocked’ in 
postmodern texts. The ‘interior’ or ‘inside’ collapsed in the process 
and the result has been the much theorized ‘empty’ subject or the 
‘death of the subject’. Bewilderment at how to ‘go on’ from there is 
what seems to drive Wallace’s stories. The subjects or selves in his 
stories are locked in this empty position (encaged, trapped), like the 
narrator seems to be locked in a metafictional, postmodern narrative 
practice. This narrative practice and the conception of self are very 
much related; the result is ‘solipsistic solipsism’, or what I tagged as 
solipsism without a solipsist present – ‘silence’, a ‘void’. But this 
emptiness is swirling with feelings, as we saw; something is ‘crying out’. 
The structuring device of empathy is invoked to locate or situate 
these feelings. It has been given narrative form by presenting parallel 
experiences. But the ‘narrative agency’ of the narrator in these stories 
is not posited as an autonomous capacity. 
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‘Human agency’ was another hallmark of the humanist tradition, as 
Gergen also notes,21 but since the ‘self’ is no longer a self-contained 
and autonomous individual, the conception of agency has become 
problematic too. In many attempts to critique and move beyond the 
radical idea that the self or subject is not self-determined but instead 
determined or subjected by external structures, the tendency has 
been to reposition a partly autonomous self: yes, our experiences are 
in part structured by available socio-cultural practices, but still, the 
argument goes, we have at least some capacity to choose. But how to 
motivate this choice remains problematic, I think, because in theory 
the capacity to choose seems to rest, in the end, on inner motivation, 
on some form of ‘personal autonomy’, as Worthington phrased it.22 
The narrators in Wallace’s fiction are less self-sure, indeed are ‘unsure 
about whether to trust even [their] most fundamental intuitions’, and 
therefore have to ask: ‘Do you feel it too?’, cannot choose on their 
own and therefore invite the reader, the listener: ‘Decide.’ 

Gergen reconceptualizes agency ‘as a form of relational 
engagement’; his whole argument is based on what he explicitly labels 
a ‘relational ontology’.23 Wallace’s stories exemplify this relational 
ontology, but anxiously so; any relational engagement connecting the 
experience of one solipsistic mind with another in his texts is based 
on a form of trust that is extremely fragile. If anything, his fictional 
experiments are directed at trying out, positing only the possibility 
(‘what if’) of reconnecting experiences, in a narrative practice that 
always spins out of the control of one single narrator. 

The ‘new’ sense of self that I detect in Wallace’s fiction, then, is 
not grounded in any preconceived idea of similarity and sameness 
between self and other, and so does not signal a return to some form 
of ‘universal’ humanism, but is also not (any longer) grounded in the 
idea of non-negotiable differences either. Wallace’s stories exemplify 
that indeed some ‘traces remain of the self’ (Schrag). They 
conceptualize (‘through example’) the self neither as a traditional 
autonomous self, nor as completely determined by an other. This 
‘other’ is as elusive as this ‘self’. But this ‘I’ and ‘you’ may have ‘a 
certain something’ in common. It is not posited that ‘we’ do, what is 
bracketed, if only for a moment, is the idea that ‘we’ never do. 

 
21 Gergen, “Social Theory in Context: Relational Humanism.” 
22 Worthington, Self as Narrative: Subjectivity and Community in Contemporary Fiction 
15, 19, 70-72. 
23 Gergen, “Social Theory in Context: Relational Humanism.” 



PART II: SYMPTOMS AND POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS 
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CHAPTER 3 
HAL I. 
 
 
‘I CANNOT MAKE MYSELF UNDERSTOOD’ 
The novel Infinite Jest starts with a section that runs for about fifteen 
pages wherein Hal Incandenza, eighteen years old at that time, offers 
us an inside view presented in first-person narration of his current 
state and situation. The narration is in situ and simultaneous: we 
follow events as they unfold, and experience with Hal what is going 
on at that particular time and place. 
 
It is the Year of Glad and Hal is ‘seated in an office, surrounded by 
heads and bodies’ (3), the heads and bodies belonging to Deans and 
other Administrators who are deciding whether Hal is suited to apply 
to their University. Also in the office in which the interview is taking 
place is Hal’s uncle Charles, the current Headmaster of the Enfield 
Tennis Academy, where Hal has resided since he was seven, and that 
was formerly run by his father James. 

Hal does not speak out loud. We follow his thoughts as the others 
in the room discuss Hal’s academic and athletic achievements. Hal’s 
descriptions of the other people in the room, but also of himself, are 
offered in a detached tone, as if Hal is cut off from his surroundings 
somehow and has to force himself to adjust to the current situation 
and to interpersonal demands. Hal’s perception of the people around 
him is depersonalized, they are perceived as ‘heads and bodies’, as 
‘faces’ that ‘have resolved into place’ (3). He zooms in on details, as if 
studying these others, trying to get a grip on what is going on exactly, 
and to somehow construct a coherent picture of his present position 
from the fragments that catch his eye. His perceptions of himself are 
similarly fragmented and detached; it is as if he has to force himself 
to simply be there and appear normal: ‘My posture is consciously 
congruent to the shape of my hard chair’ (3), ‘I have committed to 
crossing my legs I hope carefully’ (3). Not only his physical presence 
seems to be in doubt, but also the outward appearance of what he 
thinks and feels: ‘I believe I appear neutral’ (3), ‘I expend energy on 
remaining utterly silent in my chair, empty, my eyes two great pale 
zeros’ (8). 
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The reader, then, soon gets the feelings that something is off, but 
does not know what exactly, since the reader is led to share the 
subjective point of view of Hal, and Hal sounds perfectly capable of 
communicating his thoughts to us, readers. When he does speak up, 
the first thing he utters is that ‘I cannot make myself understood’ 
(10). And indeed he can’t, not to the other characters that occupy his 
storyworld. When he speaks up, he notices that ‘Directed my way is 
horror’ (12): ‘jowls sagging, eyebrows high on trembling foreheads, 
cheeks bright white’ (12). His utterances are perceived as 
‘subanimalistic noises and sounds’ and his movements as ‘Waggling’, 
‘Like a time-lapse, a flutter of some sort of awful…growth’ (14). His 
uncle tries to rescue the situation by admitting that Hal ‘has some 
trouble communicating’ (14) but stresses that ‘Hal here functions … 
Given a supportive situation’ (15). But it doesn’t help. The scene 
ends when Hal is wheeled off in an ambulance. His last thoughts are 
a projection of what will probably happen next: that when he will 
arrive in the hospital and lie there, unresponsive, someone ‘blue-
collar’ will ‘in the middle of some kind of bustled task, catch what he 
sees as my eye and ask So yo then man what’s your story?’ (17). 
And then, after this last sentence, the novel unfolds. 
 
The information about Hal we can extract from this first scene in the 
novel is ambiguous. On the one hand we have to conclude that 
something is very wrong with Hal, but on the other hand Hal 
himself, at least when he does not have to interact with his 
surroundings, appears calm, and the way he describes himself seems 
sane enough. He is aware that he cannot make himself understood, 
telling the interview commitee that ‘I am not what you see and hear’ 
(13), but tries to make clear that he is a perfectly normal human 
being: ‘I have an intricate history. Experiences and feelings. I’m 
complex’ (11), ‘I’m not a machine. I feel and believe. I have opinions’ 
(12).  

Other things we learn from the opening paragraphs is that Hal is 
highly intelligent (as his application essays show, and also his 
observations testify to his intelligence), but also that he has been in 
an emergency room before, ‘almost exactly one year back’ (16), and 
his memories of some past events that he briefly mentions give us 
some clues about things that went wrong but that we cannot make 
sense of yet, at this point in the novel. 
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The last sentence of this opening part of the novel could be an 
invitation to read the rest of the novel as an unfolding of ‘Hal’s story’ 
to find out what exactly went wrong. But the next section, dated 
‘Year of the Depend Adult Undergarment’ (the year before the Year 
of Glad), is narrated in a totally different tone (and not by Hal), in a 
form of free indirect discourse, and focuses on the experiences of a 
young man named Ken Erdedy, who is anxiously waiting for a 
woman that is supposed to supply him with a large amount of 
marijuana. This part (17-27) is followed by a section that is almost 
completely rendered in a dialogue format (27-31), between Hal, age 
ten, and a ‘conversationalist’ (who turns out to be his father in 
disguise), and is dated ‘1 April – Year of the Tucks Medicated Pad’. A 
look at the next few sections shows that this alternation between 
different ways of narrating (first-person versus third-person 
narration, direct discourse, indirect discourse and free indirect 
discourse) continues and the dates added above most sections 
indicate a fragmentation of the discourse also across time. 

Reading Infinite Jest for the first time, the reader may feel 
overwhelmed by all the seemingly unrelated stories of so many 
different selves.1 One therefore has to switch between many different 
ways of thinking, seeing and talking and so, in a sense, it is primarily 
the reader-self that is ‘furnished’ with ‘a multiplicity of incoherent and 
unrelated languages of the self’ (Gergen’s words)2, because the 
characters are often rather contained (or even trapped, one could say) 
within one particular paradigm of experience. Only gradually will all 
these different stories about different characters, many related in 
different discursive formats, start to converge somewhat, when 
stories abruptly left off are taken up again (although sometimes from 
a different perspective), and when characters’ lives in some cases 
begin to intertwine. But at first they seem to be isolated stories about 
isolated individuals. 

This development in narrative structure, from presenting isolated 
fragments of individual life-stories toward gradually interconnecting 
 
1 There is someone who took on the task of constructing an elaborate 
alphabetical guide to keep track of all the different characters in this novel, all 171 
on them: And Like but So: A Character Guide to Infinite Jest (1999; available from 
http://web.archive.org/web/20040811014451/http://www.ilstu.edu/-
~tffeene/ij/characterguide.html, with a link on the Wallace fansite: Nick, The 
Howling Fantods! David Foster Wallace News, Info, and Links (2008 [cited March 
2008]); available from http://thehowlingfantods.com/dfw. 
2 Gergen, The Saturated Self: Dilemmas of Identity in Contemporary Life 6. 
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the lives of the individual characters, supports the underlying 
‘agenda’ of the novel, I believe. What is foregrounded is the idea that 
despite apparent differences between individuals, differences (most 
notably in their social backgrounds, life styles, cognitive and 
emotional capabilities, and language use) that would make it almost 
impossible for them to find a common ground to interact, the 
characters nevertheless share some basic human needs. It is in their 
‘need’ that they eventually turn to each other, as we will see. The text 
‘opens up’ what at first appear to be highly solipsistic experience 
worlds and achieves this both on the level of narrative form as well as 
on the experiential level, by connecting experiences of individual 
characters that at first glance have nothing in common. What is 
accentuated in the end is a basic human sameness between all the 
different seeming characters’ life-stories.3 
 
I will focus in my analysis on the experience world of Hal. First of all, 
it is through Hal that we enter the novel and the storyworld of Infinite 
Jest. Infinite Jest is not a fictional autobiography and so Hal is not the 
narrator of the novel, but he can be considered one of the main 
focalizers. Although in large portions of the novel Hal seems to be 
‘out of focus’, not the center of narrative attention, in the end most 
of the story-lines and themes that are developed in the novel can be 
traced back to – or seem to gravitate toward – Hal. I will treat Hal 
therefore as the ‘center of narrative gravity’ of the novel.4 

Hal is the most important protagonist in the story. He is presented 
as a typical adolescent of this fictional U.S., although he has some 
exceptionalities: he is ‘classified as somewhere between “Borderline 
Gifted” and “Gifted”’ as a child (999), he has a photographic 
memory of everything he reads, and is also a gifted tennis player. His 
high intelligence allows for articulate commentary either directly or 
indirectly ‘voiced’ by Hal, for example on his socio-cultural context, 
or on historical and political facts (although he admits to being ‘just 
about as apolitical as someone can be’ (1016)). Also, and most 
important for this study, through Hal we learn about what ‘being 
human’ is like in this world. 
 

 
3 See also the Intermezzo chapter. In Wallace’s story “Octet”, this artistic agenda 
and these humanistic concerns are less covertly articulated. 
4 The term ‘center of narrative gravity’ I borrow from Daniel Dennett, as 
explained in Chapter 2. 
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In concordance with my thesis that some key contemporary 
psychological problems presented in the novels I selected are related 
to particular ‘paradigms of experience’ that are dominant in the 
presented socio-cultural contexts that the characters have to ‘act into’ 
(see Chapter 2), I will focus on a range of contexts Hal is embedded 
in, beginning with the overall culture in which more ‘local’ cultures 
are then nested. The overall culture is a (possible) future U.S. To give 
a flavor of the kind of ‘world’ that is depicted in Infinite Jest, and to 
better understand some of the particularities of Hal’s experience 
world, it is necessary to explain this cultural-historical background 
first. 

Hal is an adolescent ‘American’, one who has lived most of his life 
at a Tennis Academy (the E.T.A.) surrounded by peers. This social 
surrounding is of course a relevant context for Hal. Hal’s peer-group 
is in some sense a-typical, focused as they all are on their athletic 
achievements, not to mention their rare oddities and sometimes 
staggering verbosity. But these adolescents are presented in the novel 
also as typical, typical of a generation brought up in a highly 
commercialized and mediated world, and so their way of interacting, 
the values they hold, and the problems they confront – albeit 
somewhat caricaturized – are still very informative (especially when 
compared with the cultural codes highlighted in the other two 
novels) in giving an impression of ‘what it means to be human’ for 
young people in such a world. 

Another important interpersonal context for Hal (as of course for 
every human being, fictional or not) is his family, especially since, 
although he lives in a dorm, the E.T.A. is run by his family and 
therefore his family’s values and way of being influence Hal both 
directly, as he is part of the intimate family structure, and indirectly, 
through being embedded in the local culture established at E.T.A 
mostly by his family. 

And then there are some specific subcultures explored in the 
novel, not necessarily directly in relation to Hal. The most important 
of such subcultures is the culture of the self-help group. At some 
point Hal finds himself in need of help and tentatively checks out the 
possibility of finding support in such a group. But more importantly, 
the popular psychological discourse of self-help groups has a 
pervasive influence on how most of the characters think about 
themselves and others, also on those who have not themselves really 
joined such a group, including Hal. I will show how this therapeutic 



 125 

discourse influences self-narratives in Infinite Jest, concentrating 
mostly on Hal’s self-narrative. 
 
In this chapter I will thus extract and analyze those elements from 
the novel necessary to construct the embedded narrative of Hal (see 
Chapter 2). What is of importance is finding out to what extent Hal’s 
experiences are ‘formatted’ by the available paradigms of experience 
dominant in his world and/or whether Hal eventually can exert some 
form of narrative agency vis-à-vis the limits such dominant ways of 
talking, seeing, thinking and feeling pose. Is there room for what 
Holstein and Gubrium call ‘narrative elasticity’ from the perspective 
of Hal?5 That is: does Hal have the reflexive capacity to appropriate 
and change the ways of constructing a sense of self that are available 
in the culture and local cultures he is embedded in? This becomes 
highly relevant when Hal appears to be suffering from disturbing 
psychological problems he cannot make sense of with the discourses 
he is familiar with – does Hal eventually find a new way to ‘story’ 
himself? We will need to trace Hal’s development throughout the 
course of the novel to find an answer to these questions. 
 
 
FREEDOM-FROM  VERSUS FREEDOM-TO  
The kind of storyworld Hal lives in only gradually starts to come 
together, as when we learn about the (sometimes bizarre) particulars 
of the specific time-space continuum presented in Infinite Jest. Such as 
that time is subsidized since the turn of the millennium. The Year of 
the Depend Adult Undergarment (Y.D.A.U.), in which most of the 
events take place, is the eighth year of subsidized time, so the stories 
unfold, except for some parts dated B.S. (Before Subsidization, 
before the year 2000 that is) in a possible, not too distant future. The 
setting is a future U.S.A. that is now (the story ‘now’) ‘reconfigured’ 
and part of a larger organization, the Organization of North 
American Nations (O.N.A.N. for short), including Mexico and 
Canada. 

The historical background of all these new developments is most 
vividly explained in an ironic film with puppets and real and fake 
newspaper headlines, made by Hal’s brother Mario, which is shown 
each year (on ‘Continental Interdependance Day’) at the Enfield 
 
5 Holstein and Gubrium, The Self We Live By: Narrative Identity in a Postmodern World 
116-23. 
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Tennis Academy (380-418). Another informative source is an 
endnote describing a fellow student of Hal working on a term paper 
for a class called ‘History of Canadian Unpleasantness’ (en. 304, 
1055-1062). And then there is also a long dialogue between Hal and 
his older brother Orin (en. 110, 1007-1022) in which Orin is trying to 
get his facts straight about recent historical developments. These 
‘historical facts’ are thus presented in a highly mediated form, 
through several filters – what exactly really happened can hardly be 
traced. But there are certain overlaps in the subjective accounts (by 
the narrator and several characters) of what happened in the recent 
past. 

In short: the Reconfiguration consists of Canada having been 
forced to take on a portion of U.S. territory, a toxified area. This was 
the luminous plan of President Gentle, ‘former crooner’ in Las 
Vegas, and his C.U.S.P. (the Clean U.S. Party) who won the elections 
promising a ‘Tighter, Tidier Nation’ (382), one of the biggest 
problems in this U.S. being the disposal of waste. This disposing of 
territory is called an ‘experialistic’ political move (the opposite of 
imperialistic politics). Living in a ‘post-Soviet and –Jihad era’ had had 
the result that ‘the U.S. sort of turned on itself and its own 
philosophical fatigue’, lacking any ‘real Foreign Menace’ (382), it is 
explained in Mario’s movie.6 Gentle’s message that won him the 
elections was that he would put an end to this confusion, an ‘end to 
atomized Americans’ fractious blaming of one another’ (383) and 
find ‘some cohesion-renewing Other’ (384) on which to, literally, 
dump all their problems. (After Canada has been forced to take on 
the waste area, large catapults are erected that transport U.S. waste to 
this territory.) 
 
Hal, while watching Mario’s movie, recalls another historical fact of 
this U.S.A., that of the ‘fall and rise of millennial U.S. advertising’ 
(411). The fall was the result of disappointing revenues when viewers 
gained more and more control over what to watch, not choosing to 
watch ads. The creation of what is called a ‘teleputer’, a combination 
of computer and television (not so difficult to imagine for the reader 
today) offers viewers full control over what kind of entertainment or 
information they select to watch (to be ordered in the form of 
cartridges through mail). The rise supposedly consisted in the 
 
6 The novel, published in 1996, obviously could not foresee the political 
sentiments of a post 9/11 era. 
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invention of subsidized time, where each year anew the year is named 
after a product of the company that is the highest bidder. Revenues 
from subsidized time also covered the cost of the Great Relocation, 
as it is called, of all the people that had to move out of the toxified 
area. 
 
Hal, therefore, is an adolescent living in a U.S. culture that is 
presented in the novel as a caricature, with all the over-the-top details 
like the catapults disposing waste, the subsidized timeframe, and a 
president that is obsessed with hygiene. Such details are presented 
with almost manic precision, also in the 388 hundred endnotes to the 
main text, and they are funny enough, but also add up to a more 
serious Kulturkritik. 

The ideology of this U.S. culture is most explicitly spelled out in 
scenes scattered throughout the novel that relate a discussion 
between a man named Steeply, who is a representative of ‘the Office 
of Unspecified Services’ (a wicked, Secret Service type of 
organization), and Marathe, who is a member of the Assassins des 
Fauteuils Rollents (wheelchair assassins, the A.F.R. for short), one of 
the many anti-O.N.A.N. ‘terrorist’ groups that oppose the 
Reconfiguration. The specific ‘separatist’ agenda of the A.F.R. is to 
free Québec – from Canada and from O.N.A.N. dominance. At the 
Office of Unspecified Services it is believed the A.F.R. are planning 
to terrorize American citizens with what is called the Entertainment, a 
film, ‘Infinite Jest’ is its title, that is supposedly so utterly entertaining 
that viewers cannot stop watching – with the result that they forget 
all about eating, drinking, and other basic life-sustaining activities and 
eventually die watching (there are some scenes in the book covering 
this process). Marathe and Steeply are negotiating about the precise 
location of the master copy of the Entertainment. Steeply has gotten 
orders to find out where it is. Marathe, who is betraying his group (or 
maybe not), in fact does not know where the master copy is, nor do 
the A.F.R., yet. 

But Marathe and Steeply not only talk about this lethal movie, 
they also negotiate ideologies. Because they ‘come from different 
cultures and value systems’, are divided by a ‘chiasm of different 
values’ (424), their discussions therefore conveniently allow for the 
explication within the novel of the basic values and cultural practices 
that are dominant in this fictional U.S.A.. 
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The ideology promoted in this fictional U.S. that is presented in 
Infinite Jest is a decadent form of  Western utilitarian liberalism, or at 
least a form of liberalism tested to its limit. As Hugh Steeply, 
proudly, explains the ideology of his country to René Marathe: 
 

‘The United States: a community of sacred individuals 
which reveres the sacredness of the individual choice. 
The individual’s right to pursue his own vision of the 
best ratio of pleasure to pain: utterly sacrosanct. 
Defended with teeth and bared claws all through our 
history.’ (424) 

 
Textbook explanations, seemingly directly derived from classical texts 
(such as John Mill’s On Liberty), are spiced up with more colloquial 
additives by Steeply to make Marathe understand how this U.S. 
culture is supposed to ‘work’. Marathe, then, can voice the most 
obvious criticism of the extreme individualism that he feels pervades 
this culture. ‘How to choose any but a child’s greedy choices’, 
Marathe wonders, ‘if there is no loving-filled father to guide, inform, 
teach the person how to choose?’ (320). In the way Marathe phrases 
the question he reveals an important aspect of his own more 
traditional value system, that is to live for ‘Something bigger than the 
self’: ‘Love of your nation, your country and people, it enlarges the 
heart.’ (107) This is contrasted with being ‘a slave to your individual 
subjective narrow self’s sentiments’, being ‘by yourself and alone’ 
(108), with having ‘Nothing of ground or rock beneath your feet. 
You fall; you blow here and there. How does one say: “tragically, 
unvoluntarily, lost.”’ (108) Marathe’s diagnosis is supported by the 
many individual life stories presented in this novel: people do seem 
lost and alone and lack any firm anchoring that would help them to 
really take advantage of and enjoy the luxury of individual freedom. 
 
Especially the ideology of ‘total freedom, privacy, choice’ (620) is 
attacked by Marathe: 
 

‘Always with you this freedom! For your walled-up 
country, always to shout “Freedom! Freedom!” as if it 
were obvious to all people what it wants to mean, this 
word. But look: it is not so simple as that. Your 
freedom is the freedom-from: no one tells your 
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precious individual U.S.A. selves what they must do. It 
is this meaning only, this freedom from constraint and 
forced duress. … But what of the freedom-to? Not just 
free-from. Not all compulsion comes from without. … 
How is there freedom to choose if one does not learn 
how to choose?’ (320) 

 
Here is outlined a critique of the postmodern adagium ‘anything 
goes’ (or in the words of Marathe: ‘How is it you say: “Anything is 
going”?’ (320)). There seem to be no limits imposed from outside on 
what one may choose. But the point that’s being made is that this 
implosion of external boundaries has left the individual self 
completely disoriented. 

Steven Best and Douglas Kellner, in their critique of radical 
postmodernists, have pointed out a ‘contradiction of some 
postmodern theory’, namely ‘that while theoretically it dispenses with 
the individual’ (this would be the axiomatic ‘death of the subject’) ‘it 
simultaneously resurrects it in a post-liberal form, as an aestheticized, 
desiring monad’, reducing the subject to ‘a decentred desiring 
existence’, stripped ‘of moral responsibility and autonomy’.7 This 
desiring monad has in the storyworld of Infinite Jest lost all direction. 

There is surely the illusion of autonomy, a proclamation of the 
right of every individual to choose whatever it may want (in one of 
the endnotes more aptly described as ‘an American ideology 
committed to the appearance of freedom’ (en. 164, 1031, emphasis in the 
text)), but these individual selves don’t know how to choose. ‘You all 
stumble about in the dark,’ Marathe says, ‘this confusion of 
permissions. The without-end pursuit of a happiness of which 
someone let you forget the old things which made happiness 
possible’ (320). It is precisely this kind of ‘greedy child’ that would be 
susceptible to the Entertainment, as both men realize (321, 430). The 
compulsion from within to crave instant happiness together with a 
lack of external constraints will simply compel this type of individual 
to watch. There’s no reason not to. The Entertainment thus lays bare 
the aching Achilles’ heel of this U.S. culture, a culture that has 
translated the constitutional right to pursue happiness as the right to be 

 
7 Best and Kellner, Postmodern Theory: Critical Interrogations 284, 90, 91. 
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entertained.8 The film apparently appeals to a chronic need for passive 
fulfillment of infantile desires. 

Because, why is it, Marathe wonders, that the Office of 
Unspecified Services considers such a movie a threat at all, as 
something that ‘could hurt all of the U.S.A. culture’ when ‘there can 
be no forcing to watch a thing’ when ‘the choice will be free’ (430)? 
What is wrong with these individual selves that they willingly watch 
this lethal, but utterly entertaining, film? What this self-annihilation 
(if that is how we could call it) consists in, what could be the cause, 
what this has to say about the concept of self and community 
prevalent in this U.S. culture, is explored in this novel in almost all 
the story-lines. 
 
The individual who decides to watch this movie resembles what 
philosopher Harry Frankfurt described as a ‘wanton’ – in his essay 
“Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person” (1971) he 
defines a ‘wanton’ as such: 
 

The essential characteristic of a wanton is that he does 
not care about his will. His desires move him to do 
certain things, without its being true of him either that 
he wants to be moved by those desires or that he 
prefers to be moved by other desires … he is not 
concerned with the desirability of his desires 
themselves. He ignores the question what his will is to 
be.9 

 
A wanton is defined as being unable to want a desire to be ‘effective’, as 
to ‘provide the motive in what he actually does’; the latter capacity is 
‘essential to being a person’, Frankfurt insists.10 

The individuals in Infinite Jest who surrender themselves to 
watching the film ‘Infinite Jest’ exemplify a tendency to not want to 
want anything anymore, a need to not have to deal any longer with 
the burden of the freedom of choice, of having to sort out one’s 

 
8 As the development of television and advertisement showed, according to Hal: 
‘The Freedom to Choose and the Right to be Entertained’ is associated ‘with all 
that was U.S. and true’ (412, capitals in the text). 
9 Harry G. Frankfurt, “Freedom of the Will and the Concept of a Person,” The 
Journal of Philosophy 68, no. 1 (1971): 10. 
10 Ibid.: 8, 10. 
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motives. This tendency we can detect also in other characters that 
have not (or not yet) been confronted with this film. ‘American 
experience seems to suggest,’ it is observed early on in the novel, 
‘that people are virtually unlimited in their need to give themselves 
away, on various levels.’ (53) This need is manifest in almost all the 
fragments of the fictional life stories that make up this novel.  
 
But ‘the old thing’, traditional core values, cannot be 
anachronistically inserted to fill the void, the lack of an anchor, that 
many American characters experience. The values of Marathe, ‘love 
of your nation, your country and people’, love of ‘something bigger 
than the self’ (107), and his willingness to ‘sacrifice. For Québec. For 
the State’ (320) in the ears of Ur-American Steeply sound 
dangerously totalitarian and fascist (320).11 Both cultural discourses 
have flaws: Marathe’s metanarrative has the potential to result in 
fascism and totalitarianism; Steeply’s postmodern particularism lacks 
‘moral and metaphysical foundations’, as cultural critic Terry 
Eagleton evaluated capitalist postmodern culture.12 

Another outsider perspective on American values is presented in 
the novel: the perspective of another non-American, a German 
tennis coach working at E.T.A. named Schtitt. His argument against 
individualism runs parallel to Marathe’s critique. And also the 
drawbacks of the proposed alternative, a more hierarchic 
metanarrative, are outlined here. Schtitt calls the ‘U.S. of modern A.’ 
a ‘sloppy intersection of desires and fears, where the only public 
consensus a boy must surrender to is the acknowledged primacy of 
straight-line pursuing this flat and short-sighted idea of personal 
happiness’ (83). We also learn that (‘yes, OK, granted’) Schtitt’s ‘Old 
World patriarchal stuff like honor and discipline and fidelity to some 
larger unit’, that these traditional values ‘have a whiff of proto-fascist 
potential about them’ (82). So this is apparently inherent in all meta- 
or hierarchic narratives that are proposed in the novel to oppose 
American culture. 

The critique of the purely individualistic society of the presented 
U.S. voiced by Schtitt is that: ‘Without there is something bigger. 

 
11 And Marathe’s ‘high’ values are also undermined by Marathe’s betrayal. He 
betrays his group, his country, for the love of his wife, who is handicapped and 
needs expensive care, which Marathe is able to pay for by offering his knowledge 
to the Bureau of Unspecified Services (529). 
12 Eagleton, The Idea of Culture 71. 
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Nothing to contain and give the meaning. Lonely. Verstiegenheit.’ (83) 
The word ‘Verstiegenheit’ is explained in an endnote: it is ‘Low-
Bavarian for something like “wandering alone in blasted disorienting 
territory beyond all charted limits and orienting markers,” 
supposedly’ (994). This we can read as a summary of the primary 
Kulturkritik in Infinite Jest: without limits (when ‘anything is going’) 
people wander around, existentially lost.13 

The confrontation between Marathe’s/Schtitt’s and Steeply’s value 
systems or ideologies, is staged within the novel so that they cancel 
each other out, one could say. Neither of these views is proposed as 
ideal, and resorting to traditional value systems is not proposed as a 
solution to the atomization of U.S. society. The solution to the 
confused state many of the American citizens in the novel are in is 
not to be sought on a political-ideological level, but on a more 
practical day-to-day interactional and interpersonal level, as we will 
see. I will elaborate on how in the novel this tension between too 
much limits (the old world narratives) and total limitlessness (extreme 
postmodern narratives) is negotiated further, when discussing the 
‘AA-narrative’ later on. 
 
 
THE ABSENT FATHER, THE ‘IDEAL’ MOTHER, AND A CHILD 

WITH NO MIND OF HIS OWN 
That a ‘loving-filled father’, as Marathe put it, is also literally absent in 
the life of Hal, is significant – also in the other two novels the 
absence of the father, both literally and figuratively, plays an 
important role, as we will see in the next two chapters. The lack of 
the father (or the Father as a psychoanalytically oriented researcher 
perhaps would capitalize the word)14, this absence of a father figure 

 
13 Also in his vision of the essence of the game of tennis does Schtitt stress the 
importance of ‘limits’, which he believes in the end are limits you have to 
recognize ‘within’ yourself and then transcend, endlessly (83-84). What Schtitt 
articulates in this fragment is a possible/impossible transcendentalism, I believe: 
‘You seek to vanquish and transcend the limited self whose limits make the game 
possible in the first place. It’s tragic and sad and chaotic and lovely.’ (84) This 
could be read as an implicit poetical statement about what is attempted with the 
novel itself, a novel about solipsistic characters that feel they lack clear 
boundaries, which frustrates the ‘game’ of living with others. 
14 Psychoanalytically, the Father represents the symbolic order, without the 
f/Father the child will never progress from the infantile state of being fully 
enmeshed in the imaginary order. Marshall Boswell for example reads ‘Hal’s 
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that can ‘guide, inform and teach’, in the words of Marathe, is both a 
problem for Hal personally and for this U.S. culture as a whole.  
 
Hal’s father committed suicide by putting his head in a microwave 
oven when Hal was eleven. A traumatic experience, even more so 
since Hal was the one to find his father and has not really dealt with 
this experience.15 But even before his literal death Hal’s father had 
never really been a big presence in Hal’s life. ‘Hal was so completely 
shut down in Jim’s presence that the silences were excruciating’ 
(743), as Orin’s former girlfriend Joelle noted. Hal only sketchily 
remembers his father (or Himself, as his sons refer to him), as a ‘tall 
thin quiet man’ (951), just never really there. But Orin has more vivid 
and harsh memories and talks about their father James (or Jim) as ‘a 
full-blown demented alcoholic for the last three years of his life … 
he was insane’ (en. 234, 1038). 

James Incandenza, introduced in the novel as ‘tall, ungainly, 
socially challenged and hard-drinking’ (64), started the Enfield Tennis 
Academy after a successful career in geometrical optics (154). When 
the E.T.A. turned out to be a success also, James moved on to 
filmmaking. Several of his experimental ‘après-garde’ movies are 
referred to in the novel, and a complete cinematography is included 

 
story’ as an ‘elaborate and ingenious critique on Lacan’ and interprets Infinite Jest 
in psychoanalytical terms, complemented and contrasted with Wittgenstein’s 
language philosophy. See Marshall Boswell, Understanding David Foster Wallace, 
Understanding Contemporary American Literature (Columbia: University of South 
Carolina Press, 2003) 128-56. 
15 In the Year of the Trial-Size Dove Bar, April 1, the date of his father’s death 
(286), Hal would have to have been eleven, because in the dialogue with the 
Conversationalist, which took place the year before, Hal says he is ten and that 
his birthday is in June (27), but Hal himself mentions to his brother that he was 
‘thirteen’ at the time when he found his dead father (248). There are a few other 
inconsistencies in the novel, mostly to do with chronology, which are perhaps 
hard to edit out in such a large project. They are probably due to the way the 
book is written, not in one long breath, and not linearly, but in fragments that 
were then later rearranged. One source of tracing the development of the 
manuscript of the book is the comparison between first draft and final version 
that Stephen Moore posted on the website thehowlingfantods.com. See: Steven 
Moore, The First Draft Version of Infinite Jest [webdocument] ([cited January 2004]); 
available from http://www.thehowlingfantods.com/ij_first.htm. 
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in one of the endnotes.16 Joelle has worked with Jim on several film 
projects; she also plays a leading role in the lethal Entertainment, and 
so is in more than one sense a relevant source of information. 
Through her we get to know bits and fragments of the content of the 
film, but also details about the Incandenza family. James for example 
once ‘told Joelle that he simply didn’t know how to speak with either 
of his undamaged sons [Orin and Hal] without their mother’s 
presence and mediation’ (743). The dominant presence in Orin’s and 
Hal’s life has always been their mother, Avril. 
 
As the plot develops and the Office of Unspecified Services is getting 
closer to finding the master copy of the Entertainment, several 
people are questioned, informally at first but more torturously later 
on – family members of the maker (Orin in particular) but also 
others that have had relations with the Incandenzas are pressed to 
provide information about the content and possible location of the 
film. It is Steeply, in several disguises (very often in drag) who tracks 
most of these people down. As for example a childhood friend of 
Orin, Marlon Bain, who in a long letter responds to questions of ‘Ms. 
Helen Steeply’, a letter quite revealing when it comes to the 
ubiquitous dysfunctions of the Incandenzas (en. 269, 1047-1052), 
especially those of Avril Incandenza. ‘Helen Steeply’ also interviews 
Orin, under the pretense of doing a profile on him (Orin being a very 
successful professional ‘punter’ at the University in Arizona). In this 
interview Orin reveals quite openly his take on his family: all ‘these 
terms that became clichés – denial, schizogenic, pathogenic family like 
systems and so on and so forth’ apply to his own family, he feels (en. 
234, 1040). 

Hal on the other hand has ‘an odd blankness about his family’ 
(517): ‘For somebody who not only lives on the same institutional 
grounds as his family but also has his training and education and 
pretty much his whole overall raison-d’être directly overseen by 
relatives, Hal devotes an unusually small part of his brain and time 
ever thinking about people in his family qua family-members … 
except for Mario’ (515-6). This text fragment is part of a larger 
section that is (mostly) focalized through Hal, so the assessment that 

 
16 It has been noted that James’s cinematography seems to mirror important 
plotlines in the novel. See Catherine Nichols, “Dialogizing Postmodern Carnival: 
David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest,” Critique / Bolingbroke Society 43, no. 1 (2001): 
11. 



 135 

Hal has an odd blankness about his family is an assessment from the 
perspective of Hal. But others are aware that Hal, in his way of 
behaving, talking, and also in what he does or does not feel, is indeed 
very much influenced by his family, especially by his mother. As Orin 
observes: ‘She’s got to keep Hal’s skull lashed tight to hers without 
being so overt about it that Hallie has any idea what’s going on, to 
keep him from trying to pull his skull away … The kid has no idea he 
even knows something’s wrong.’ (en. 234, 1040)17  

The fact that Avril has an enormous influence on Hal is obvious 
enough, and can also be surmised from little asides about Hal’s 
private experiences, for example: ‘Hal knows the register and 
inflections of his mother’s voice so well it almost makes him 
uncomfortable.’ (514) Almost, because that he might hold any 
resentment against his mother is surely repressed by Hal. Also Avril’s 
whole demeanor is directed at giving the impression of being a non-
demanding loving mother, flaunting a ‘faultless nonchalance’ (en. 76, 
999) when it comes to her high-achieving children’s successes. 
Nevertheless, as a child Hal has always shown a ‘monomaniacally 
obsessive interest and effort, as if Hal were trying as if his very life 
were in the balance to please some person or persons, even though 
no one had ever even hinted that his life depended on seeming gifted 
or precocious or even exceptionally pleasing’ (en. 76, 999). And 
according to Orin: ‘The kid’s still performing for her, syntax- and 
vocabulary-wise, at seventeen’ (en. 234, 1040). 

Avril (‘Avril Mondragon Tavis Incandenza, Ed.D., PhD. … 197 
cm. tall in flats’, 898) is ‘an agoraphobic workaholic and obsessive-
compulsive’, as Hal explains to Mario and has also ‘terrible life-ruling 
phobias’, as Orin points out to ‘Helen’ Steeply in the interview (en. 
234, 1043). Avril is phobic of light (898), enclosure, untidiness, and 
‘communicational imprecision’ (1043, the latter phobia may be 

 
17 This is a very good example of how ‘third-person ascription’ can sometimes be 
more informative and reliable than ‘first-person ascription’ when it comes to 
finding out what a particular character is like, as Palmer argues. Palmer, Fictional 
Minds 124-29, 37-51. Palmer focuses mostly on the role of the narrator as the 
provider of information about a fictional mind from a third-person perspective 
(‘thought report’). But here we see that the narrator sometimes takes on the 
subjective perspective of a character (which results in a covert first-person ascription 
by the narrator), and the more reliable information about this character, the actual 
third-person ascription, may come from another character, in this case from Hal’s 
brother Orin. (Note also how Orin phrases Hal’s self-deception: ‘he has no idea 
he even knows’, so Hal does know, he just doesn’t know he knows!) 
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infused by her work as one of the best grammar scholars in the 
country). Plus she has ‘a black phobic dread of hiding or secrecy in 
all possible forms with respect to her sons’ (51). That Hal ‘likes to get 
high in secret’, but that ‘a bigger secret is that he’s as attached to the 
secrecy as he is to getting high’ (49) and that ‘Hal has no idea why 
this is, or whence, this obsession with the secrecy of it’ (54) I think 
further proves how Hal is constantly but subconsciously reacting 
against his mother’s influence. 
 
So Hal grew up with a covertly domineering mother and with a 
domineering absence, the absence of his father. One can argue that 
also in this respect Hal is a ‘typical’ male adolescent of a 
contemporary American society. Around the turn of the millennium 
this theme of the absent father, the lack of a male role model, was 
heavily discussed in cultural theory under the heading of a 
‘masculinity crisis’, and it still is a hot topic in current academic 
debates on identity construction, debates that before had focused 
primarily on so-called ‘marginal identities’.18 There were also several 
successful movies that dealt with this theme, as for example Fight 
Club (based on a novel by Chuck Palahniuk), American Beauty and 
Magnolia, all released in 1999.19  

Fight Club very explicitly deals with ‘a generation of men raised by 
women’, as it is phrased in the novel.20 As one critic analyzing the 
movie put it: ‘Fight Club … holds a mirror up to young white males’ 
and is about reclaiming ‘masculinity amidst a culture of post-feminist, 
cathartic, “self”-help groups’.21 American Beauty likewise is about a 
white male trying to reassert his manhood. Frustrated with having 
surrendered his manly desires, the protagonist finds himself stuck in 
 
18 See for example Linda Alcoff and Eduardo Mendieta, Identities: Race, Class, 
Gender, and Nationality (Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub, 2003).: ‘recognizing 
difference has been a clarion call as an alternative to what is seen as an 
unworkable political discourse of universality through enforced assimilation and 
uniformity. Studies of difference have mushroomed throughout the academy’ (6). 
Also an implicit warning against the dangers of proposing identity categories 
based on ‘differences’ is offered here: ‘the characteristics of identities themselves 
are argued to be made, not found, and made under conditions of oppression that 
should not be reinforced by the recognitions demanded by identity categories’ (7). 
19 David Fincher, “Fight Club,” (1999); Paul Thomas Anderson, “Magnolia,” 
(1999); Sam Mendes, “American Beauty,” (1999). 
20 Chuck Palahniuk, Fight Club (London: Vintage, 1997) 50. 
21 Jethro Rothe-Kushel, “Fight Club: A Ritual Cure for the Spiritual Ailment of 
American Masculinity,” The Film Journal (www.thefilmjournal.com), no. 8 (2004). 
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a suburban world that is completely domineered by his wife and 
daughter. And in Magnolia we witness the guru Frank Mackey (played 
by Tom Cruise) fulminating on stage against an audience of confused 
males: ‘Respect the cock! And tame the cunt! Tame it! Take it on 
head first with the skills that I will teach you at work and say no! You 
will not control me! No! You will not take my soul! No! You will not 
win this game! … Respect the cock. You are embedding this thought. 
I am the one who’s in charge. I am the one who says yes! No! Now! 
Here! Because it’s universal, man. It is evolutional. It is 
anthropological. It is biological. It is animal. We... are... men!’22 
 
Obviously these movies tapped in on an underbelly feeling that a 
certain group lacked a constructive way to approach their identity.23 
The white, heterosexual, middle or upper middle class, Western male 
was the implicit ‘centre identity’, if we could call it that, in contrast 
with which ‘marginal identities’ were construed. In a sense the 
identity of white western males had thus for a long time been viewed 
mostly in negative terms. This has apparently created some space for 
fantasizing about the release of more ‘primal male urges’. But, we 
should note, in all these films this hypermasculinity is nevertheless 
always couched in more sophisticated terms and never proposed as a 
functional solution to the male identity crisis. Although they surely 
address the confusion about male identity, these films actually touch 
upon a more general state of confusion that affects not only males.  

Similarly, in the novels I selected, although all three protagonists 
are indeed white young western males, they represent not just what is 
problematic in constructing a sense of self for males. But I do think 
that because they are male, what can be highlighted is that problems of 
 
22 That this role is played by Tom Cruise, the American male superhero of Top 
Gun, makes it all the more interesting. I take this to be a self-conscious move, and 
in a sense an ‘intertextual’ reference, on the part of the director to select Cruise. 
23 See this survey article for example, in which a list of ‘male identity crisis 
literature’ is reviewed: Richard A. Shweder, “What Do Men Want? A Reading 
List for the Male Identity Crisis,” The New York Times, January 9 1994. Also, in 
recent advertising we can witness (interestingly, alongside ads promoting the so-
called ‘Metro Man’ concerned with his cosmetics), a return of the ‘manly man’. 
These ads are ironic in a very ambiguous way, I would say. That men are 
portrayed in such ads as running through the woods barefoot in a hunting mood, 
or huddling around ‘Our Beer’ (the Amstel beer adds in the Netherlands), or 
clasping their ‘Manly Burger’ (in a recent McDonald’s add), obviously makes 
these ads ironic (since these men look pathetic), while at the same time, one 
suspects, they really are directed at reawakening a male group identity. 
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identity cannot always be explained away with reference to more 
accepted ‘difficult’ subject-positions, are not solely due to the 
traditional ‘matrix of power relations’ that is,24 as conceptualized in 
identity discourses. It would result in a too reductive reading of these 
novels to analyze them in terms of ‘gender trouble’ only. 

In Infinite Jest the trouble Hal experiences in constructing a sense 
of self that is not just cast in negative terms is mirrored by female 
characters and is therefore not solely a ‘male’ problem. He (but all 
the other characters also) does live in a ‘post-feminist’ culture 
though. (Also a culture wherein self-help groups appear to be the 
main outlet for expressing emotions, as we will see.) Avril is such a 
post-feminist, we could say, trying to balance the demands of a 
professional career with performing the role of the fully supportive 
mother. For Hal she is the only actual role model he has. In Infinite 
Jest she represents a certain type of parent and is not just the mother 
figure. Avril is a parent who, perhaps unwillingly, makes it strangely 
difficult for her children (because of her way of interacting with 
them) to be themselves. Hal doesn’t know who he is, in fact: ‘One of 
his troubles with his Moms is the fact that Avril Incandenza believes 
she knows him inside and out as a human being, and an internally 
worthy one at that’, but: ‘His Moms Avril hears her own echoes 
inside him and thinks what she hears is him’ (694). 
 
In his popular book The Culture of Narcissism Christopher Lasch 
sketched what he saw as the typical American family situation: ‘the 
absence of the American father has become … a crucial feature of 
the American family’.25 His depiction of the role and functioning of 
the mother in such a family comes very close to Avril’s relation with 
her sons: 
 

The mother … attempts to become the ideal parent, 
compensating for her lack of spontaneous feeling for 
the child by smothering him with solicitude. Abstractly 
convinced that her child deserves the best of 
everything, she arranges each detail of his life with a 
punctilious zeal that undermines his initiative and 

 
24 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: 
Routledge, 1999) 39. 
25 Christopher Lasch, The Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Diminishing 
Expectations (New York: Norton, 1991) 299-300. 



 139 

destroys the capacity of self-help. She leaves the child 
with the feeling, according to Kahut, that he has ‘no 
mind of his own’.26 

 
Almost thirty years have passed since the first publication of Lasch’s 
book, but his work is still referred to in recent accounts of the 
troubles that haunt the self in a postmodern culture.27 Although 
Lasch draws heavily on psychoanalytical theory, which is not the 
approach I am taking here in this study, I will return to his book 
further on; it is often used as a classic reference in discussions of the 
contemporary American ‘psyche’. And apparently some of Lasch’s 
insights still reverberate in the work of those writers who we may 
suppose grew up in the kind of narcissistic American culture Lasch 
described. In Infinite Jest, as we can see, Hal’s condition has very 
much to do with the difficulty of becoming a mind of one’s own. Of 
course the culture presented in this novel is narcissistic in the extreme, 
as we already saw. 
 
The psychological effects of having a mother who tries her best to 
give the outward impression of unconditionally loving her children 
but somehow still manages to have her children incorporate her own 
too-high and at times bizarre standards of what is appropriate, are 
menacingly analyzed within the novel itself. Orin surely has a sharp 
opinion on Avril, but it is Marlon Bain who really goes to the end of 
analyzing the ‘something creepy’ about Avril: 
 

I saw parents, usually upscale and educated and 
talented and functional and white, patient and loving 
and supportive and concerned and involved in their 
children’s lives, profligate with compliments and 
diplomatic with constructive criticism, loquacious in 
their pronouncements of unconditional love for and 
approval of their children, conforming to every last 
jot/tittle in any conceivable definition of a good 
parent, I saw parent after unimpeachable parent who 
raised kids who were (a) emotionally retarded or (b) 
lethally self-indulgent or (c) chronically depressed or 

 
26 Ibid. 296. 
27 As for example in Crossley, Introducing Narrative Psychology: Self, Trauma, and the 
Construction of Meaning. 
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(d) borderline psychotic or (e) consumed with 
narcissistic self-loathing or (f) neurotically 
driven/addicted or (g) variously psychosomatically 
Disabled or (h) some conjunctive permutation of 
(a)…(g). 
Why is this. Why do so many parents who seem 
relentlessly bent on producing children who feel they 
are good persons deserving of love produce children 
who grow to feel they are hideous persons not 
deserving of love who just happen to have lucked into 
having parents so marvelous that the parents love 
them even though they are hideous? … But could 
such a mother then really be all that magnificent, if 
that’s the child’s view of himself? … I am speaking of 
Mrs. Avril M.-T. Incandenza. … Something just was 
not right, is the only way to put it. Something creepy (en. 
269, 1050-51)28 

 
I quote this at length because in this letter Marlon touches upon an 
issue that is further explored in this novel: the peculiar problem of 
being unable to attribute your troubles to some clear and accepted 
external cause (a difficult social or family background, for example). 
Although there are many tragic accounts in this novel of people who 
did indeed grow up in such dysfunctional and disadvantaged 
surroundings (there are some heartbreaking accounts of sexual and 
domestic abuse),29 unhappy childhoods and traumatic experiences – 

 
28 Marlon also remembers Orin’s impersonation of Avril when they were kids: 
Orin would ‘assume an enormous warm and loving smile and move steadily 
toward you until he is in so close that his face is spread up flat against your own 
face and your breaths mingle … which will seem worse to you: the smothering 
proximity, or the unimpeachable warmth and love with which it is effected?’ 
(1051-2). Orin, who refuses any contact with his mother since he went away from 
ETA, tellingly refers to his mother as ‘the Black Hole of Human attention’ (521). 
29 Two snippets to give an idea also of the stylistic range, the different narrative 
styles explored in this novel, often fitting to the socio-linguistic ability of the 
focalizer at that point in the narrative: ‘Reginald say he Love his Wardine. Say he 
Love but aint never before this time could understand why Wardine wont lie 
down with him like girls do their man. Say Wardine aint never let Reginald take 
off her shirts until tonight she come to Reginald crib in his building and be cry, 
she let Reginald take off her shirts to see how Wardine momma beat Wardine 
because Roy Tony. … I know Reginald tell. Reginald say he gone die before 
Wardine momma beat Wardine again. He say he take his self up to Roy Tony and 
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whether the causes are rendered explicit and clear or in a more 
abstract and vague manner  – abound in every presented milieu in the 
novel. It is the less explicit, more subtle, and also ‘luxury’ problem 
that someone like Hal has to confront that I am interested in here. 
But actually, as will be discussed further when I will analyze the 
discursive practice of Alcoholics Anonymous, I believe the point 
made in this novel is that, as they say in AA, ‘you are not unique’ 
(349), meaning that whatever background the characters may have, 
privileged or not, in the end their ‘initial hopelessness unites every 
soul’ (349), like at an AA meeting. The causes of their hopelessness 
may seem different, but almost all the characters are united, the same, 
in their need to recover from this initial state. These individuals all 
feel primarily lost and alone, as said. And this has triggered all kinds 
of psychological problems, neatly listed by Bains in his letter (a-g). 

As pointed out by Bains, it is very difficult to understand why 
exactly someone like Hal would be psychologically or emotionally 
troubled. Fitting with Bains’s assessment, here is how Hal 
experiences it: 
 

All through his own infancy and toddlerhood, Hal had 
continually been held and dandled and told at high 
volume that he was loved, … [but] getting held and 
told you were loved didn’t automatically seem like it 
rendered you emotionally whole or Substance-free. 
Hal finds he rather envies a man who feels he has 
something to explain his being fucked up, parents to 
blame it on. (805) 

 
This is what makes the case of Hal so interesting I think, because it 
eschews ‘easy’ explanations such as the disadvantaged cultural, social 
or family background (however difficult of course such 
circumstances inherently are). Hal even envies those who can blame 

 
say him not to mess with Wardine or breathe by her mattress at night’ (37-38). Or 
for example the story of Matty Pemulis, a young male prostitute, again in a mix of 
free indirect discourse and indirect discourse: ‘His Da’d begun fucking Matty up 
the ass when Matty was ten. A fook in t’boom. Matty had complete recall of the 
whole thing’ (684). And the reader indeed is presented with the whole story, one 
of the saddest passages in the novel, also the most explicit one regarding 
traumatic experiences (682-686). 
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their troubles on some external cause. He can’t locate the cause of his 
troubles outside himself, he thinks. 

Not only can he not locate the cause of his troubles outside himself, 
there is actually nothing really that connects him, in his own 
experience, to something or someone beyond himself. When he 
sums up his own qualities to his brother Orin during a telephone 
conversation, the way Hal describes himself is so generic that it is as 
if he has no identity at all: 
 

‘I’m a privileged white seventeen-year-old U.S. male. 
I’m a student at a tennis academy that sees itself as a 
prophylactic. I eat, sleep, evacuate, highlight things 
with yellow markers, and hit balls. I lift things and 
swing things and run in huge outdoor circles.’ (en. 110, 
1016) 

 
We could also say that this is a self-description (almost as if he is 
devoid of humanness and more like a machine acting on routine) of a 
very depressed person. 
 
 
A THERAPEUTIC CULTURE  
In another conversation with Orin over the phone Hal relates the 
story of his frustrated reactions to the grief-therapist he was sent to 
as a child to help him deal with the traumatic experience of finding 
his dead dad in the kitchen with his head exploded: 

 
‘I just could not figure out what the guy wanted. I 
went down and chewed through the Copley Square 
library’s grief section … I went in and presented with 
textbook-perfect symptoms of denial, bargaining, 
anger, still more denial, depression. … The grief-
therapist was having none of it.’ (253) 

 
It was not the traumatic experience itself that caused psychosomatic 
symptoms. It was the fact that Hal was not able to ‘deliver the goods’ 
(253) to this grief-therapist which resulted in weight loss and 
nightmares (254). And this went on until finally Hal realized: ‘I 
needed to empathize with the grief-therapist.’ (255) Only when he 
performed the exact kind of reaction the grief-therapist was waiting 
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for, ‘subtly inserting certain loaded professional-grief-therapy terms 
like validate, process as a transitive verb, and toxic guilt’ (255), as he tells 
Orin, he was relieved from therapy. His brother then tries to ask 
whether Hal actually did grieve, but Hal hardly responds to such 
questions about how he really felt or feels. 
 
Hal is embedded in what can be called a ‘therapeutic culture’, a 
culture, as Michelle Crossley describes it, in which ‘psychology and 
psychologically related professions are increasingly coming to 
“colonize” our experiences and understanding of ourselves’.30 The 
‘therapeutic narrative’ has become a very dominant way of 
understanding oneself in contemporary culture, according to Crossley 
and also others. Although Frank Furedi cautions that ‘Therapeutic 
culture should not be equated with the totality of western culture’ 
because there are always many ‘competing cultural claims’ at any one 
time, he too believes that the therapeutic ‘view about the nature of 
human beings’ and the ‘system of meaning and symbols through 
which people experience and make sense of the world’ cultivated in a 
therapeutic culture, are very pervasive in contemporary society.31 
Furedi evaluates this situation critically: ‘Therapeutic culture has 
helped construct a diminished sense of self that characteristically 
suffers from an emotional deficit’, and the ‘most significant feature 
of therapeutic culture,’ he believes, is the corrosion of informal 
networks for support and thus ‘the distancing of the self from 
others’.32 Both these aspects also characterize Hal’s experience world 
and sense of self, as we will see. 

A paradoxical image of the self is promoted in therapeutic 
discourses, and the phrase self-help already catches this paradox, I 
believe. ‘Therapeutic culture presents itself as the harbinger of a new 
era of individual choice, autonomy, self-knowledge and self-
awareness,’ Furedi begins, but actually, as he notes, ‘in practice’ this 
image of the self is ‘contradicted by the fundamental premise of 
therapeutic culture, which is that the individual self is defined by its 
vulnerability’; self-realization ‘is predicated on a relationship of 

 
30 Crossley, Introducing Narrative Psychology: Self, Trauma, and the Construction of 
Meaning 161. 
31 Frank Furedi, Therapy Culture: Cultivating Vulnerability in an Uncertain Age 
(London; New York: Routledge, 2004) 22. 
32 Ibid. 21. 
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dependence on therapeutics’.33 Descriptive (or rather prescriptive) 
narratives explaining how one should deal with setbacks or other 
troubles (so-called ‘illness narratives’, ‘therapeutic narratives’ or 
‘restitution narratives’)34, abound in a therapeutic culture, and such 
narratives ‘frame the way people are expected to feel and experience 
problems’, in the words of Furedi.35 People are expected to 
continuously work on their ‘self’, while at the same time they are told 
directly or indirectly that they are incapable of dealing with 
difficulties on their own. (‘I want some help to help myself’ as Kurt 
Cobain acutely expressed this paradoxical condition in the Nirvana 
song ‘Polly’.)36 
 
Crossley shows, in her narrative-psychological analyses of the stories 
of people who have had to deal with traumatic experiences, how 
pervasive this psychological or pop-psychological way of 
constructing a story out of one’s life is, a narrative that ‘is all about 
achieving integration, adaptation, peace and closure’37 and that is 
pecked with certain terms and concepts (such as ‘being in denial’, 
‘coming to terms with oneself’, and ‘personal growth’). The 
popularization of psychology, in the form of self-help manuals and 
talk shows for example, has had the effect that the ‘language’ of 
psychology and therapy, often in a popularized and clichéd form, has 

 
33 Ibid. 107. 
34 ‘The notion of an illness narrative has been developed by Arthur Kleinmann, 
who is both a psychiatrist and an anthropologist’, Phillips points out. ‘The plot 
lines, core metaphors, and rhetorical devices that structure the illness narrative are 
drawn from cultural and personal models for arranging experiences in meaningful 
ways and for effectively communicating those meanings. Over the long course of 
a chronic disorder, these model texts shape and even create experience. The 
personal narrative does not merely reflect illness experience, but rather it 
contributes to the experience of symptoms and experience.’ Phillips, 
“Psychopathology and the Narrative Self,” 320. ‘The important feature of 
restitution narratives’, Crossley recaps, is that ‘they incorporate the assumption 
that by acting on the world in some way, a “solution” will be forthcoming’, the 
idea that ‘for every suffering there is a remedy’. Crossley, Introducing Narrative 
Psychology: Self, Trauma, and the Construction of Meaning 169. 
35 Furedi, Therapy Culture: Cultivating Vulnerability in an Uncertain Age 112. 
36 Nirvana, “Polly,” in Nevermind (1991). 
37 Crossley, Introducing Narrative Psychology: Self, Trauma, and the Construction of 
Meaning 159. 
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been absorbed in daily speech.38 This process is in Infinite Jest self-
consciously reflected and commented upon (as for example in the 
way Orin talks about his family). It is shown how this way of 
interpreting one’s experiences, these culturally acquired tools to come 
to grip with how one feels, can actually distance oneself from really 
experiencing anything at all.  

While popular psychology and the range of clichés invoked to 
storytell one’s ‘unique’ self, is not unambiguously critiqued in the 
novel (as will become clear when I discuss the self-help group 
subculture later on), in Hal’s case we can clearly see how this 
language can be used to divert attention away from personally having 
to experience something. Hal uses this way of talking about himself 
only to give the impression of dealing appropriately with his feelings, to 
give the illusion that he acts in accord with what is ‘normal’ or 
expected in his culture. It is in that sense that the therapeutic 
narrative is a normative cultural narrative in this storyworld. The way 
Hal in the anecdote about his grief therapy is more preoccupied with 
performing (delivering ‘the emotional goods’ (254)) than with actually 
figuring out how he really feels about things, is telling. 
 
 
IRONY AND ‘REAL STUFF’ 
That Hal never really talks about real feelings is also related to the 
specific ‘local culture’ he is embedded in, the community of his peers. 
It is not done among his friends, or among people of his age more 
generally, to be open about how one really feels. In a passage that 
focuses on Hal’s brother Mario, eighteen years old in the Y.D.A.U., 
and that is narrated in a tone of voice very close to Mario’s, it is 
observed that ‘when Mario brought up real stuff Hal called him 
BooBoo and acted like he’d wet himself and Hal was going to be 
very patient about helping him change’ (592). In contrast with Mario, 
who ‘doesn’t lie’ (249) and likes places and people that are ‘very real’ 
(591), Hal and also every other adolescent at E.T.A., ‘finds stuff 
that’s really real uncomfortable and they get embarrassed’ (592). 

Mario, who is severely physically deformed and in his demeanor a 
bit slow, functions in the novel as a sympathetic observer. Mario is 
also a ‘born listener’ (80), and people therefore confess private 

 
38 See for example Gubrium and Holstein, Institutional Selves: Troubled Identities in a 
Postmodern World 15. Or Foster, The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of 
the Century 168. 
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thoughts to him. Through the eyes and ears of Mario it can be 
observed how ironic and detached Hal and his fellow students talk 
and interact: ‘It’s like there’s some rule that real stuff can only get 
mentioned if everybody rolls their eyes and laughs in a way that isn’t 
happy.’ (592) On several occasions throughout the novel the narrator 
comments either directly or indirectly upon such particular socio-
cultural ‘rules’, or do’s and don’ts. Such cultural codes very much 
influence the way the characters act, think and also feel.  

At some points the narrator explicitly links Hal’s experiences to 
aspects of his socio-cultural background, as for example when it is 
stated: ‘Like most Americans of his generation, Hal tends to know 
way less about why he feels certain ways about the objects and 
pursuits he’s devoted to than he does about the objects and pursuits 
themselves.’ (54) In other words, if you have grown up at a time 
when information is available on demand, in a culture characterized 
by the proverbial ‘information overload’ (reflected in the novel’s own 
narrative structure, with its sometimes random insertions of too 
detailed information), it is not so difficult to flaunt a knowingness 
about ‘objects and pursuits’. But to find meaning in them is a different 
thing altogether. Understanding one’s feelings in regard to these 
objects and pursuits presupposes a capability and willingness to really 
reflect on the self, which is rare among people of Hal’s generation, we 
learn. Although they are narcissistically self-obsessed, they have 
difficulty actually making sense of themselves. 
 
At another point in the text the narrator mentions the ‘American 
penchant for absolution via irony’ that is ‘foreign’ to the Canadian 
students at E.T.A. (385). Whenever these American citizens feel 
uncomfortable or uneasy about something, their uneasiness is to be 
relegated via irony. It is a way of not having to take action: instead of 
confronting possible reasons for or causes of feelings of uneasiness, 
the reflexive (not reflective) defense mechanism for these American 
characters is to assume the ‘superior’ position of the ironist.39 

 
39 In an interview conducted while he was writing Infinite Jest (presumably) 
Wallace already discussed what he saw or sees as this ‘terrible penchant for ironic 
diagnosis of unpleasantness instead of an ambition not just to diagnose and 
ridicule but to redeem’ that he felt ‘permeated the culture’, the American culture 
that is. McCaffery, “An Interview with David Foster Wallace,” 147, 48. (See 
Chapter 1.) 
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It is this irony that within this novel also corrodes any real and 
honest social interaction. The very non-ironic Canadian students are 
presented as totally humorless too, it must be said. But the American 
students at E.T.A. may be funnier in the way they ironically talk to 
each other (when Orin shares his suspicion with Hal that he is being 
followed, Hal replies with: ‘Some men are born to lead, O.’ (244)); in 
the end it is an empty form of interacting, we are led to conclude. 
Irony is used by Hal and his friends as a way to not have to touch 
upon ‘stuff that’s really real’, as Mario noticed. Using Linda 
Hutcheon’s terminology, we could say irony is in the ‘discursive 
community’ of Hal and his peer-group a ‘distancing’ device; as she 
notes: ‘it has for centuries been a commonplace to assert that irony is 
the trope of the detached’, it can ‘suggest the non-committal’.40 By 
being ironic these adolescents admit to the unspoken rule that it is 
unsophisticated to show that they actually really care about 
something. When Hal at some point appears to say something really 
heartfelt, a fellow student replies with: ‘Shouldn’t there be violas for 
this part, Hal …?’ (111) Obviously, they become instantly 
uncomfortable. Almost like in a Pavlov-reaction they immediately 
ward off the apparent ‘threat’ of the true and the authentic sentiment.  
 
What is interesting is that in a novel presenting an image of (a) 
contemporary society, one would expect that showing emotions is 
rather the norm, instead of a taboo. ‘Whereas in the past the public 
display of emotionalism was frequently stigmatized as the irrational 
act of deficient people,’ as Furedi recounts in his analysis of 
therapeutic culture, ‘today it is often praised as an expression of 
maturity and openness’.41 Indeed, people nowadays sometimes seem 
near uninhibited when it comes to spilling their emotions in the 
public sphere. Of course, often one gets the feeling while watching 
‘talk show subjects’ for example that they rather mimic what they 
have seen others do on TV, making the displaying of emotions more 
like a performance than an authentic expression of supposed real 

 
40 Linda Hutcheon, Irony’s Edge: The Theory and Politics of Irony (London/New York: 
Routledge, 1994) 49. ‘Discursive community’ is defined as ‘the complex 
configuration of shared knowledge, beliefs, values, and communicative strategies’ 
(91). This is what Wittgenstein would have called a ‘life form’, I believe. 
41 Furedi, Therapy Culture: Cultivating Vulnerability in an Uncertain Age 49. 
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feelings.42 Still, being ‘open’ about one’s private thoughts and feelings 
is to Furedi and others a key characteristic of today’s culture. Irony, 
fostered among an intellectual elite (especially in the 1990s, I would 
say), may thus be seen as a way to distance oneself from the 
emotionalism or false sentimentalism characteristic of popular 
culture. This also seems to be the case in Hal’s world. Emotions are 
instantly relegated to the domain of the sappy and naïve with which 
one does not want to be associated.  

‘Postmodern fiction does not deal adequately with emotion,’ 
Bertens has noted, ‘because its implicit and rather élitist humanism 
had no way of coping with the public displays of emotion that day 
after day ravage our television screens.’.43 In a novel like Infinite Jest 
this imbalance or rift, between values and forms dominant in popular 
culture and those expressed in experimental fiction, seems to be 
corrected or at least explicitly addressed. 
 
Marathe in his conversation with Steeply also feels the effect of the 
unspoken rule that one should not show one’s emotions. This 
implies that irony is not just a device of the young but is effective in 
the whole of this U.S. culture: 
 

Marathe wondered why the presence of Americans 
could always make him feel vaguely ashamed after 
saying things he believed. An aftertaste of shame after 
revealing passion of any belief and type when with 
Americans, as if he had made flatulence instead of had 
revealed belief. (318) 

 

 
42 In a study of actual talk show participants, Patricia Priest found that people that 
appeared in talk shows often ‘felt their life stories were certified as true and 
worthy’ (74) because of being selected to be on TV; one of the drawbacks was that 
‘some participants felt they had to match the image they were representing’ (77). 
This shows that the ‘life stories’ shared on TV are formatted to fit the culturally 
sanctioned way of storytelling one’s life, and how storytelling formats transmitted 
through talk shows for example can become normative. Patricia J. Priest, ““Gilt 
by Association”: Talk Show Participants’ Televisually Enhanced Status and Self-
Esteem,” in Constructing the Self in a Mediated World, ed. Debra Grodin and Thomas 
R. Lindlof, Inquiries in Social Construction (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 
1996). 
43 Bertens, “Why Molly Doesn’t: Humanism’s Long, Long Shadow,” 37. 



 149 

Ventilating a belief is as excremental as ‘making flatulence’ 
apparently. It is embarrassing for the company one is in and this 
embarrassment has already been ingrained into the minds of the 
American individuals in this storyworld. Irony works as a way of 
‘offering a proviso, always containing a kind of built-in conditional 
stipulation that undermines any firm and fixed stand’, or any firm 
and fixed belief – this is the ‘provisional’ function as Hutcheon labels 
it.44 In this, irony can have a positive and even political function, to 
deconstruct a too rigid ‘firm and fixed stand’, but in the U.S. culture 
of Infinite Jest such firm and fixed stands have already been 
deconstructed, ‘anything is going’ now, as was already keenly 
observed by Marathe, we saw.45 

Irony, or cynicism, in this world has become a way of covering up 
this lack of any firm ground to stand on, politically or ideologically, 
but also socially. It has become a way to navigate through life 
without ever touching the ground; maybe for fear that there is no 
ground left to set foot on. The ironic stance or attitude therefore has 
to cover up extreme anxieties, because ‘chaos lurks’, in the words of 
Anthony Giddens, in a world that is ontologically insecure, a world in 
which ‘the sense of the very reality of things and of other people’ is 
in doubt.46 Irony is then perhaps a fitting expression of this doubt; 
fitting in the sense that irony can operate without a basis of a ‘real’ 
meaning since it endlessly defers any fixed meaning. ‘The “ironic” 
meaning,’ Hutcheon makes clear, ‘is not … simply the unsaid 
meaning, and the unsaid is not always a simple inversion or opposite 
of the said … : it is always different – other than and more than the 
said … it undermines stated meaning.’47 
 
44 Hutcheon, Irony’s Edge: The Theory and Politics of Irony 51. 
45 The ironic comments that Steeply directs at Marathe, or better said Steeply’s 
cynicism, parallels the type of cynicism Best and Kellner believe is inherent in the 
work of extreme postmodernists, a ‘political cynicism’ that results in nihilism, 
because they ‘lack any positive or normative vision to guide them’. Best and 
Kellner, Postmodern Theory: Critical Interrogations 284, 85. Their diagnosis is much in 
accord with Marathe’s ideas on this U.S. value system (or lack of it). Also the 
behind-the-scenes fragments in Infinite Jest of the political deliberations of Gentle 
and his staff further furnish the idea that in this storyworld there are no grand 
visions on which political decision-making is based. Any grand vision politicians 
hold here are nothing more than an outward projection of their own subjective 
fears and needs. This implosion of values on the political level, and the resulting 
cynicism, is mirrored on the social level. 
46 Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age 36. 
47Hutcheon, Irony’s Edge: The Theory and Politics of Irony 12. Emphasis in the text. 
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Irony in any case can give the illusion that something else is meant, 
something ‘more’, even when speaker and listener both have no idea 
what this something would actually be. In Infinite Jest, at least, the 
irony of speakers often works this way. Irony implies something 
‘more’ than what is said, but this ‘something more’ does never have 
to be articulated. These ironic interactions, then, become more like a 
performance wherein every player is careful not to draw the curtains for 
fear of having to face a reality that lurks beyond, the reality that there 
may be nothing ‘more’. In their endless performance they can still 
suggest what is actually feared to be an illusion, the illusion of having 
something of ground beneath their feet, the illusion of there being 
more meaning to what they say and do than they actually secretly 
suspect. It is this anxiety (or despair), a fear of having to confront an 
underlying absence of security in more than one sense, which must 
be kept at bay by individuals in the culture presented in Infinite Jest.48 
 
 
E PLURIBUS UNUM OR E UNIBUS PLURAM? 
Sociologist Zygmunt Bauman has listed a number of factors 
contributing to a fundamental feeling of insecurity in a postmodern 
‘individualized’ society that would also apply to the storyworld of 
Infinite Jest. This insecurity manifests itself on levels ranging from the 
political via the social to the personal: a lack of political consistency, 
the falling apart of social structures, and the fragmentation of 
‘identities into successively worn masks’, are among the factors 
mentioned by Bauman.49 This is analyzed in a chapter Bauman titled 
“United in Difference”. In Infinite Jest the new socio-political slogan is 
‘E Unibus Pluram’ (112), a significant transformation of the ‘E 
Pluribus Unam’ that the real world dollar is embellished with: this 

 
48 As Kierkegaard wrote: ‘In irony, the subject is negatively free, since the 
actuality that is supposed to give the subject content is not there. He is free from 
the constraint in which the given actuality holds the subject, but he is negatively 
free and as such is suspended, because there is nothing that holds him.’ S. A. 
Kierkegaard, “The Concept of Irony, with Continual Reference to Socrates,” in 
The Essential Kierkegaard, ed. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2000 [1841]), 29. 
49 Bauman, The Individualized Society 83-96. Incidentally, there is a whole passage 
(actually, a term paper by Hal) in Infinite Jest in which the psychological and social 
effects of wearing ‘High-Definition Masking’ are explained in relation to the 
downfall of ‘video-telephoning’ (144-151). 
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society is not characterized as ‘one of many’ but ‘many of one’. The 
question is: are they still united in some sense in their difference? 

People have withdrawn, we learn, into their own private world 
where there is ‘so much private watching of customized screens 
behind drawn curtains in the dreamy familiarity of home’ that being 
part of something larger than the self, being part of a society in the 
traditional meaning of that word, has become a rarity – instead 
people are encapsulated in a ‘floating no-space world of personal 
spectation’ (620), hardly ever taking part in a real form of 
togetherness. Being part ‘of a live crowd’ is in this world something 
that is organized, as a special treat, in something called ‘spect-ops’, 
‘spectation opportunities’, that are scheduled on an irregular basis 
(620), which gives people the opportunity to at least once in a while 
experience a sense of ‘fellowship’ in some form of communion (621). 
These instant masses, these watching crowds, are a form of what 
Zygmunt Bauman labeled ‘imagined communities’, that ‘exist solely 
through their manifestation: through occasional spectacular outbursts 
of togetherness’.50 In the storyworld of Infinite Jest these 
‘communities’ are even more superficially structured than the 
postmodern communities Bauman describes – they seem to be pure 
form and without content, without meaning other than being 
manifestations of a random and pointless form of community. 
 
That this extreme individualism, the atomization of this U.S. society, 
fosters anxiety and depression is an opinion foregrounded in this 
novel in more than one way. The many individual character’s life 
stories testify to that, but there are also passages in which the 
narrator lays out his views more explicitly, in passages that are almost 
essayistic. But these descriptive passages about depression and U.S. 
culture are always connected to the very personal experiences of 
characters as if to avoid preaching. Showing what it feels like instead 
of telling what is wrong from a more objective standpoint is the 
dominant strategy of this narrator. 
 
 
‘THIS DEPRESSION ISSUE’: THE EMPTY OR ANHEDONIC SELF 
Anhedonia (explained in an endnote as a suppression of emotions) is a 
prevalent condition in this storyworld; many characters suffer from 
 
50 Zygmunt Bauman, Intimations of Postmodernity (London; New York: Routledge, 
1992) xx. 
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it, including Hal. A young woman named Kate Gompert who is 
treated for severe depression ‘always thought of this anhedonic state 
as a kind of radical abstracting of everything, a hollowing out of stuff 
that used to have affective content’ (693). For an anhedonic, it is 
explained, ‘The world becomes a map of the world. An anhedonic 
can navigate but has no location.’ (693) This is an apt description of 
how many of the characters in this fictional U.S. feel. As Marathe 
already phrased it, they primarily feel lost. Also Hal, who is not so 
much lost for words when it comes to expressing how he feels (he 
has photographic recall of almost the complete O.E.D., so he does 
know the denotative meanings of words) but it is as if he is lost in 
words; words have lost their affective content for him: 
 

Hal himself hasn’t had a bona fide intensity-of-
interior-life-type emotion since he was tiny; he finds 
terms like joie and value to be like so many variables in 
rarified equations, and he can manipulate them well 
enough to satisfy everyone but himself that he’s in 
there, inside his own hull, as a human being … when 
in fact inside Hal there’s pretty much nothing at all, he 
knows. (694) 

 
Phillip Cushman coined the term ‘the empty self’ as a way to describe 
‘the configuration of the current self’: ‘Each era produces a particular 
configuration of self and corresponding psychopathology’, Cushman 
argues (with others) and in today’s world, at least in a ‘Post-World 
World II era in the United States’, this self could best be described as 
‘empty’.51 Empty because this self 
 

experiences a significant absence of community, 
tradition, and shared meaning. It experiences these 
social absences and their consequences ‘interiorly’ as a 
lack of personal conviction and worth, and it 
embodies the absences as a chronic, undifferentiated 
emotional hunger.52 

 
51 Philip Cushman, “Why the Self Is Empty: Toward a Historically Situated 
Psychology,” American Psychologist 45, no. 5 (1990): 600. 
52 Ibid. This may sound as a very generalizing claim, but Cushman stresses that he 
is talking about ‘local selves’ only: ‘By the self I mean the concept of the 
individual as articulated by the indigenous psychology of a particular cultural 
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Hal feels empty inside and at the same time seems indeed driven by 
an ‘emotional hunger’ that he struggles to understand. Hal, ‘who’s 
empty but not dumb, theorizes privately’ (694) about what it means 
to be human in his world: 
 

What passes for hip cynical transcendence of 
sentiment is really some kind of fear of being really 
human, since to be really human (at least as he 
conceptualizes it) is probably to be unavoidably 
sentimental and naïve and goo-prone and generally 
pathetic, is to be in some basic interior way forever 
infantile … One of the really American things about 
Hal, probably, is the way he despises what it is he’s 
really lonely for: this hideous internal self, incontinent 
of sentiment and need, that pules and writhes just 
under the hip empty mask, anhedonia.’ (694-5) 

 
Here we can see how Hal’s conception of being ‘really human’ is very 
much distorted by the cultural practices that he has to act into (as 
Shotter would say) that don’t allow for ‘real’ feelings to be expressed 
and instead cultivate an attitude of ironic detachment. The effect, as 
we saw, is anhedonia, a ‘numb emptiness’ (695) and loneliness. What 
I hope to show is that what it is ‘to be really human’ is ultimately 
conceptualized quite differently by the novel itself, different, that is, 
from the vision that is dominant in the storyworld Hal lives in. 
 
Many characters in this storyworld fit the profile of Cushman’s 
empty self. ‘Individuals in the postmodern world, without a cohesive 
community,’ according to Cushman, ‘are struggling to find sense and 
meaning in a confusing world. There is little to guide them, and they 

 
group, the shared understandings within a culture of “what it is to be human”’. 
(599) The particular cultural group, namely post-World War II Americans, he 
focuses on is still rather broad and undifferentiated of course. The task Cushman 
set himself was to ‘interpret the collective mentality of our age’ (606). Although 
Cushman’s article is well documented, I think Holstein and Gubrium offered the 
useful reminder that one has to be careful with making grand claims about 
collective mentalities or malaises. Holstein and Gubrium, The Self We Live By: 
Narrative Identity in a Postmodern World 224. Maybe only in fiction one has the 
freedom to be less nuanced. In any case, in Infinite Jest we are presented with a 
culture that fosters indeed this emptiness. 
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stumble and feel despair.’53 This is almost as if we hear Marathe 
talking. It may be interesting therefore to compare Cushman’s view 
on how this empty self came about with the way this emptiness of 
the self is explained in Infinite Jest. Cushman views the empty self as a 
‘product of a central cultural paradox’: ‘the self of our time is 
expected to function in a highly autonomous, isolated way. To 
accomplish this it is thought that the individual must develop an 
ability to be self-soothing, self-loving, and self-sufficient’ – but ‘to 
develop this type of self’ it is presumed that one needs a ‘nurturing 
early environment that provides a great deal of empathy, attention, 
and mirroring’, but many parents cannot provide that, which leads to 
‘offspring who have been narcissistically wounded’, frustrated in their 
need for security.54 The result is ‘a significant gap between society’s 
expectations of high self-sufficiency and the lessened ability of 
narcissistically wounded individuals to achieve it’.55 This is a gap that 
in Infinite Jest has become more like a gaping abyss, a dizzying 
discrepancy between what individuals feel is expected of them and 
what they can actually live up to. 

The result of this, as Cushman sums it up, is ‘a self that is, 
fundamentally, a disappointment to itself’.56 There is no one else than 
yourself to blame for your lack of happiness and wellbeing. As Slavoj 
Zizek observed, when there are no external restrictions as to what 
one can do (when there is the complete ‘freedom-from’, as Marathe 
would say) this does not necessarily lead to a relieve from pressure; 
instead the pressure will come from within: ‘it becomes more likely 
that [the subject] will feel guilty when (or better said: because) he is 
not happy’.57 This is a much more abstract guilt than the kind one 
may feel when not complying with explicit laws and rules. A 
‘hysterical restlessness’ will haunt such a self that is free to do and be 
what it wants, as Zizek describes it.58 Such hysterical restlessness can 
tip over in mere passivity, as is shown in Infinite Jest, when people 
realize that they will never reach this abstract goal of ‘being happy’. 

 
53 Cushman, “Why the Self Is Empty: Toward a Historically Situated 
Psychology,” 606. 
54 Ibid.: 604-5. 
55 Ibid.: 605. 
56 Ibid.: 608. 
57 Slavoj Zizek, Het Subject En Zijn Onbehagen: Vijf Essays over Psychoanalyse En Het 
Cartesiaanse Cogito, trans. Johan Schokker (Amsterdam/Meppel: Boom, 1997) 43. 
The translation from Dutch is mine. 
58 Ibid. 42. 
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It is exactly to the ‘narcissistically wounded’ that James’s movie 
‘Infinite Jest’ appeals. Because, from what can be gathered from the 
text, this movie consists for the most part of a scene in which a 
mother figure (played by Joelle) apologizes profusely (‘I’m so sorry. 
I’m so terribly sorry’) with the camera lens projected so that ‘the 
point of view was from the crib’ (939). This is the ultimate 
phantasmagoric wish-fulfillment: subconscious resentments against 
the parent figure for not being able to provide the child/adult with a 
strong and secure sense of self are acknowledged because the mother 
figure takes the blame and apologizes, plus, because of the angle of 
the camera, the viewer gets to finally be in the position of the child 
again, a position in which nothing at all is demanded of her or him.  

Individuals in the world presented in Infinite Jest are expected to 
completely rely on their own judgment when it comes to deciding 
what they want and, more fundamentally, who they want to be, but 
cannot find within themselves any stable and reliable motivational 
ground on which to base such decisions. Instead, introspection leads 
to nothing but an infantile desire to not have to deal with such 
decisions any more. And even more fundamentally: to the desire to 
not have to be a self anymore. As one character confesses, he ‘longed 
for unconsciousness without end’ (697). 

In The Culture of Narcissism Lasch offered a critique of ‘the culture 
of competitive individualism, which in its decadence has carried the 
logic of individualism to the extreme … the pursuit of happiness to 
the dead end of narcissistic preoccupation with the self’.59 
‘Experiences of inner emptiness, loneliness, and inauthenticity’ are 
among the effects of this narcissistic self-absorption that Lasch 
singled out; feelings that are ‘by no means unreal’ and also not 
confined to ‘middle- and upper class living conditions’, he added in 
response to those who dismissed these experiences as luxury 
problems.60 Similarly, in the novel Infinite Jest, that depicts a culture 
on the verge of or even beyond this decadent implosion of supra-
individual values, the inner emptiness is not a problem just for the 
privileged. 
 

 
59 Lasch, The Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of Diminishing Expectations 
21. 
60 Ibid. 64. 
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But how do we picture this inner emptiness? ‘[W]ho is this narrator 
announcing a loss of self?’, as psychiatrist James Phillips wondered.61 
Saying ‘I am empty inside’ still implies an ‘I’ that experiences 
something, in this case inner emptiness. There is not ‘no self present 
to do the feeling’ as Jameson would have it.62 Quite to the contrary: 
feeling empty inside is presented in Infinite Jest as a very pervasive 
experience that the ‘I’ is totally absorbed in and that the individuals 
experiencing it try to disconnect from. Because they identify so 
totally with this feeling, this feeling needs to be externalized in one 
way or another. 

But the trouble is, as Kate Gompert tries to explain to her 
psychiatrist: ‘This is a feeling. I feel it all over … It’s all over 
everywhere … It’s like I can’t get enough outside it to call it 
anything.’ (73) Her doctor tries to subsume her state under the 
heading of a textbook clinical condition, but the narrative focus is on 
the experiential level, and shows the painful discrepancy between 
accepted psychological terminology or ‘language’ and experienced 
feelings. ‘I’m totally inside it,’ Kate goes on (77), and the only way for 
her to refer to this feeling is as ‘It’: ‘Kate Gompert, down in the 
trenches with the thing itself, knows it simply as It’ (695). As the 
narrator explains: 
 

It is a level of psychic pain wholly incompatible with 
human life as we know it. It is a sense of radical and 
thoroughgoing evil not just as a feature but as the 
essence of conscious existence. It is a sense of 
poisoning that pervades the self at the self’s most 
elementary levels. It is a nausea of the cells and soul …  
It is also lonely on a level that cannot be conveyed … 
Everything is part of the problem, and there is no 
solution. (695-6) 

 
In another instance, this pervading feeling is described as: ‘total 
psychic horror: death, decay, dissolution, cold empty black 
malevolent lonely voided space’. (650). The feeling is so 

 
61 Phillips, “Psychopathology and the Narrative Self,” 319. Phillips discusses this 
problem in relation to the case of a 22-year old woman, ‘Joanne’, who is suffering 
from schizophrenia and had declared that ‘Where I was is filled with noises and 
voices … there’s a huge emptiness there that I used to fill.’ 
62 See Chapter 1. 
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overwhelming that one is ‘unable to care or choose anything outside 
it’ (777). Also the loneliness is described as a ‘closed circuit: the 
current is both applied and received from within’ (696). Kate is 
entrapped in It, or, because she is so totally engulfed by this feeling 
and there is no way of distinguishing between this feeling and her 
sense of self, Kate is entrapped in her self.  

Many of the characters in the novel have this feeling of being 
entrapped, of being in some sort of cage. This cage is described as ‘a 
mental cage’ (468), as ‘a cage of the self’ (777).63 The metaphor of the 
cage is invoked in numeral cases of individual pathologies in the 
book. This experience of being encaged in the self when at the same 
time the individual feels ‘empty inside’, existentially imploded to the 
point of being nothing but an ‘empty black malevolent lonely voided 
space’, is in the novel circumscribed in various ways, as if there are 
no fitting words for it, as if it can exist in language only as ‘it’, a word 
that again and again is charged with the affective content it can 
hardly convey. 
 
 
‘IT’, OR: FEELING(S) LOST 
‘It’, I believe, is not really an expression of a private feeling, nor is ‘it’ 
a publicly determined or culturally classified feeling. It hovers 
somewhere in between the private and the public. ‘It’ functions more 
like an index, like pointing a finger at something, whereby this 
‘something’ is forever variable, depending on the context of use. 
Later, in Chapter 6, I will further analyze this paradoxical state, a 
state that Hal Foster has described in relation to contemporary visual 
art as ‘it hurts, I can’t feel anything’.64 This seems to be exactly the sort of 
state that someone like Kate or Hal is in: ‘It’ hurts but the ‘I’ cannot 
feel anything. There is hurt but the ‘I’ feels empty inside and so the 
individual cannot really appropriate this feeling of hurt as his or her 
own private feeling, because this feeling cannot be separated from a 
‘self’ that would be able to process the feeling in such a way. A 

 
63 Joelle too feels ‘encaged’, and (in preparation of a suicide attempt) she muses 
‘There isn’t an exit’ (222), which sentence perhaps echoes the conclusion at the 
end of American Psycho, the last words of this novel: ‘THIS IS NOT AN EXIT’, Bret 
Easton Ellis, American Psycho: A Novel (New York: Vintage Books, 1991) 399. 
James Incandenza also made a series of films titled ‘Cage’ (957), as can also be 
surmised from the ‘filmography’ provided in an endnote (en. 24). 
64 Foster, The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century 166. 
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‘relational ontology’ that views experiences as ‘relationally grounded’, 
in Gergen’s terminology65 (instead of either purely ‘inner’ or publicly 
determined), can help make sense of this paradoxical state. 
 
In Hal’s case this ambiguity as to whether feelings are an outward 
projection from an inner self or whether they are to be situated 
outside the individual self as existing only in the way (the form) that 
they are or can be interpreted by others, is best exemplified in scenes 
near the end of the book (although there are signs of this ambiguity 
throughout the novel). To suppress feelings and anxieties that he 
cannot really make sense of, Hal secretly smokes ‘Bob Hope’ 
(marijuana), as we learn in the beginning of the story. Only when he 
is forced to quit this habit because of a big tennis tournament coming 
up in November of the Y.D.A.U., Hal gradually starts to feel things, 
which upsets him very much because he has no way to deal with 
these feelings and lacks any socially or culturally acquired tools to 
make sense of them.  

In the course of the narrative Hal gradually shows more signs of 
what can be called a depression, although it is more a growing 
awareness of being sad. This sadness is observed by others before it 
has really sunk in with Hal what is wrong with him. It is his brother 
Mario (with whom Hal shares a room in the dorms) who tells him: 
‘You seem sad.’ (782) Hal seems sad before he acknowledges to 
himself that he may be sad.66 At that point Hal still tries to explain his 
symptoms simply as a result of his withdrawal from Bob Hope. 

Part of Hal’s symptoms, like an excess production of saliva, and 
maybe also that he cannot ‘sleep without more of the horror-show 
dreams’ (784), the horrifying nightmares he has to endure all night, 
can indeed be explained as a result of that withdrawal. But more 
troubling for him is that since he ‘abruptly Abandoned All Hope’ 
(796), he feels a ‘hole’, or ‘I feel a hole’, as he tells Mario, and ‘the 
hole’s going to get a little bigger every day until I fly apart in different 
directions’ (785).  

Because Hal no longer suppresses what he really feels and thinks 
with his Bob Hope, there is suddenly room for experiencing an 

 
65 Gergen, “Social Theory in Context: Relational Humanism.” 
66 As one critic put it: ‘Most of the novel charts the growing sadness that 
gradually removes [Hal] from the world. “Why is Hal sad?” is the simple, plainly 
put question that reverberates through the book.’ A. Star, “Finite Jest,” New 
republic 216, no. 26 (1997): 30. 
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overdose of feelings and thoughts that somehow seem to penetrate 
him from outside: ‘It was as if his head perched on the bedpost all 
night now and in the terrible early A.M. when Hal’s eyes snapped 
open immediately said Glad You’re UP I’ve Been Wanting To TALK 
To You and then it didn’t let up all day.’ (796) Hal’s ‘empty self’ 
suddenly gets to be filled with more feelings and thoughts than he 
can handle. He cannot really experience them yet as if they were his 
own feelings and thoughts. A friend of him observes: ‘Your voice. 
Shoot, are you crying? What’s the matter’, while Hal believes: ‘My 
voice had been neutral’ (865) and someone else asks: ‘Why the 
hilarity? … Your face is a hilarity face’, but Hal does not understand 
what this man is talking about, by his own account he looks ‘deadly-
somber’ (875). There is an obvious discrepancy between Hal’s own 
assessment of how he looks and feels and that of others. He seems to 
be lacking the control over the expressions of his feelings. There is still 
not an ‘I’ present who can appropriate the hurt. 
 
These passages near the end of the book are narrated by Hal again, in 
first-person. This is an elegant narrative form for highlighting the 
process of how Hal has to re-appropriate his feelings. Just like in the 
opening section of the novel we get to view things from Hal’s 
perspective. But in contrast to the opening scene in these passages 
near the end of the book it is Hal who seems to be confused about 
what his expressions mean instead of the others around him. Hal 
does not have a grip on his feelings yet. 

Already in one of the first scenes in the book, in for example the 
dialogue between Hal as a kid and his father disguised as 
‘conversationalist’, it becomes clear that the novel focuses on the 
discrepancy between (isolated) self-perception and the perception of 
self by others (his father believes Hal does not speak, while from 
Hal’s perspective this is just a ‘hallucination’ his father has). Such 
instances in the book add up to a ‘narrative vision’, I would call it (by 
which I mean an underlying idea in the novel that is carried through 
by the narrative form), of phenomenological blurring of subjective worlds: 
experience worlds cannot be defined or limited from within (are not 
centered around an autonomous self) but are neither simply defined 
or determined by external limits. 
 
At first the novel seems a compendium of isolated stories of 
different selves, stressing the solipsistic quality of subjective 
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experiences. This is how it is, the novel seems to claim: people are 
alone and by themselves and cannot really communicate what they 
mean and who they are and they also do not seem capable of 
attaching meaning to their own private experiences. Not only the 
sense of the reality of things and other people but also the reality of 
their own ‘self’ is therefore in doubt. This novel does not play just 
with ontological instabilities, like many postmodernist novels, the 
focus, I think, is on this latter existential instability. And the novel is 
not an abstract experiment with fragmented identities but focuses 
almost exclusively on the phenomenology of the existential implosion at 
the core of each narrative of a self that is presented in this novel. 

But the narrative develops in a gradual overlapping between these 
highly isolated experience worlds. Eventually, we could say, 
experiences in this novel are neither private nor public, but they are 
to be negotiated or shared before they can take on the status of being 
‘real’, existent. This is also highlighted by granting the AA narrative 
format such a prominent place in the book, as we will see. In Infinite 
Jest the narrative forms that are tried out are to carry through the 
underlying ‘agenda’ of the novel. 
 
The narrator at some point explicitly links ‘this depression issue’ 
(692) to ‘the lively arts of the millennial U.S.A.’ that ‘treat anhedonia 
and internal emptiness as hip and cool’ (694): 
 

The U.S. arts are our guide to inclusion. A how-to. We 
are shown how to fashion masks of ennui and jaded 
irony at a young age … and then it’s stuck there, the 
weary cynicism that saves us from gooey sentiment 
and unsophisticated naïveté. Sentiment equals naïveté 
on this continent (at least since the Reconfiguration) 
… naïveté is the last true terrible sin in the theology of 
millennial America … that queer persistent U.S. myth 
that cynicism and naïveté are mutually exclusive. (694) 

 
Again, here, very directly, the narrator makes the connection between 
the mental states of characters, including Hal, and the dominant 
cultural codes, myths and the ‘theology’ (or ideology) of this post-
Reconfiguration U.S. Apparently, he also believes art can play an 
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important role in creating or disseminating such cultural codes.67 This 
raises expectations of the novel itself as an artistic project, I think. It 
is not unreasonable to expect of a novel that articulates the belief that 
art can function as a ‘guide’, that it will try to offer alternative cultural 
codes that could relieve the characters (and vicariously perhaps also 
the reader) of the ‘ennui and jaded irony’ it diagnoses so critically. In 
the next sections I will show in what sense Infinite Jest is an 
experiment directed at finding a ‘fitting’ narrative form to convey its 
underlying ‘relational humanistic’ agenda.68 
 
 
THE SELF-HELP GROUP (AN IRONY-FREE ZONE) 
There is one thing Hal does feel ‘to the limit, lately’, namely that ‘he 
is lonely’ (694). One of Hal’s ‘deepest and most pregnant 
abstractions’ in his idea that ‘we’re all lonely for something we don’t 
know we’re lonely for. How else to explain the curious feeling that he 
goes around feeling like he misses somebody he’s never even met?’ 
(1053) This ‘somebody’ could of course be his father, with whom he 
has never had any real contact or felt any connection with, but it 
could also be his own ‘internal’ self that he never really got to know 
very well. In pop-psychological terms: Hal has never really been ‘in 
touch with his feelings’. The only ‘language’ available to deal with 
feelings and anxieties and problems in the world as Hal knows it, is 
the discursive practice of popular psychology, the language of self-
help groups. 

A big portion of the novel deals with this cultural practice of self-
help groups: the language that is spoken in such groups, the ideas (or 
ideology) behind this practice, and the pragmatics of how such 
groups and their programs work. We learn about these aspects 
through individual experiences of many characters that at some point 

 
67 I will assume the narrator is male, which is never explicitly stated, but may be 
assumed. (Lanser’s rule: ‘In the absence of any text-internal clues as to the 
narrator’s sex, use the pronoun appropriate to the author’s sex’ Jahn, Narratology: 
A Guide to the Theory of Narrative ([cited).) This paragraph is one of the few places 
in the book in which the narrator steps forward, so to speak, by using a pronoun: 
‘we’; also ‘I’ on some other occasions (241, 437, 1052). We can identify the 
narrator therefore as an American, speaking from an inside position, as when he 
refers to ‘we’, ‘you and me’ (696) or ‘us’ (1032), where ‘us’ refers to post-
Reconfiguation Americans, revealing the narrator as being part of the storyworld, 
speaking from within the same time-space continuum. 
68 Gergen, “Social Theory in Context: Relational Humanism.” 
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have been part of such a group but information is also presented in 
more descriptive passages. Despite the critique ventilated in the novel 
(by the characters and the narrator) on the corniness, the worn-out 
clichés circulating in such contexts, actually the stance toward this 
self-help group culture in the novel is not negative, which may be 
surprising in such a sophisticated text. What is acknowledged, is that 
the restructuring process stimulated in such groups, a restructuring of 
one’s life story according to the rather strict or rigid format provided, 
actually seems to work. 
 
One of the three main locations in the novel (besides the E.T.A. and 
the mountain top in the desert where Marathe and Steeply are 
talking) is a halfway house for recovering addicts called Ennett 
House, located down hill from the E.T.A.. ‘If … you ever chance to 
spend a little time around a Substance-recovery halfway facility like 
… Ennett House, you will acquire many exotic new facts’, the 
narrator starts off a section listing indeed many of such facts (200-
205). Facts as: ‘That logical validity is not a guarantee of truth’, ‘That 
it is possible to learn valuable things from a stupid person’ (202), and 
‘That the cliché “I don’t know who I am” unfortunately turns out to 
be more than a cliché’ (204). The list consists of many banal facts 
mixed with more profound insights into the human condition, and 
there are hundreds of such facts packed in these six pages, including 
some facts about Alcoholics Anonymous (AA). AA functions as a 
blueprint for all derivative self-help groups in the book, such as 
Narcotics Anonymous (NA). Included in the novel are ‘selected 
transcripts’ (176-181) or ‘snippets’ (563-565; 1000-1003) from 
‘interfaces’ between staff members of Ennett House and the 
residents, plus other more informal dialogues (270-281; 531-38) in 
which much is said about the experience of having to restructure 
one’s life with the tools the self-help group offers. There are also 
some lively descriptions of AA and NA meetings69 that give an idea 
of the kind of narrative format that people joining a self-help group 
have to use to retell their life story in an accepted way. 
 
The central character in these stories about AA and Ennett House is 
Don Gately, a former drug addict who after successfully completing 
the Program (the twelve steps of NA in his case) is now a live-in 

 
69 343-367; 367-375; 376-379; 503-507; 959-60. 
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staffer at Ennett House looking after the handful of residents of this 
halfway house by listening to their stories and complaints, by making 
sure that they go to work and meetings on time, and also 
(unfortunately for them) by preparing their dinner. Gately is both 
tough and soft. Like Mario he is a sympathetic listener to others’ 
stories. But Gately is also able to be strict and set limits. We could 
say that in that sense he is the ideal parent figure for the troubled 
individuals living at Ennett House. 

His capability to empathize with others is something Gately has 
learned in the Program. This is a key quality in this local culture. At 
meetings of AA the goal is ‘total empathy with the speakers’, which 
(in Boston AA at least) is called ‘Identification’ (345). All such rules 
are explained most clearly in a long passage focalized through Gately 
in which the narrative alternates between the generic and the 
particular, between the do’s and don’ts of AA in general, and the 
particularistic stories of individual speakers at the meeting Gately at 
that time attends. The narrative structure of this passage mirrors 
therefore the way the discourse of self-help groups itself is 
constructed. It is supposedly not an authoritative discourse dictated 
from above but grounded in and built up from individual life-stories 
from which then some ‘free advise’ may be distilled, advise that 
circulates in the form of capitalized clichés, or ‘simple imperative 
clauses’ (351) from the mouths of ‘veterans’ such as: ‘Hang In’, ‘Just 
Do It’ (350), and ‘Keep Coming’ (353). 

AA is viewed as ‘a benign anarchy … any order to the thing is a 
function of Miracle. No regs, no musts, only love and support and 
the occasional humble suggestion born of shared experience. A non-
authoritarian, dogma-free movement.’ (356) That it is ‘sub-rosa 
dogmatic’ is something every ‘gifted cynic, with a keen bullish-
antenna’ will eventually understand (356), but by then it doesn’t 
matter much because, since it appears to be working, even the most 
cynic person will in desperation ‘surrender to the Group conscience’ 
(357). The alternative is worse: ‘It’s all optional; do it or die.’ (357) 

What is discouraged, is to assume a meta-position vis-à-vis this 
‘system of clichés’ (272): one is not to ask how or why it works, one 
has to simply bracket one’s disbelief and not try to think it through 
because it is not ‘an intellectual thing’, as Gately explains to a 
newcomer (1002), but a practice. The Program is indeed ‘riddled with 
these obvious and idiotic fallacies and reductia ab absurdum’ and 
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does not make ‘rational sense’ (1002), but one has to put on hold 
one’s critical faculties for the moment and start by doing, not thinking.  
Thinking at its worst will lead to what is called ‘analysis paralysis’ 
(203, 1002): an addictive thinking pattern in which every thought is 
immediately interdicted by a meta-thought and then a meta-meta-
thought, ad infinitum. The clearest example in the book of this 
analysis paralysis is the scene near the beginning of the book showing 
Ken Erdedy’s infinitely regressive anxious thoughts while waiting for 
his drug supplier, a scene that ends with Erdedy in a totally passive 
position, like Buridan’s donkey, unable to choose what to do first, his 
mind crashed to an utter blank. This addictive thinking style is a form 
of intellectual implosion, it does not clear up one’s mind, it exhausts 
the mind, like a car spinning its wheels three inches above the 
ground: it does not result in a movement toward something, it is a 
regressive spiraling in on itself of the conscious mind. Hal too is such 
a mind in overdrive without a fixed and firm stand. For Hal it 
ultimately results in ‘thought-prophylaxis’ (907) near the end of his 
story in the Y.D.A.U., running a ‘response-tree’ but finding that ‘I 
couldn’t decide’ (908). 

The pragmatic approach of AA is supposed to work by 
circumventing this critical thinking: Just Do It. Mimicking the 
prescribed actions will do at first, ‘Fake It Till You Make It’ (369). 
One does not have to first understand how it works. As Gately recalls 
his thoughts as a newcomer: 
 

it didn’t matter at this point what he thought or 
believed or even said. All that mattered was what he 
did. If he did the right things, and kept doing them for 
long enough, what Gately thought and believed would 
magically change. Even what he said. (466). 

 
In effect it involves a transformation of one’s ‘paradigm of 
experience’, a transformation of the way one sees things, thinks 
about things, and talks about things. The transformation is ‘magical’ 
and cannot be rationally explained. It can only be shown, 
exemplified. Likewise in the novel itself it is only shown, most 
notably exemplified by Hal, and not so much rationalized, that the 
parameters of an individual’s life world have changed.  

The rationalization or theorizing of how and why this change is 
brought about is secondary to showing how it ‘works’. It works as a 
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process of identification, by taking a leap of faith and assuming 
another person may be experiencing somewhat of the same thing 
(which involves taking a leap out of the ‘cage’ of the self) and then 
mirroring the other’s way of thinking, seeing and talking. Much like 
how a child learns its way around the world by going through a 
process of socialization, mirroring the parent. 
 
In accord with the ideology of the culture at large in Infinite Jest, AA 
too ‘stresses the utter autonomy of the individual member’ (356), but, 
also like in the official culture, this is an illusion of autonomy, there is 
only the appearance of freedom, since in actuality the supposedly 
autonomous individual feels he cannot make it on his own and is 
thus eventually quite willing to ‘surrender [his] will’ (357). AA then 
picks up where the official culture has left these individuals: utterly 
alone and incapable of choosing on their own how they could 
constructively build a life for themselves, they willingly resort to the 
quasi-dogma’s of self-help groups. Such self-help groups appeal to 
the ingrained need and expectancy to be self-sufficient, with a 
terminology constructed around ‘self-help’, but also to the more 
primary need for some guidance offered in the form of a group 
conscience, shared values. 
 
AA offers the disoriented and ‘lost’ individuals that come in also 
stand-ins for the lack of a ‘loving-filled father’. Every member is 
supposed to acknowledge a ‘God as You Understand Him’ – a God 
that is not so much a metaphysical God as it is a point of reference, a 
metaphor or symbol that helps the recovering addict to 
operationalize a much needed faith. This ‘God’ functions as a point 
of reference outside one’s own mind. ‘AA and NA and CA’s “God” 
does not apparently require that you believe Him/Her/It’ (201) – it 
is the ritual of praying and of asking help that is enough. A form of 
conditioning that will eventually lead to the result of a growing 
awareness that one is not alone. 

While ‘God’ in this context is a more abstract father-figure, there 
are more concrete father-figures at hand. It is the veterans at 
meetings (people with a long history in AA) that function as the real 
role models, and their stories figure as narrative templates. These 
stories always follow the same pattern: individuals relate how 
troubled they were before they ‘hit bottom’ (the low point when 
everything is at its worst) and how then after that, with the help of 
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the self-help group, they began the long and difficult process of 
‘recovering’. Such stories, as Holstein and Gubrium summarize it in 
their short discussion of AA, follow ‘the overall script of a 
redemption narrative’:70 These individual stories are reiterated again 
and again and ‘newcomers’ quickly learn to adjust their storytelling to 
the narrative template or script invoked in such stories and to abide 
by the implicit storytelling rules.  
 
The worst one can do at a meeting, is ‘performing’ (367): 
 

The thing is it has to be the truth to really go over, 
here. It can’t be a calculated crowd-pleaser, and it has 
to be the truth unslanted, unfortified. And maximally 
unironic. An ironist in a Boston AA meeting is a witch 
in church. Irony-free zone. Same with sly disingenuous 
manipulative pseudo-sincerity. (369) 

 
This ‘irony-free zone’ is embedded in an American culture in which 
being ironic is the dominant way of interacting. In that sense 
individuals that ‘come in’ really do have to be reprogrammed, to 
reprogram their communicative skills. 

At AA one learns to Identify instead of Compare. Comparing, it is 
explained, still puts the ego at the center: are others worse off than 
me? Comparing is thus a form of measuring the difference between 
oneself and the other. Identifying instead is about recognizing a 
sameness between self and other: ‘all the speakers’ stories of decline 
and fall and surrender are basically alike, and like your own’, one is 
supposed to learn ‘through total empathy with the speakers’ (345). 
Does the reprogramming at AA amount, then, to a form of de-
individualizing? If everybody’s story is basically alike, in what sense 
do these individuals that have lost themselves in their various 
addictions really ‘recover’ a sense of self through this retelling of their 
self-stories? 

Mary Holland in her critique of Infinite Jest finds it ‘ironic that a 
collection of people defined by their solipsism should endeavor to 
cure themselves chiefly through an appeal to empathy’ and points out 
that the directive ‘to identify’ in AA is not really about identifying 
with ‘strangers’ but basically about individuals identifying ‘with their 
 
70 Holstein and Gubrium, The Self We Live By: Narrative Identity in a Postmodern 
World 121. 
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own story, with themselves’ and feels that the program becomes, 
then, just an ‘alternative way of forgetting the self’, by absorbing the 
self not in drug use but in this Program.71 Therefore the novel for 
her does not find a real solution for the narcissism presented as the 
main problem in Infinite Jest; the form of identifying propagated at 
AA only reinforces the ‘narcissistic loop’, according to Holland. 

There are indeed ‘some definite cultish, brainwashy elements to 
the AA Program’ as Gately too acknowledges, although he thinks of 
it as ‘more like deprogramming than actual washing’ (369). The 
recovery or redemption narrative of Boston AA in Infinite Jest is 
summarized in: ‘You give it up to get it back to give it away.’ (344) 
You surrender your diseased self and start ‘identifying yourself as a 
member of this larger thing, the Group’ (en. 132, 1025), and then you 
devote your self to ‘Giving it Away’, ‘spreading the message’ in the 
form of sharing your own story of recovery to newcomers. In the 
process, the private and lonely and diseased self is transformed into a 
public story of the self. One becomes, as ‘alcoholic self’, an exemplary 
tale. 
 
According to Holstein and Gubrium, the AA narrative or ‘discourse 
of the alcoholic self’ provides ‘a shared and recognizable template for 
locally centering experience’, but a template that nevertheless does 
not completely dictate every narrative ‘move’ in one egalitarian 
sweep, but is ‘variable’ in the sense that every speaker uses the script 
to tell a still very personal story, offering his or her own 
interpretations of what it meant for example to ‘hit bottom’ in their 
own case.72 

AA in Infinite Jest is presented by the veterans as just a ‘simple 
practical recipe’ (370) for day-to-day survival. It has no abstract 
ideology but is a form of pragmatism, ‘no whys or wherefores’ (370). 
One has to simply go through the motions even if one cannot believe 
it will work: ‘it just works’, the veterans will say (350). It takes a 
‘Blind Faith in the older guys’ eventually, a blind faith that is inversely 
related to a complete lack of faith in the self: it is only when ‘they’ve 
got you’ that ‘you’re free’ as it is stated in the novel (351). So, 

 
71 Mary K. Holland, ““the Art’s Heart Purpose”: Braving the Narcissistic Loop of 
David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest,” Critique / Bolingbroke Society 47, no. 3 (2006): 
223. 
72 Holstein and Gubrium, The Self We Live By: Narrative Identity in a Postmodern 
World 123. 
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paradoxically, one has to ‘surrender’ to become ‘free’. It is a 
humbling experience that is presented as a relief from self-
absorption. But what one surrenders to is to be identified as an 
‘alcoholic self’ that is forever in the making (one is never ‘recovered’ 
but always a ‘recovering’ alcoholic). 

The positive aspects of AA or of self-help groups more in general 
that are highlighted, are that such groups offer the self a form of 
shelter, a sense of being ‘In Here’ (capitalized) as opposed to ‘Out 
There’ where the individual is alone and disoriented and helpless and 
will do anything to repress the feeling of responsibility that comes 
with this existential aloneness. It provides the self with some limits 
and directives, with guidance, and does so in a ‘benign’ way, that is: 
in a non-authoritarian or non-hierarchical way. The importance of at 
least some limits to regain a sense of self is also articulated in other 
passages in the book that do not directly deal with AA (Hal’s tennis 
coach Schtitt for example voiced this vision). But the discursive 
practice of self-help groups may in the end be too limited or too 
specific – very strict in the type of self that is molded by going 
through the program. We could also say that this discursive practice 
is simply not sophisticated enough to deal with more subtle 
psychological problems. It does not ‘work’ for Hal for example. 
 
Near the end of the story, Hal, when he realizes he is unable to 
handle the upsurge of feelings, nightmares and other symptoms he 
experiences on his own, descends from E.T.A. to knock on the door 
of Ennett House downhill. This is narrated from the perspective of 
Johnette F., another live-in staffer at Ennett House: ‘The way the boy 
looked and stood and talked and everything like that radiated high-
maintenance upkeep and privilege and schools where nobody carried 
weapons, pretty much a whole planet of privilege away from the 
planet of Johnette’ (786), but this upscale kid exhumes ‘the exact 
same roundabout Denial shit as persons without teeth’ (787), she 
notices (Hal is pretending not to need information on meetings for 
himself). A few pages later we get the story of how Hal in fact goes 
to a meeting, narrated from Hal’s perspective; how he sneaks out to 
attend the most ‘distant and obscure’ (795) of the meetings on the 
list, feeling ‘pathetic and absurd even going to check this Narcotics 
Anonymous Meeting thing out’ (796). 

Hal, typically, is ‘factually prepared’ (has looked up the 
‘developmental history since BC ’35 … of AA’ in the O.E.D. on his 
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‘mnemomic screen’, 797), but is not at all emotionally prepared for 
what he will encounter. All the while nervously trying to regulate his 
excessive saliva production, he sits quietly in the background while 
the meeting unfolds. Hal ‘wills himself to stay objective and not form 
any judgments before he has serious data, hoping desperately for 
some sort of hopeful feeling to emerge’ (801). But what he detects is 
a group of ‘middle class guys in at least their thirties … sitting there 
clutching teddy bears to their sweatered chests’ talking about their 
‘Inner Infant’ (800), who are encouraged that it is not at all ‘unmanly 
or pathetic’ to cry (801). While these men address their ‘Inner 
Infant’s abandonment and deep-deprivation issues’ (802), Hal 
understands he is at the wrong meeting and wants out, horrified at 
the view of something he knows only from parody. 

The meeting is in the novel itself also presented as something to 
laugh at, as something completely over the top, as an excess of self-
help group cultures (more brilliantly rendered than in a Palahniuk 
novel actually), and described with less sympathy than AA meetings. 
That Hal does not find what he is looking for, that in the novel he is 
not granted the ‘magic’ of the self-help group solution is significant. 
Apparently this is not a one directional solution for every problem 
individuals have to deal with in this storyworld – and that it does not 
work for Hal, who plays such an important role in the novel, 
underscores this. Hal is at the wrong type of meeting, of course, but 
he could have been at an NA meeting, at least that would have been a 
narrative option at that point. Instead Hal felt absurd and pathetic 
going to a self-help group meeting and he leaves feeling absurd and 
pathetic having gone there; and nothing is resolved. He eventually 
may resolve his problems in a different, alternative way, though, as 
we will see. But although the self-help groups play an important role 
in the novel it is not through this narrative practice that Hal finds a 
new way to ‘story’ himself. 
 
In Infinite Jest the subculture of self-help groups is presented as a 
‘zone’, embedded in the overall narrative of the novel. Its values and 
practices are couched in a novel that by itself is not completely irony-
free nor one-dimensionally stirred toward propagating a new poetic 
totally stripped of postmodernist concerns. It is exactly the maybe 
unresolved tension that makes this book interesting, a tension that 
one critic summarized by asking: ‘Can Wallace have his human 
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beings and his anti-humanism at once?’73 That is, the novel on the 
one hand focuses on human experiences, on human emotions – 
many reviewers have remarked on the (apparently noteworthy) 
attention to character that the book displays74 – but on the other 
hand these human aspects are always almost anxiously presented, 
embedded in highly self-conscious prose, which highlights the 
difficulty or impossibility of straightforwardly presenting emotions in 
a novel written at the end of the millennium, a novel grounded in a 
postmodernist tradition. (This tactic is also obvious in the three 
stories discussed in the Intermezzo chapter.)  

Therefore I do not agree that the narrative format of AA is 
proposed in the novel, as has been suggested, as a clear-cut ‘narrative 
solution’ for the solipsism that is associated with postmodernist 
forms of storytelling.75 I believe the AA narrative format, with its 
focus on the experiential level and not on sophisticated stylistic 
tricks, in Infinite Jest indeed functions to re-introduce some aspects of 
storytelling that may have seemed ‘trite’ for the sophisticated reader 
especially at the time the book was published, such as the ban on 
irony, the importance of being true and honest, the aspect of 
‘sharing’ and the necessity of empathetic identification with others. 
But I think it goes too far to state that the novel itself is ‘like an AA 
meeting’.76 Instead there is another clue presented in the text as to 
the poetic agenda of the novel and the narrative form most suiting 
for it. 
 
 
ENCAGED FIGURANTS 
The novel Infinite Jest is not really structured like an AA meeting 
because at such meetings every story is centered on an already pre-
described, normative identity; the protagonist in AA stories is always 
‘the alcoholic self’ (every story starts with: ‘Hi, I am [first name], and 
I’m an alcoholic’). Infinite Jest as a compendium of many different 
stories of selves does not presume one particular type of self. If 

 
73 Star, “Finite Jest,” 28. 
74 See Chapter 2. 
75 Brooks Daverman, “The Limits of the Infinite: The Use of Alcoholics 
Anonymous in Infinite Jest as a Narrative Solution after Postmodernism” (Senior 
Honors Paper, Oberlin College, 2001). 
76 Tom LeClair, “The Prodigious Fiction of Richard Powers, William Vollmann, 
and David Foster Wallace,” Critique / Bolingbroke Society 38, no. 1 (1996): 34. 
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anything, the type most common is the ‘empty self’. But this is not a 
form of identity that characters have to adjust to or acknowledge; the 
novel works in the opposite direction: it allows for these characters 
to re-articulate their needs and fears that were repressed by the ‘numb 
emptiness’. 

All these different individual stories are mostly narrated in a style 
or tone of voice sympathetic to the subjective perspective of the 
character the particular story is about. There are therefore a lot of 
shifts in focus in Infinite Jest; also within a particular scene these shifts 
in focus appear. A scene may begin with a descriptive passage, then 
zoom in on a character’s experience without any apparent break 
(which may trigger the reader to reconsider the foregoing passage as 
perhaps also focalized through this character’s point of view), and 
then present yet another character’s subjective take on the events, all 
in smooth shifts. In one instance in the book the shift in perspective 
is carried by a piece of debris, a cup that is ‘blown spinning’ (480) 
from one setting toward another and then the narrative continues at 
this new location focusing on the whereabouts of the characters that 
are present there. But most often these shifts just happen without 
such a literal carrier legitimizing the narrative technique. This 
technique whereby the focus of the story continually shifts between 
different characters present at a certain time and place can best be 
interpreted as an application of a filmic technique explained within 
the novel. 
 
Near the end of the book Hal’s dead father reappears in the form of 
a ‘wraith’, a wraith able to ‘use somebody’s internal brain-voice if it 
wanted to communicate something’ to the living (831). The brain 
voice James is using is that of Gately, who due to unfortunate 
developments has ended up in the hospital and is unable to speak. 
Lying there mute, Gately feels like ‘a huge empty confessional booth’ 
(831). Visitors from Ennett House and others he knows from 
meetings have already used him as someone to freely talk to about 
their own troubles, profiting from his inability to talk back, and now 
someone is even able to enter his own mind and start confiding in him, 
which feels to Gately as some ‘sort of lexical rape’ (832), since all of a 
sudden words pop up in his thoughts that he has never used before. 
Later on the experience is expressed in terms that may remind the 
reader of how Hal described his anxiousness when waking up, his 
chattering head waiting for him on the bedpost: ‘it was like he was 



 172 

trapped inside his huge chattering head’ (922), Gately thinks. Gately 
tries to make sense of what is happening by explaining the wraith 
away as a dream figure or else as a ‘visitation from Gately’s personally 
confused understanding of God’ (833). But no, the wraith explains, 
he is just a wraith who has to make an enormous effort to be able to 
make himself visible because normally he moves at the ‘invisible 
speed of quanta’ (831). 

This element of magical realism in Infinite Jest, the appearance of 
James as ghost, at first does not seem to fit in this novel. Although 
many strange things happen in this novel, they are for the most part 
exaggerations, stretching the imagination but not going beyond the 
domain of the possibly real. It may upon a first reading seem to be a 
stopgap, a way to maybe connect some loose ends in the storylines. 
But this appearance of James as a ghost can also be interpreted as a 
more thoughtfully constructed interruption. I will argue that this 
presence/absence of James as wraith can be read as a manifestation 
of the narrator voice within the storyworld. 
 
While in real life it is impossible to enter another person’s mind, this 
is actually a rather normal procedure in fiction. We are so used to it 
that we hardly notice it anymore as something unrealistic. But here, 
in Infinite Jest, this technique is again de-familiarized, we could say. By 
literalizing the narrative technique, making it concrete as an event 
happening within the storyworld and allowing a character to notice 
what is happening, to feel the intrusion and comment on it as 
something that feels weird, our attention is again drawn to it. Using 
the internal brain voice of another being is indeed something 
magical, and here in this passage with the wraith, it is acknowledged 
that it is exactly that: a magical thing to happen. At its worst it is a 
form of lexical rape, at its best the narrator is able to mimic the tone 
of voice and style of thinking of the character whose thoughts he 
narrates. I do not mean to say that James is the narrator of the story, 
only that his appearance is like a narrator revealing himself and being 
explicit about his role. James is clumsy in his effort to use Gately’s 
brain voice. But this may be a clever way of showing the fallibility of 
the Narrator, who perhaps indeed is not a God-figure but simply 
another being doing his best to ‘empathize’ (831) with his characters 
whose minds he occupies. In that sense, the passage with the wraith 
can be read as an implicit commentary or view on the workings of 
fiction and the construction of narratives. 
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But it also contains a lot of other important information and clues, as 
we will see. The most important is that in this passage with James as 
wraith we are given a clue as to how Infinite Jest the novel is 
narratively constructed. One of James’s preoccupations as a 
filmmaker, he explains to Gately (‘or Gately is realizing’, 835), was 
with the role of the figurant: 
 

you can’t appreciate the dramatic pathos of a figurant 
until you realize how completely trapped and encaged he 
is in his mute peripheral status … no possible voice or 
focus for the encaged figurant. (835) 

 
A stylistic innovation James invented therefore was to make sure of it 
 

you could bloody well hear every single performer’s 
voice, no matter how far out on the cinematographic 
or narrative periphery they were; and that it wasn’t the 
self-conscious overlapping dialogue of a poseur like 
Schwulst or Altman … it was real life’s real egalitarian 
babble of figurantless crowds, of the animate world’s 
real agora, the babble of crowds every member of 
which was the central and articulate protagonist of his 
own entertainment … the complete unfiguranted 
egalitarian aural realism … radical realism (835-36). 

 
This is also exactly what is effectuated in Infinite Jest: seemingly 
marginal characters get their own ‘voice’ (using their sociolect, slang, 
jargon) and especially in the parts related in either direct or free 
indirect discourse they indeed get to be the center of narrative 
attention. Many of such centers of attention are present therefore in 
this novel, or ‘centers of narrative gravity’. Would marginal characters 
normally stay at the ‘narrative periphery’, in Infinite Jest such marginal 
characters become focalizers. 

With each character’s voice heard, their ‘marginality’ is eclipsed. 
As Tom LeClair wrote in his analysis of Infinite Jest, ‘the serious 
business of Infinite Jest is diagnosing how “figurants” are produced in 
families, social systems, and national cultures’.77 But the novel not 
only diagnoses this process, a process that I analyzed in terms of how 

 
77 Ibid.: 33. 
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the socio-cultural contexts presented in the novel have effectuated in 
particular (pathological) conceptions of the self – the novel also 
wants to do something about this, to find a way to change the 
entrapment of selves in the dominant paradigms of experience in this 
world. 

Selves in this novel are thus not ‘decentralized’. The novel starts 
off with selves already being (or feeling) as if they are decentralized – 
this decentralization being conceptualized in this novel as an 
existential implosion: a self that feels empty inside but at the same 
time entrapped in the self. This decentralization is not at all some 
form of liberation from the self or a relief from self-centeredness, 
quite to the contrary. But these characters or selves are not re-
centralized either, they do not become the center of the whole of the 
narrative, they are each the center of their own subjective world, each 
one is the protagonist of ‘his own entertainment’, as James put it, 
without there being one absolute center. The question we should ask 
then, is: would that not still result in a narrative presentation of 
solipsistic worlds, each protagonist still entrapped, but babbling now, 
in his or her own narrative cage? 
 
James as wraith also comments on the psychological withdrawal he 
perceived in his son Hal: 
 

The wraith … had seen his own personal youngest 
offspring … becoming a figurant, toward the end … 
No horror on earth or elsewhere could equal watching 
your own offspring open his mouth and have nothing 
come out … this son’s retreat to the periphery of life’s 
frame (837). 

 
Hal, according to James, had become toward the end of James’s life, 
‘blank, inbent, silent, frightening, mute’, ‘a steadily more and more 
hidden boy’ (838). This had triggered James Incandenza to make a 
movie especially for Hal, the last movie that he worked on, 
‘something so bloody compelling it would reverse thrust on a young 
self’s fall into the womb of solipsism, anhedonia, death in life … to 
bring him “out of himself,” as they say’ (839). This is the film that 
propels the unfolding of events in the story; it is the Entertainment 
Marathe and Steeply talk about on their mountaintop, the film 
‘Infinite Jest’. This film then, we are led to conclude, was especially 
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made for Hal, intended by James as ‘a medium via which he and the 
muted son could simply converse’ (838, emphasis in the text). Did Hal 
watch this movie? We cannot be sure. What we do know is that this 
film is lethal for others watching it. 

While the plot thickens (as the reader gets more and more 
scattered information to process about the search for the master 
copy of the Entertainment), most of the narrative space in the last 
two hundred pages or so is taken up by such dreams and thoughts of 
Gately in the hospital. Plot wise, Gately’s dreams and/or realizations 
while lying in the hospital, point toward events that happen or may 
happen in the missing year (chronologically, the year between the 
time the narrative ends, the end of the book, and the opening scene). 
Gately for example wonders why the wraith actually visits him, a 
stranger, and not his son, if he wants to converse so much; maybe 
because the appearance of ‘his late organic dad as a ghost or wraith 
would drive the youngest son bats’, as Gately realizes (840). The fact 
that Hal, as he mentions in the opening scene, has been in a 
psychiatric ward before (‘one year back’) may be evidence that James 
has indeed shown himself to Hal and that that tipped Hal over the 
edge. Furthermore, Gately dreams that he and ‘a very sad kid’ (Hal 
presumably) are digging up the head of a ‘dead guy’ (that would be 
James) looking for something buried in the head that is very 
important, but that they are ‘Too Late’ (934). We know from other 
text fragments that James had all the master copies of his films 
buried with him in his grave; the important thing then could be the 
master copy of the film ‘Infinite Jest’. This scene at the grave is not 
in the book; it is dreamed or hallucinated by Gately, but also 
remembered by Hal in the Year of Glad (17). Strangely enough, Gately 
also appears to be dreaming fragments of this film (850-51). 
 
Trying to reconstruct the plot is not the point of my analysis of this 
novel. I am more interested in Hal’s sadness, his growing awareness 
that he is sad, and how he tries to cope with it. These plot lines are 
relevant only in so far they can inform us about the development of 
Hal’s story. Gately’s narrative alternates with other scenes, most 
importantly by some longer sections that are narrated in first-person 
by Hal, using the past tense (851-854; 864-876; 896-902; 906-911; 
941-958). These last sections narrated by Hal together are a narration 
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of Hal’s ‘last day’ we could say, 20 November Y.D.A.U.,78 
chronologically the last day (before his narration is taken up again in 
the opening scene of the novel in the Year of Glad). It is on this day 
that Hal breaks down, we could say. 

Hal wakes up before dawn ‘feeling as though there was nothing in 
the day to anticipate or lend anything any meaning’ (853); this dread 
is something he has experienced ever since he quit Bob Hope. He 
strolls through the hallways of the dorm and sees a classmate. When 
he utters his first words, to Ortho Stice, Hal’s words are interpreted 
as ‘crying’ (865), a first sign that his expressions are off. Casually 
mentioned is also that Hal sees a ‘figure’ outside that he cannot 
identify because of the snow and also Stice tries to tell Hal that he 
himself has felt the presence of some sort of ghost this night (both 
indications that maybe James is there), but they do not really go into 
it further. Hal walks off and meets some cleaners who also notice 
that Hal’s expressions are strangely exaggerated: ‘Your face is a 
hilarity-face’ (875), which makes Hal check his face in the window. 
He cannot really see how his face looks, other than that ‘I looked 
sketchy and faint to myself, tentative and ghostly’ (876). Then, 
suddenly, ‘it’ hits him, an ‘unexplained panic’: 
 

Everything came at too many frames per second. 
Everything had too many aspects. The intensity wasn’t 
unmanageable. It was just intense and vivid … It was 
without the abstract, cognitive quality of Bob … But 
the panic was there too, endocrinal, paralyzing, and 
with an overcognitive, bad-trip-like element … 
something like a shadow flanked the vividness and 
lucidity of the world. (896) 

 
Everything that seemed familiar to him now ‘seemed suddenly old as 
stone’ (896), as if he experiences the repetitiveness of his life before 
him all in one flash. His reaction is to lie down in a ‘Viewing Room’ 
as a rush of memories and thoughts overwhelms him, memories of 
his childhood, of his father, their family life and more recent events. 
Although all of this is still narrated in a rather detached tone of voice, 
in these fragments Hal is more open than he has ever been in the 
story. He muses in private about the meaning of addiction for 
 
78 Although, accidentally or not, on page 865 Hal reads from a ‘digital display’ the 
date ‘11-18’. 
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example: ‘something pathetic about it’, he thinks, ‘A flight-from in 
the form of a plunging-into. A flight-from exactly what?’ (900). That 
he starts to ask these kinds of questions shows that Hal, triggered by 
the sudden breakdown, is in the process of growing more aware of 
himself, or of recomposing himself: ‘I felt awakened to a basic 
dimension I’d neglected during years of upright movement.’ (902) 
The lying down (literally, but also figuratively, the enforced ‘break-
down’) has made him feel ‘more solidly composed … impossible to 
knock down’ (902). 

It is from this position that Hal starts to look at some of his late 
father’s films that are stacked in the viewing room, and for the first 
time he really concentrates on the ‘pathos’ in James’s films (911). 
That in this state of need Hal turns to his father’s films is significant. 
A few days earlier Hal had already viewed some of James’s films, also 
one that Mario likes best because of its ‘unhip earnestness’ that Hal 
‘secretly likes too’, and we learn that Hal ‘likes to project himself 
imaginatively’ into the protagonist of this film, who is on his way 
‘toward ontological erasure’ (689). It is as if suddenly (now that he is 
no longer numbed by drugs) elements of his father’s films start to 
‘seem familiar’ (911). What is suggested is that at this point Hal 
finally starts to get the ‘message’ of his father’s films. Projecting 
himself imaginatively into the character of James’s film is a form of 
identifying himself with James’s characters, getting emotionally 
involved in the filmic narrative, finding a connection between his 
own state and that presented in his father’s art. 
 
Film critics, we learn in the book, commented mostly on the 
conceptual and stylistic innovations of James’s films, and found that 
although his films are interesting and ‘aesthetically ambitious’ (947) 
they are neither entertaining nor moving. Also Hal feels that ‘Getting 
emotion out of either authors or audiences’ was never ‘one of 
Himself’s strengths’, but: ‘Mario had claimed I didn’t see a lot of 
what was right there’ (944). But it seems that finally on this day Hal 
starts to acknowledge the affective content of James’s films, 
suggested by the terms he uses while thinking of the meanings of his 
father’s films, as for example ‘a sad and simple cartridge’ (945) – 
although Hal still thinks its ‘essential project remains abstract and 
self-reflexive’, we end up feeling and thinking not about the 
characters but about the cartridge itself’ (946). This dismissal parallels 
the critique of self-conscious postmodernist prose manifest in 
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Wallace’s stories such as “Westward” and “Octet”, analyzed in the 
Intermezzo chapter.79 The failure of James’s highly experimental 
films is that their form-consciousness blocks any real form of 
communication with the audience, they do not work as a medium to 
‘converse’.80 James’s films function in the novel as ultimate examples 
of the failure of postmodernist aesthetics to emotionally involve the 
audience (or readers). 

But James’s aesthetic project may also hint at the post-
postmodernist aesthetics of the novel Infinite Jest itself. James’s idea 
was to try to get the audience involved by making his work so 
entertaining that the audience could not stay detached from it. He 
failed – except maybe for his last film ‘Infinite Jest’, but then again, 
that film is lethally entertaining. James didn’t find the right balance. 
But I think the novel Infinite Jest does. Infinite Jest too tries to get its 
more difficult message across by encapsulating it in an entertaining 
form. It appeals to the sophisticated reader used to self-conscious 
and self-reflexive prose. But this seems intended to allure this reader 
into familiarizing her again with an emotional component that 
seemed lacking in experimental postmodernist fiction. The emotional 
component in Wallace’s text consists in its focus on a core sadness, 
at the heart of all the stories of selves in this novel. This sadness is 
repressed by most of the individuals in this storyworld resulting in 
‘anhedonia’, feelings of emptiness but also a residue feeling of ‘hurt’ 
that cannot be accounted for. But it is ultimately accounted for, not 
by each individual character by itself, but by the narrator. 

It is up to the narrator to ‘open up’ these isolated selves, to show 
how these individuals all suffer from the same ‘solipisistic delusion’, 
as it was described in Wallace’s novella “Westward”, the delusion 
that one is the only one who feels like the only one who feels ‘it’. 
How does that work? The strategy of the narrator is to empathize 
with his characters, projecting himself imaginatively onto his 

 
79 See also Wallace’s statements in interviews, for example: ‘metafiction … helps 
reveal fiction as mediated experience. Plus it reminds us that there’s always a 
recursive component to utterance … But … [i]t gets empty and solipsistic real 
fast. It spirals in on itself. By the mid-seventies, I think, everything useful about 
the mode had been exhausted’. McCaffery, “An Interview with David Foster 
Wallace,” 142. 
80 Joelle too had this opinion about James’s films before she worked with him on 
projects. She thought they were ‘cold, allusive, inbent, hostile: the only feeling for 
the audience one of contempt’, and only later realized ‘there had been flashes of 
something else’ (740), ‘human flashes’ (741). 
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characters, through the magic of using their ‘brain voice’. Each voice 
alone seems entrapped in its own narrative cage. But all these voices 
strung together, showing how they appear to struggle to say the same 
thing, may breach the solipsistic delusion, for the reader. 
 
The last thing we read about Hal is narrated by an unspecified ‘I’, 
presumably a fellow student (964-971). He or she notices how Hal’s 
‘face today had assumed various expressions ranging from distended 
hilarity to scrunched grimace, expressions that seemed unconnected 
to anything that was going on’, and the last word anyone hears Hal 
say is ‘the word moribund’ (966). These ‘strange moody things Hal was 
saying’ (967) are signs that Hal is retracting from his surroundings. In 
the opening scene Hal, one year later, appears even more estranged 
from his surroundings. He no longer fits in, his expressions and 
movements are perceived as grotesque. His ‘waggling’ can on one 
level be explained as the result of Hal having become ghost-like 
himself, like his father – that he takes so much effort to remain 
motionless for example and that when he does move it is too fast, 
‘like a time-lapse, a flutter of some awful growth’ (14), may be 
evidence that Hal has left the world of the living (he was ‘moribund’ 
after all) and after that remains present only as a ghost. From his own 
perception, Hal in the last scenes in the novel already started to faint 
away, as his self-description as ‘sketchy’ and ‘ghostly’ shows. The 
break between the last scenes and the opening scene then may 
involve a sort of ‘death’ of Hal. A literal death, if we want to interpret 
his presence in the opening scene as that of a ghost. But I think it is 
more interesting and informative to interpret Hal’s presence/absence 
metaphorically. 

Catherine Nichols, in her Bakhtin-inspired analysis of Infinite Jest, 
argues that Hal’s ‘transformation is one of restoring personal agency 
by turning the self inside-out rather than suppressing it’ but that this 
transformation ‘poses a threat to the values of Infinite Jest’s dominant 
culture’, as is shown in for example the opening scene, where Hal is 
taken away to a psychiatric hospital when he speaks up.81 I agree that 
Hal’s development shows that he finds a way to break away from the 
dominant cultural or communicational codes. But how exactly he 
restores a form of ‘personal agency’ is not very clearly spelled out in 
the novel. Is it really a process of Hal turning his self ‘inside out’, of 
 
81 Nichols, “Dialogizing Postmodern Carnival: David Foster Wallace’s Infinite 
Jest,” 13, 14. 
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Hal having learned to express his authentic emotions from his inner 
private self? 

Hal, in the last scenes, is not in control of his expressions and 
emotions. They overwhelm him or rush through him, as if he himself 
is still an observant bystander of his feelings and thoughts. This has 
changed one year later, when a more firm and fixed ‘I’ articulates his 
opinions and feelings, however distorted his articulations come 
across to his surroundings. Something happened in the ‘missing’ year. 
But what exactly we do not know. Many readers of the novel have 
tried to come up with theories or hypotheses about what happened 
to Hal. Is it something he ate (as Hal himself calls it in the opening 
scene), a mold, or did he perhaps take some potent drug?82 But these 
are explanations directed at novelistic ‘facts’, where I am concerned 
with a more conceptual reading of the text. Does Hal indeed regain 
some personal agency vis-à-vis the dominant cultural codes of the 
contexts he is embedded in? Or better said: does Hal regain some 
form of narrative agency, does he find a new way to story his self? 
 
That thoughts and feelings rush through him in his last scenes, that 
they seem to enter his mind as if from outside, can be interpreted as 
his father’s doings, as his father using Hal’s brain voice, conversing 
with him in a covert way and making Hal see that he is not at all 
‘empty inside’ but filled with memories, feelings and thoughts. Since 
this ghostly presence/absence of his father can be read as a metaphor 
for the narrator’s role in this novel, it is ultimately a narrator who 
grants Hal some form of personal agency. It is not something Hal 
achieves on his own, in total isolation from others. Hal, who has 
lacked a ‘loving-filled father’-figure all his life, either through reading 
the messages of his father buried inside James’s films or having 
conversed in some other way to his ghostly father, vicariously starts 
to identify himself with his father/the narrator. His father/the narrator 
has offered him examples of other stories of selves, selves dealing 
with the same difficulties as Hal, and only after Hal recognizes this 
sameness in others’ self-stories, he can begin recomposing his own 
story. It is in this way that Hal can become the narrator of the ‘story 
of Hal’. It is this growing insight that triggers his transformation. 
And it is at this point that the novel loops back to its beginning. 

 
82 See for speculations as to what happened to Hal for example the website Nick, 
The Howling Fantods! David Foster Wallace News, Info, and Links ([cited). 
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Starting again at the beginning of the novel, we can now make more 
sense of the opening scene. Hal is now one level up, we could say, 
lifted up from the storyworld, allowed a view inside the ‘minds’ of all 
the other characters. That Hal in the opening scene does not ‘fit in’ 
in the storyworld, may now be explained in a more ‘structural’ way: 
Hal in a sense has to force himself to ‘descend’ one narrative level to 
function in the story he at the same time narrates to us. On a 
discourse level Hal seems sane enough, but the others (on the story 
level) who are still stuck in the storyworld, entrapped in their socio-
cultural context, do not understand Hal’s words that are uttered from 
a different ‘dimension’ – as James-as-wraith more literally moves in a 
different dimension (831), a position ‘real free-seeming but incredibly 
lonely’, ‘having nobody know you’re there’ (833). ‘I am in here’, Hal 
exclaims to the others in the room, but of course they cannot hear 
the narrator’s voice. 
 
Although this explanation of Hal’s transformation is rather 
speculative, I do think there are enough clues in the novel that point 
toward this complex (but at the same time very simple) narrative 
operation. What is stressed is this role of the empathetic narrator and 
the redemptive value of reading or listening to stories of other selves 
that may experience the same. What is clear enough is that the novel 
is directed at finding a way to relieve isolated individuals from their 
solipsistic experience worlds. It achieves this by presenting all these 
different isolated stories of selves together, in that way showing a 
basic human sameness in their experiences. It allows an empathetic 
view from inside the experience worlds of individual characters that 
these individuals themselves are unable to achieve on their own. It is 
ultimately the (or ‘a’) narrator who shares these experiences. 

Within the storyworld it is AA that works as a way for these 
isolated individuals to share their experiences. But this narrative 
format is too deterministic in the sense that it molds the self into a 
forever pathological, ‘alcoholic self’. The self-help group discursive 
practice is also too much part of the dominant cultural practice to 
really offer an alternative sense of self. Self-help groups are more like 
‘spin-offs’ from the dominant culture; they work as a bandage for the 
weak spots in the dominant cultural conception of self. A more 
radical and at the same time very traditional re-conceptualization of 
the self is actualized by the narrative structure of the novel as a 
whole, in the interplay between the solipsistic experience worlds of 
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characters and the empathetic role of the narrator in this novel. This 
narrator does not stand ‘above’ his characters, but occasionally 
descends in the storyworld. His use of the pronoun ‘we’ for example 
testifies to his position as being involved in the experiences that he 
narrates. It is as if the narrator feels the same way as the characters, 
while at the same time allowing every character to use his or her own 
voice. The narrator operates by showing both sameness of and 
difference between individuals’ experience worlds and in that sense 
works from within the same kind of empathetic relationship that he 
tries to establish between the characters. Such an empathetic 
relationship revolves not around establishing a pure and absolute 
sameness, because that would de-individualize both the self and the 
other in the relationship. The connection is established on the level 
of experiences, recognizing self and other can have the same 
experiences, which is something different from being the same. 
 
As Hal already explains it to some of the younger students at E.T.A.: 
‘We’re each deeply alone here. It’s what we all have in common, this 
aloneness.’ (112) At that point Hal is still ‘struck’ that he really 
believes ‘what he’s said about loneliness and the structured need for a 
we here’ (114). It makes him uncomfortable. But here Hal has already 
voiced the underlying belief of the whole novel, I think. This ‘need 
for a we’ is in the storyworld of Infinite Jest ‘structured’ by all kinds of 
substitute forms of togetherness (the strict training program at ETA, 
the ‘program’ of AA, also the ‘spect-ops’). But what the novel itself 
tries to establish is showing that the aloneness may be delusional since 
it is something everybody has ‘in common’. It is only a narrator who 
can temporarily lift the narrative cage in which each individual 
character alone is lost in words. It is Hal who by assuming (or 
identifying with) the narrator position gets to share in this 
redemptive experience. As do we, the readers. 
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CHAPTER 4 
DAVE E. 
 
 
 ‘I AM THE PERFECT AMALGAM’ 
Right in the middle of A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius a 
transcription of an interview is inserted that takes up more than fifty 
pages of the book (184-237). In this interview Dave, 24 at that time, 
in response to some oblique questions tells a flood of stories about 
himself, about where he grew up, his background and family, about 
his current whereabouts and also his plans for the future. The setting 
for this Q and A is an office of MTV in San Francisco where Dave is 
trying to get selected for The Real World, ‘MTV’s seminal program 
involving the housing of seven young people in one house and the 
televising of their lives’ (167). Dave’s stories are thus not necessarily 
meant to convey honestly what his life is really like, but are to make 
him look like the perfect candidate for this show, so some self-
conscious self-fashioning is going on during this interview. Dave is 
afraid that, especially considering the politically correct climate of 
that time, he will not be interesting enough to be part of the diverse 
selection of young Americans that MTV wants to represent on 
screen. ‘I realize I seem much too average, at first’, Dave admits, ‘I’m 
white, not even Jewish … I know how blah that seems, suburban, 
upper-middle-class, two parents’ (204-5). But he wants to make this 
his special feature: ‘you need someone like me’, he claims, ‘I 
represent tens of millions, I represent everyone who grew up 
suburban and white’ (205). Dave presents himself as Everyman: ‘I am 
the common multiplier for 47 million! I am the perfect amalgam!’ 
(236), he exclaims exaltedly at the end of the interview. 

Dave is indeed a quite average guy. There are nevertheless several 
motives that are to legitimize Dave’s need to exhibit his life story as 
an ‘inspiration and cautionary tale’ (236). First of all he feels he is the 
perfect ‘representative’ (236) of a whole generation and 
demographical cohort, as he hyperbolically explains in the interview. 
But also the recent tragedy that he experienced, namely the death of 
both his parents when he was 21, within five weeks of each other, 
both from cancer, propels his desire to do something and take the 
spotlights: ‘Put me on television. Let me share this with millions … 
give me my platform. I am owed.’ (235) The reasons Dave gives the 
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interviewer for wanting to share his life story publicly on television 
can on another level be read as an explication of Dave’s motives to 
write a memoir.1 
 
A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius (AHWSG) is the memoir 
Dave Eggers wrote when he was in his late twenties and presumably 
already started to write during the events that are related in the 
storyline, since the process of writing is within the story anxiously 
and defensively commented upon by Dave. AHWSG is narrated in 
first person, mostly in the present tense, which has the effect that the 
reader feels presented with rather direct experiences (although 
occasionally the narrative projects forward and backward and takes 
imaginary detours). It relays the story of how after the death of both 
their parents Dave has to start a new life for himself and his little 
brother Toph (eight years old at that time) after settling in San 
Francisco. His older siblings Beth and Bill feature only marginally in 
the story, the most important figure for Dave is Toph: ‘To not have 
Toph would be to not have a life’ (254), he feels. Since his parents 
died Dave experiences a paradoxical sense of freedom. Being 
‘rootless, ripped from all foundations’ (236) is both exhilarating and 
terrifying for him, and only Toph can somewhat anchor Dave’s new 
unbounded life. 

AHWSG is written solely from the perspective of Dave, but it is 
not always clear to which ‘Dave’ we should attribute what is said and 
done – whether what is said and done presents the perspective of a 
younger Dave or whether it is an older and wiser Dave looking back 
on his life. Another complication is that although enough other 
people get a voice in this book (in direct speech, in dialogues), their 
voices almost always sound eerily close to Dave’s own voice. That 
Dave wants to be the great orchestrator of his life, and mutatis 
mutandis of his life story, is already obvious in the interview, in which 
both questions and answers seem directed by Dave himself. Dave (as 
narrator) self-consciously announces the interview section as ‘a 
format change’ (184) which functions, as Dave (as protagonist) 
cockily explains to the interviewer, as a bridge between ‘the book’s 
first half, which is slightly less self-conscious, to the second half, 
which is increasingly self-devouring’ (200). The interviewer Laura has 
already noticed herself that it ‘isn’t really a transcript of the 

 
1 Although technically I am referring not to the same Dave of course. 
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interview,’ (196), that it is ‘a device, this interview style. Manufactured 
and fake.’ (197) 

There are many more of such ‘devices’ in this book and also a lot 
more metafictional asides about the structure of the book, as we will 
see. AHWSG is therefore not a straightforward autobiographical 
narrative. The storyline, except perhaps for the first few chapters that 
are indeed somewhat less self-consciously narrated, is punctuated by 
meta-fictional comments and embellished by stylistic experiments 
(there are drawings, music notes, font changes, sudden changes in 
perspective, and other interruptions of the running text). The eleven 
chapters of the story are furthermore clamped in between a very long 
prelude that offers, among other things, ‘rules and suggestions for 
enjoyment of this book’ (vii) and, in the paperback edition, an 
addendum titled Mistakes We Knew We Were Making, that is attached at 
the back (to be read by turning the book around and flipping it 
vertically).2 Many critics have referred to these experimental aspects 
of the book as postmodern tricks. But they often also point out that 
despite these tricks the work is not just another formalistic 
postmodern piece of self-conscious writing.3 It is exactly the 
combination of both straightforward ‘honest’ storytelling and these 
postmodern-seeming formal aspects that have triggered 

 
2 The prelude includes: ‘Rules and suggestions for enjoyment of this book’, a 
‘Preface to this edition’, a table of ‘Contents’ (xix), ‘Acknowledgments’ (from 
page xxi onward), including a section that gives the reader an outline of ‘the 
major themes of this book’ (xxviii-xxxvii), then part of a chart (xxxviiii) ‘which 
maps out the entire book’ (the complete map can be ordered, ‘the cost is $5’); 
plus we get to know what the author ‘was paid to write the book’ (xxxix). The 
section ends with an ‘incomplete guide to symbols and metaphors’ (xliv), plus ‘a 
drawing of a stapler’ (xlv). I use the ‘first Vintage Books edition’, dated February 
2001, which includes the addendum Mistakes We Knew We Were Making (‘Notes, 
Corrections, Clarifications, Apologies, Addenda’), ‘Begun November 1998’ and 
‘Let go October 2000’ and published in 2001. Also there is extra text on the copy 
page, a picture of the author with some dogs, and some other extras. 
3 See for example: A. Star, “Being and Knowingness,” New republic, August 14 
2000; Amy Havel, “A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius,” Review of 
contemporary fiction 20, no. 2 (2000); Michiko Kakutani, “‘a Heartbreaking Work...’: 
Clever Young Man Raises Sweet Little Brother,” The New York Times, Februari 1 
2000. To my knowledge there have not yet been more ‘academic’ essays written 
about Eggers’s debut (as there have been about Infinite Jest and House of Leaves, 
although quite sporadically). 
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commentators to find alternative ways to describe this type of work,4 
and that makes this book a challenging read. 
 
AHWSG exemplifies what I believe to be a post-postmodern form 
of narrating a story of a ‘self’, just like Infinite Jest and House of Leaves 
are examples of this – although all in their own way, since all three 
books are of a different ‘type’ or genre. That AHWSG is an 
autobiographical text is, for me, less relevant than that it is a first-
person narration of a life story. AHWSG is explicitly about constructing 
a sense of self through storytelling, which makes it of course a 
particularly interesting book to study in light of my thesis. The 
format of the ‘memoir’ invoked in AHWSG, especially in its meta-
fictional disguise, allows me to analyze how this self-narration is self-
consciously constructed. Many of the strategies the narrator uses to 
construct his story are already commented upon within the text 
(especially in the prelude). What is relevant therefore is to see 
whether we can find a way to escape from this closed loop that the 
text (this self-narrative) seems to be caught up in, already criticizing 
itself constantly. I will particularly concentrate on how this narrator 
tries to balance his need for control (self-control and control of the 
story about himself) with his desire for ‘feedback’ (237). 

Connected to the problem of how to add a layer of criticism (if 
that is what we are doing) to this meta-fictionally controlled and 
semi-closed self-narrative is the question of how we can really get to 
know Dave. In Infinite Jest much of the information about Hal 
Incandenza was given to us from a third-person perspective, 
channeled by the anonymous narrator, plus we also learned about 
Hal from other characters’ stories that conveyed these characters’ 
opinions about Hal. In a sense a first-person perspective may feel 
more ‘true’ or authentic, since it gives us a chance to know someone 

 
4 It was not so much at the time when AHWSG was published, but after some 
years, after Eggers had published more books, that retrospectively AHWSG 
became heralded by some as exemplifying a new ‘trend’, already ‘pioneered’ by 
David Foster Wallace (see: Brandon Griggs, “Young Writers with Alternative 
Storytelling Techniques Are Quickly Becoming Today’s Literary...Transformers,” 
The Salt Lake Tribune 2007.), and labeled in retrospect a ‘post-postmodern work’ 
(Michiko Kakutani, “Travelers in a Giving Mood, but Agonizing on the Way,” 
The New York Times, October 8 2002.), and Eggers was portrayed as ‘the sincere 
young father of post-postmodern’ writing (Lee Siegel, “The Niceness Racket,” 
The New Republic, April 23 2007, 50, 52.). The term ‘post-postmodern’ did not (or 
hardly ever) show up in early reviews of AHWSG. 
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from the ‘inside’. But is such an insider perspective really more 
informative than the perspectives of other people on that person?5 
We could also say that an exclusive first-person perspective offers a 
very limited view of that person.6 Because AHWSG is solely narrated 
by Dave, the challenge will be to find textual clues that can give us an 
idea of Dave that is not already edited by Dave. Is there a way to 
weigh different views on Dave, views that are not already self-
consciously planted in the text for us by the narrator? This is actually 
a problem that is also already being dealt with within the text, albeit 
implicitly. 

Contrary to Infinite Jest, in which narrator and protagonist did not 
have the same identity, in AHWSG the subject and object of 
narration are both different and the same, and it will be interesting to 
see how this traditional autobiographical split between narrator-I and 
protagonist-I7 is dealt with in such a contemporary, post-postmodern 
narrative. I must stress that I will read this book as a story about a 
possible Dave: I am interested only in Dave-as-narrator and Dave-as-
protagonist (and of course in the relation between these Daves), and 
not in Dave Eggers the author of the book – that is, I will focus 
exclusively on Dave as narrative construction and not as flesh-and-
blood factual person (Parenthetically, Dave-as-author is also a 
narrative construction in this book, in the prelude and addendum, 
and so will play a role in the analysis of Dave’s self-construction – but 
this is ontologically not the same Dave as the one who goes on book 
tours.) Worthington, in Self as Narrative, analyzes three ‘meta-fictional 
autobiographies’, because according to her that type of book offers ‘a 
triple focus with regard to the activity of narration: first on the part 
of the self-conscious authors, second on the part of the self-
 
5 See also Chapter 2. 
6 Palmer for example explains how ‘gaps in our awareness of ourselves can affect 
our perceptions of our behavior’ and refers to Searle, who ‘described at least 
three ways in which we can be mistaken about our own mental events: self-
deception … misinterpretation … and inattention’. See: Palmer, Fictional Minds 
125-26. So the narrator of a first-person text, either unintentionally or 
intentionally, may not be providing us with ‘the whole story’ of what it is or was 
really like to be him, even though it may feel like we have ‘direct’ and therefore 
‘full’ access to his experience world. 
7 See for example Laura Marcus, Auto/Biographical Discourses: Theory, Criticism, 
Practice (Manchester; New York: Manchester University Press; St. Martin’s Press, 
1994) 190. for the distinction between the ‘present “I” of the narration’ and the 
‘subject … whose history is recounted and who exists at a temporal as well as 
ontological distance from the narrating self’. 
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conscious narrators, and third, on the part of the interpreting 
reader’.8 Of this trinity I believe only the narrator can be analyzed with 
the help of the text. The author and reader both, as flesh-and-blood 
beings, in my opinion are entities that have no textual basis within 
the covers of the book. What I do find interesting, contrary to 
Worthington (who feels that characters can never really assume what 
I call narrative agency)9, is how the self-conscious narrator in a 
(fictional or not) autobiography relates to a self-conscious protagonist, 
especially in a meta-fictional version of the autobiography such as 
AHWSG. 

There is also a role in this book for an unspecified ‘you’. In the 
acknowledgments section of the book it is stated that the narrator 
Dave ‘is like you’, which should make him ‘appealing’ (xxvii), as 
someone the reader can easily identify with, it is assumed. So Dave 
represents not only an amorphous mass of tens of millions, he 
represents you. It goes even further, because in the acknowledgments 
section the narrator playfully offers a special ‘interactive’ version of 
the book on a ‘3.5” floppy disk’ (this was written at the end of the 
1990s) for those who send in their own copy, so that ‘using the 
search-and-replace function … readers should be able to change all 
the names within … (This can be about you! You and your pals!)’ 
(xxiv-xxv) This ‘you’ alternately plays a role as captive audience, as 
distorted and externalized self-consciousness, and as part of an 
inclusive community, as a double for Dave, we could say. Dave partly 
wants to be the unique spokesperson of this community of peers and 
partly, rather desperately, needs feedback from someone else to be 
able to authorize his own life story. This feedback loop is a very 
 
8 Worthington, Self as Narrative: Subjectivity and Community in Contemporary Fiction 20. 
9 According to Worthington, ‘Fictional characters do not possess the freedom or 
ability for self-reflexive, chosen movement between the determining 
interpretative communities they inhabit (except at the ontologically inferior level 
of the fictional realm’ Ibid. 246-47. See also Chapter 2. I find it strange that 
someone analyzing the capacity for self-reflexive self-narration in fiction would 
deem this fictional realm to be an ‘inferior level’, and not the most important level 
to study for the kind of ‘movement’ described. Furthermore, would not the ‘self-
conscious narrators’ she is interested in also be suffering from being ontologically 
‘inferior’ to flesh and blood human beings that to her are the only beings who 
really are capable of narrative self-construction? 
And, to conclude, especially in meta-fictional texts it is not always all that clear 
cut how the ontological levels are hierarchically layered; this is exactly what makes 
such texts fascinating! (See: Brian McHale, Postmodernist Fiction (New York: 
Methuen, 1987).) 
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important aspect of the process of self-narration worked out in this 
text and will be analyzed in depth further on. I think that especially in 
this respect AHWSG acts out much of the same ‘relational-
humanistic’ agenda as Infinite Jest (see Chapter 3). 
 
AHWSG, then, is a book that makes the question of how to 
construct a sense of self by finding a narrative form for experiences 
pertinent. It draws from a postmodern tradition of self-conscious 
meta-fictional prose (although any such ties to this ‘tradition’ are 
fiercely denied, as we will see) but introduces very directly, much like 
it was foreseen in the essay by David Foster Wallace about the new 
direction fiction-writing could take,10 a sense of honesty and 
openness – a sense of honesty and openness that is (unfortunately or 
not) constantly corrupted by that same self-consciousness. What 
emerges from this struggle for finding the ‘right’ form for relating 
one’s experience world is perhaps an uneven narrative, but it is one 
that offers many interesting facets of self-narration in a 
contemporary world, I believe. 

As in the previous chapter, in this chapter I will focus first of all 
on the different contexts that Dave has to act into, to see in what 
respect his sense of self is influenced by the ways of interpreting the 
self and the world that are dominant in these contexts, as can be 
distilled from the text. There is first of all the relevance of the ‘kind 
of context we grew up in’ (197), the suburban life Dave lived until he 
left home for college. I will also look into the more intimate and 
private context of his immediate family. Did he grow up in a 
perfectly ‘normal’ family or not? (And what does ‘normal’ mean in 
this context?) And how much influence do his parents, their 
‘customs’ and ‘rules’ (116), still have on him even after their death? 
(Incidentally, we will see that there are many similarities between 
Hal’s social and familial background and Dave’s.) Important also is 
the tension between the rather average or maybe even boring world 
that Dave grows up in and the contrasting ‘possible world’ of fame 
and infinite possibilities that Dave is presented with from a young 
age via the popular media, mostly television. How does this attractive 
but of course fictional world of popular culture infuse Dave’s ideas 
about who he is or needs to be? 

 
10 See the Intermezzo chapter. 
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Then, in his early twenties, when he moves to San Francisco, Dave 
nests himself in the subculture of the ‘young creative elite of San 
Francisco’ (171). With some friends he starts a magazine called Might 
and they quickly become part of this already flourishing scene, while 
also trying to remain some critical distance (‘keeping our distance, an 
outsider’s mentality, even among outsiders’, 172). This cultural 
context is within the text already mocked, but not unambiguously so. 
What are the do’s and don’ts in this context, the implicit or explicit 
rules for behavior? What kind of ideals do these twentysomethings 
hold, what drives them? And in what sense does Dave comply with 
the codes of this societal and cultural context? Within the book, 
Might and what Might represents plays an important role. Again, the 
text already offers a self-criticism that is to illuminate the function of 
Might in AHWSG (explained in detail in the addendum). Might is 
presented as a phase. But nevertheless, not everything that Dave 
stood for while working on Might is debunked in the book. 

The most important thing will be to get a sense of the outlook, 
goals, ideals of the Dave who narrates the book, in relation to the 
different Daves-as-protagonists (representing Dave at different stages 
of his life, age 21 to 28). AHWSG is eventually narrated in 
retrospect, with Dave looking back on his life in his twenties. But 
where is Dave ‘now’ (the discourse-now), how does he see himself, 
what values does he hold, and in what sense are his ideas formed by 
the experiences he has had in all these different contexts? What sense 
of self is constructed out of the stories he narrates about his life so 
far? What sense of self can be extracted from the book as a whole, 
and how is this sense of self constructed by the narrative in its 
totality? (Whether we can even speak of the ‘totality’ of the narrative 
in this book, with its addenda and extra layers, is a relevant question 
here.) 

In Infinite Jest the task of constructing the embedded narrative of 
Hal was a more laborious endeavor. In AHWSG of course every word 
in the book is relevant to getting a sense of Dave’s experience world. 
There is less ‘distilling’ to do, I mean. The book is about Dave and 
narrated by Dave. It doesn’t make much sense, as it did with Infinite 
Jest, to first select all the information one can get from the book 
about the protagonist. The whole of AHWSG oozes Dave’s voice. 
The advantages and disadvantages of this for a study of what 
someone’s experience world is like, I have already laid out. But at 
least it offers the advantage of being able to trace the workings of a 
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self-conscious self-narration. The narrator’s strategies for constructing a 
sense of self will be dealt with in detail in the concluding part of this 
chapter. 
 
 
A BLANK CANVAS 
The interview section in the book is the most explicit in outlining the 
relation between socio-cultural context and sense of self. It is a good 
example of how the already interpretative process of storytelling can 
create a certain conception of one’s life and self. Here, Dave talks 
about his childhood and the town where they lived, the ‘kind of 
context we grew up in’ (197), with the purpose of creating a persona 
for himself, one that could ‘represent everyone who grew up 
suburban and white’ (205). The stories Dave tells are therefore 
selectively chosen: by highlighting certain aspects he creates a 
particular ‘picture’ of what his background is like, resulting in a 
particular picture of himself. We have to keep that in mind and not 
presume that what we learn about Dave in this part of the book is 
necessarily ‘factual’ (in the realm of the story), although he is not 
necessarily lying either. We can compare what is talked about in the 
interview with other fragments in the book in which his social 
background is mentioned or discussed, although of course every such 
textual fragment is still narrated, selected, by Dave, but possibly for 
different purposes. 

Since there are no sections in the book in which Dave narrates in 
first-person present about his life before his parents’ death (no 
stories for example told by Dave as eight- or twelve- or sixteen-year 
old), the interview section is inserted as a device to throw together ‘a 
bunch of anecdotes that would be too awkward to force together 
otherwise’ (197) as the interviewer (or Dave using the interviewer as 
his mouthpiece) states. Especially in the beginning of the interview 
most of these anecdotes are about Dave as a kid and about the 
suburb where his family lived. He grew up in Lake Forest, we learn, 
which the interviewer knows to be ‘one of the wealthiest towns in 
America’ (184). Dave rushes to say that ‘We weren’t rich’ (184) and 
neither were the people he knew when growing up. If there were any 
‘social divisions based on wealth’ (186) Dave didn’t suffer from 
them, it was actually more the rich kids who were the outsiders back 
then, he says. His father was a lawyer and his mother a teacher at a 
Montessori school, so their family was not among the affluently rich, 
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but more average, middle-income – ‘never really lacking for anything’ 
(185), but as kids they were not spoiled either.  

Their town was ‘homogeneous’, ‘overwhelmingly white’ (187), an 
‘uptight white town’ (190) that was perceived as an ‘enclave of 
civilization’ (188). This sort of homogeneity has drawbacks, of 
course, that Dave himself already points out: ‘Our town was rigid in 
many ways, in terms of the uniformity of things, the colors of skin, 
the makes of cars, the lushness of lawns, but on top of that it was 
sort of a blank canvas’ (189). The lack of diversity and difference 
made that Dave did not really have any ‘frame of reference’ to 
‘process’ (189) anything out of the ordinary, such as the sudden 
appearance of ‘An actual racist!’ (188) in their town. Also the three or 
four black kids at school were perceived as weirdly exotic. It is an 
important point that Dave, growing up, had no access to a diverse 
range of frames of reference. It also affected his later outlook on life, 
as we will see. 
 
The interview took place in the beginning of the 1990s, around 1993. 
The politically correct sentiments of that time make that Dave 
apparently has had to defend himself for the context he grew up in, 
the ‘hideous prosperity’: ‘Many are ashamed’, he tells. ‘But I won’t 
apologize’, he adds defensively: ‘It’s not that we had a choice … at 
eight or nine’ (193). The reverse discrimination beautifully typifies a 
certain cultural climate, I think – ‘it certainly didn’t help with my 
college admissions experiences’ (205), Dave adds when he 
characterizes himself as ‘white, not even Jewish … suburban, upper-
middle-class, two parents’ (204-5).  

We could say that Dave grew up without any distinctive identity 
markers, he himself a ‘blank canvas’, average by all accounts. 
Average, that is, when interpreted with the dominant identity 
discourses at hand (dominant, apparently, in for example higher 
education institutions) that focus more on so-called marginal 
identities.11 The stories he tells about his childhood are there because 
 
11 Parenthetically: When searching for articles on ‘male identity’ in an academic 
database, the results offered little on the subject that I was looking for. Instead, 
almost first on the list of results was an article about male lesbians (J.N. Zita, “Male 
Lesbians and the Postmodernist Body,” Hypatia 7, no. 4 (1992).) It is somewhat 
strange, I think, that it is difficult to find valuable research on the problematic of 
being (classified as) too average, which to me seems a very interesting topic to 
further investigate. In the chapter about Hal I already tried to point out that this 
feeling of averageness or blankness (or ‘emptiness’) does not necessarily affect only 
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‘it grounds us in a certain world, in a world that will be familiar to 
many people’ (197). This aspect comes up in other fragments of the 
book also: that Dave feels he represents and has to speak up for this 
amorphous (because hardly identifiable) mass of others like him. ‘Are 
we as utterly boring as we seem?’ (205), he wonders aloud. This being 
boring and average is intolerable for him, as we will see further on. 
But it proves to be very difficult for him to legitimize his own 
presence, to find something that will relieve him from this state of 
being too common and therefore unidentifiable, even to himself. His 
background, we are led to conclude here, has something to do with 
this. 

That this social background, this ‘seemingly stable and contented 
context, one with a certain stability and attention to detail and respect 
for family – comfortable but deeply midwestern’ (193) cannot 
completely repress the darker sides of human existence is noticed by 
Dave also. Their own family had their darker secrets, as we will see in 
the next section. But also the blanketed life in suburbia is shaken up 
by the occasional existential cry of desperation (‘suicides, weird 
accidents’, 193). What is stressed is that there was no outlet for such 
repressed feelings; normalcy was implicitly enforced. Dave himself is 
not free from the burgeoning frustration such a socio-cultural climate 
can create. All through AHWSG there is a sort of rage that jumps 
from the pages. This rage can of course be attributed to the traumatic 
events that happened to him, the death of his parents that naturally 
would have angered him, but I believe it is more than that. The rage 
or aggressiveness in Dave’s tone seems to have been triggered before 
those events. 
 
There is an interesting and very telling scene in the book in which 
Dave is raving in his mind against one of his friends, John, who has 
tried to commit suicide: 
 

I tell him that we all have dark periods, while 
becoming even more angry at him, the theatrics, the 
self-pity, all this, when he has everything. He has a 

 
males and perhaps not only ‘white western’ males/females either. It could be an 
interesting angle to study the problematic of identity formation for every person 
who not immediately identifies in toto with already classified ‘types’ of marginal 
identity. 
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complete sort of freedom, with no parents and no 
dependents, with money and no immediate threats or 
pain or calamity. He is the 99.9th percentile, as I am. 
He has no real obligations, can go anywhere at any 
moment, sleep anywhere, move at will, and still he is 
wasting everyone’s time with this. (279) 

 
John is a friend Dave has known since they were very young 
children. Although they have drifted apart since high school, they 
have kept in contact with each other over the years. They seem to 
have a lot in common, and not only that both their parents died 
before they could really call themselves adult. John functions in the 
book as a mirror for Dave, a dark mirror. (John also functions in the 
book as Dave’s externalized self-consciousness, as we will see later 
on.) John reflects for Dave the terrifying image of what could happen, 
what threatens to happen if one gives in to a victim mentality (poor 
me). 

The above passage can therefore also be read as a harsh self-
criticism on the part of Dave. It holds a clue for interpreting the 
occasional outbursts of rage that Dave shows in the course of the 
narrative. The anger directed at John is exactly the type of anger that 
runs through AHWSG. A ‘rage against the dying of the light’ we 
could call it, borrowing that famous line from Dylan Thomas’s poem: 
a rage that signals in AHWSG a chronic fear of remaining 
insignificant, average, and boring, encapsulated in one’s own 
wallowing mind. It is infused by the feeling that it is unbearable to be 
wasting one’s life, especially when one ‘has everything’, when one is 
in this luxury position to make something out of one’s life, one’s self. 
But the feeling that something extraordinary needs to be done is 
continuously undermined by an extreme anxiety about not exactly 
knowing how to make one’s life purposeful and meaningful. The 
result is a bulging frustration, an anger that is directed mostly at the 
self, for being ‘a disappointment to itself’, as  Philip Cushman 
described a dominant feeling of ‘the empty self’12 – a frustration that 
seeks relief in one way or another. Something needs to be done – this is 
the directive that is to guide Dave’s life, as can be deduced from the 
text. 

 
12 Cushman, “Why the Self Is Empty: Toward a Historically Situated 
Psychology,” 608. See also Chapter 3. 
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But what exactly? That haunting question weakens the foundation of 
Dave’s world. He is not sure how to legitimize his simply being there. 
A lot of the hyperbolic expressions in the book are to cover up this 
underlying insecurity, a lack of existential foundations that is not 
solely attributable to the absence of parental figures. In the ‘list of 
major themes’ of the novel that is offered in the acknowledgements 
part in the prelude, Dave describes his ‘guilt-inducing sense of 
mobility, of infinite possibility, having suddenly found oneself in a 
world with neither floor nor ceiling’ (xxix). Dave himself relates this 
‘sense’ to ‘THE UNSPOKEN MAGIC OF PARENTAL DISAPPEARANCE’ 
(xxiix), but I believe that even with his parents still alive he probably 
would have had that same experience, only less outspoken perhaps.  

His socio-cultural background offers no distinctive ‘floor’ from 
which to jump into the world. His childhood friends that he 
surrounds himself with in his twenties are similarly wandering, rather 
desperately seeking a direction for their life. (Only the ‘guilt’ may be 
heightened by the death of parents, the causal reasoning that he is 
free because his parents are no longer there; the idea that one should 
not profit from something so terrible.) The luxury position Dave and 
many of his peers are in, their ‘complete sort of freedom’ to do what 
they want and be who they want to be, creates an abstract sense of 
pressure, and a resulting feeling of guilt when they do not live up to 
this abstract ideal – much in the same way as we saw happening with 
Hal. Hal responded by constantly trying to please ‘somebody’, 
performing instead of living his life, and when that never fulfilled his 
chronic need to live up to ungraspable standards, he imploded to the 
point of paralysis. This state of paralysis (here projected on John) is 
what Dave fears. Dave’s response is to keep constant track of himself 
to see whether he does not waste his life this way, and he frantically 
searches for some form of meaningful action to ward off this state of 
passivity. 

The same implicit message or directive that is packed in Dave’s 
angry thoughts about John underlies the writing of the memoir (and 
also propels Dave to actions such as the start-up of the magazine 
Might). As it reads in the addendum to AHWSG: ‘if you do not 
believe your life is worth documenting, or knowing about, then why 
are you wasting your time/our time? Our air?’ (35M) In other words, 
you better make sure you are doing something worthwhile, the only 
other option seems death in life, ‘sleeping’ (437). The book ends in 
an exalted monologue of rage directed at ‘you’ that reads as a purging 
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of feelings of frustration by Dave (as protagonist and narrator both) 
about failing to believe (or at least doubting) that he has really done 
or found something meaningful that grounds and legitimizes his life. 
Up till this last scene, what the book traces are Dave’s ‘staggering’ 
attempts directed at creating a sense of heightened urgency: ‘to feel 
the rush of feeling useful, feeling the justification of one’s flesh … to 
feel urgency – because this part of us craves purpose. Give me something to 
do! it yells. For Christ’s sake, tell me what to fucking do!’ (45-46M) We 
should note here that the directive is, significantly, restated as a 
demand, an appeal to give him something to do, as Dave is apparently 
lacking the intrinsic motivation for deciding what to do. 
 
That this directive to take action ultimately results in a memoir, a 
memoir moreover that is so self-consciously self-obsessed, is rather 
fitting. As Dave explains to the interviewer: 
 

see, I think what my town, and your show [the Real 
World], reflect so wonderfully is that the main by-
product of the comfort and prosperity that I’m 
describing is a sort of pure, insinuating solipsism, that 
in the absence of struggle against anything in the way 
of a common enemy – whether that’s poverty, 
Communists, whatever – all we can do, or rather, all 
those of us with a bit of self-obsession can do – (200-
201) 

 
And there Dave is interrupted by the interviewer, who asks: ‘How 
many of you do you think are so self-obsessed?’ (201) ‘All the good 
ones’, Dave answers: 
 

‘there’s actually two ways the self-obsession manifests 
itself: those that turn it inward, and those that turn it 
outward. For instance, I have this friend John who just 
channels it all inward … to the point of paralysis – he 
literally isn’t interested in anything else. It’s his whole 
world, the endless exploration of his dark mind, this 
haunted house of a brain. [The other kind are the] 
people who think their personality is so strong, their 
story so interesting, that others must know it and learn 
from it.’ (201) 



 197 

Dave characterizes himself as someone who ‘pretend[s] I’m the 
latter, but I am really the former, and desperately so’ (201). ‘But still,’ 
he goes on, ‘my feeling is that if you’re not self-obsessed you’re 
probably boring’ (201), and this typifies Dave beautifully; it is the 
exact same idea that was articulated in the addendum. The state of 
paralysis that usurps John is what deters Dave, what he fears he will 
slip into also; it becomes the counter-image of what he believes is the 
right course in life. 

The dialectic, or lack thereof, described by Dave – that without 
anything to fight for, without any supra-individual goal or ideal, the 
reflex is to explore not the world out there but the world in here 
(however boundless that inside world may be), to obsess about the 
self, explore one’s own mind – this same explanation runs through 
Infinite Jest, as we saw in the previous chapter. Slavoj Zizek described 
this as the ‘absence of destination’. ‘There is a kernel of truth in the 
conservative assertion that the freedom of the modern subject is 
“false”’, Zizek wrote in Het subject en zijn onbehagen (The Subject and Its 
Discontent), ‘a hysterical restlessness is typical to its being’, which 
Zizek attributes to a ‘lack of any sense of a stable social identity’ that 
is ‘grounded in traditions’.13 Or as Zygmunt Bauman described this 
problematic: ‘contemporary men and women … suffer, one might 
say, from a chronic absence of resources with which they could build 
a truly solid and lasting identity, anchor it and stop if from drifting’, 
what they lack are ‘the boundaries … of a rightful and secure position in 
society’.14 The subject is freed ‘from inherited identity’,15 but now has 
to achieve its identity, Bauman explains, in social settings that in a 
postmodern world are mere temporary constructions that do not 
offer the stability and security that modern or pre-modern 
communities and traditions offered, however rigidly. 

Dave and those of the same social-economic and demographic 
cohort indeed lack such a coherent social identity – even when that is 
exactly what Dave in his quotes in the interview tries to enforce 
(‘everyone who grew up suburban and white’). It is unclear who 
‘they’ are: their background is a blank canvas, and they are not even 
united by a struggle for or against ‘something bigger than the self’ (to 

 
13 Zizek, Het Subject En Zijn Onbehagen: Vijf Essays over Psychoanalyse En Het 
Cartesiaanse Cogito 42. Translation from Dutch is mine. 
14 Zygmunt Bauman, Postmodernity and Its Discontents (New York: New York 
University Press, 1997) 26. Emphasis in the text. 
15 Ibid. 20. 



 198 

use Marathe’s words from Infinite Jest), they have nothing ‘in the way 
of a common enemy’ as Dave said. Moreover, Dave cum suis do not 
really show up on the cultural radar, we could say, a cultural radar 
attuned to identifying people en bloc as belonging to this or that 
specific ‘diverse’ group. There are no clear parameters that would 
constructively identify those who do not fit (or feel they do not fit) 
this cultural stratification as a specific socio-cultural group. 

If one’s identity is not anchored in a secure and stable social 
setting, if the question ‘who am I?’ cannot be answered with 
reference to a distinctive and shared framework of meaning, that is, 
the individual is left to obsess about the ‘I’ on its own. In light of 
this, it is not so surprising that solipsism is a key concept for reading 
all three of the novels that I selected. Or more specific: it is the 
question of how to break out of the solipsistic cage that is most 
relevant in these texts. The ‘hysterical restlessness’ that Zizek 
mentioned is very typical of Dave. The question is whether Dave’s 
hysterical restlessness remains an undirected flutter of actions or 
whether he ultimately succeeds in finding something that could 
ground his actions, his life. As in the other two books, the escape out 
of the cage of the self is attempted by means of a search for a form 
of sociality. I will discuss this in more detail later on. For now, it is 
important to see how Dave himself draws this connection between 
his socio-cultural background and his self-obsession. 
 
 
SCREENING THE SELF 
Dave also introduces another aspect of ‘the kind of context’ he grew 
up in, that also results in self-obsession or even in ‘inevitable’ (202) 
solipsism: 
 

we’ve grown up thinking of ourselves in relation to the 
political-media-entertainment ephemera, in our safe 
and comfortable homes, given the time to think how 
we would fit into this or that band or TV show or 
movie, and how we would look doing it. These are 
people for whom the idea of anonymity is existentially 
irrational, indefensible. (201-202) 

 
In outlining his generation’s relation to the popular media, how these 
media have started to function as a cultural context, albeit fictional, 



 199 

informing them how to talk, look at themselves, think and act, Dave 
is offering a similar analysis as Wallace did in the essay “E Unibus 
Pluram” in which the pervasive and corrosive influence of television 
on fiction-writing is explored. In contrast to the earlier postmodern 
authors who used ‘pop images’ as ‘referents and symbols in fiction’ and 
later on, in the seventies and eighties, started to ‘treat of pop and TV-
watching as themselves fertile subjects’, ‘younger writers’ have been 
‘formed and trained’ by television, as Wallace points out.16 For them 
television is not any longer something to look at but something to live 
with, and this has consequences for their writing. In what Wallace 
calls ‘the new Fiction of Image’ popular culture is treated, as he 
explains, no as a subject to write about, but ‘as a world in which to 
imagine fictions about “real,” albeit pop-mediated characters.’17 
While AHWSG is not a typical specimen of Image Fiction,18 Eggers’s 
work does exemplify that television no longer functions as a 
separated fictional domain, but has become a frame of reference 
invoked in ‘real’ life, as a particular paradigm of experience, we could 
say.  

When the outside world becomes conflated with this fictional 
realm, the two settings blend into each other and the ‘real’ world gets 
interpreted as if it were fiction and vice versa. This is obvious in the 
way Dave sometimes perceives real events as if they were scenes in a 
movie or television show. When at one point Dave is harassed on a 
beach by a group of Mexican teenagers he realizes that in his 
behavior and talk he reiterates what he knows from television, it is ‘so 
21 Jump Street’ (152), he thinks; and when they call in the police, his 
experience becomes an ‘event’ (158) only because it resembles what he 
has seen on television. When one night he goes out to be with 
friends he pictures Toph ‘dying’, ‘dying … like the boy in that movie, 
Bruce Davison and Andie MacDowell’s son’ (163). This shows how 
for Dave this fictional realm has come to function as a frame of 

 
16 Wallace, “E Unibus Pluram: Television and U.S. Fiction,” 50, 44. 
17 Ibid, 50. 
18 Wallace uses Mark Leyner’s My Cousin, My Gastroenterologist to explain distinctive 
characteristics of the Fiction of Image or ‘Image-Fiction’: ‘Velocity and vividness 
replace development. People flicker in and out; events are garishly there and then 
gone and never referred to. There’s a brashly irreverent rejection of “outmoded” 
concepts like integrated plot or enduring character … In the absence of a plot, 
unifying the vignettes are moods’ Ibid, 80. Other characteristics are ‘irony and 
self-consciousness’ (52) and, ‘after the manner of films, music videos, dreams and 
television programs, there are recurring “Key Images”’. (80) 
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reference, a framework of meaning, with which he interprets the 
world and himself.19 

That this analysis of his generation’s stance towards the real/the 
fictional is not really groundbreaking but already a cliché, is 
something Dave is aware of (as was Wallace, in his 1990 essay). 
When John, after his suicide attempt, is lying in the hospital and 
Dave imagines that all this will be good material for ‘some kind of 
short story or something’, he is anxious to not make it ‘sound like 
one of those things where the narrator, having grown up media-
saturated, can’t live through anything without it having echoes of 
similar experiences in television, movies, books, blah blah’ (269). The 
solution Dave comes up with, for how to render such an experience 
that is real but at the same time already corrupted because it 
resembles scenes everyone already has seen a dozen times on TV, I 
will explore in more detail in the latter part of this chapter, when 
discussing the strategies of the narrator, because it is exactly the 
solution that is effectuated in the book itself. For now, we can note 
how Dave is aware that ‘having grown up media-saturated’ has made 
him even more self-conscious or self-obsessed, because he, almost 
reflexively, pictures everything that happens as happening to him, and 
is constantly projecting himself in the role of leading star in all the 
‘drama’ that goes on around him. It does not stop him though from 
continuously redirecting his experiences in this way. 
 
‘We regard attention as our chief commodity’, Wallace wrote.20 And 
in AHWSG it is stated that ‘fame is, essentially, God’ in this world 
(317). That Dave nevertheless feels uncomfortable about wanting to 
be on TV, on the Real World show, is because it is ‘not done’. Not 
done, considering his suburban upper-middle-class background: he’s 
been taught to act normal and not be frivolous. But it is also not 
done in the scene he is involved with at the time of the interview, 
among the ‘young creative elite of San Francisco’ (171), in which an 
ironic and detached attitude (standing above it all somehow) is 
 
19 Patricia Priest researched whether indeed ‘members of postmodern societies 
now accord a higher value to televisual images than to offscreen, lived realities’, a 
claim often made by postmodern theorists, but not often backed up by the kind 
of empirical data Priest provides. Priest, ““Gilt by Association”: Talk Show 
Participants’ Televisually Enhanced Status and Self-Esteem,” 69. Priest’s essay 
also provides a good overview of literature on the subject of the role of television 
in people’s sense of self.  
20 Wallace, “E Unibus Pluram: Television and U.S. Fiction,” 64. 
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fostered. Coolly, ironically, he and his friends from Might mock the 
show, but at the same time they identify with the people who have 
already starred in an earlier season of the show: 
 

Maybe this is indeed us … Are our lives like that? Do 
we talk like that, look like that? Yes. It could not be. It is. 
No. The banality of our upper-middle-class lives, so 
gaudily stuck between the mindless drunk-driving of 
high school – that was meant as a metaphor only – 
and the death that is homeowning and family-having 
(167-8) 

 
‘We’, here, is the supposed mass of twentysomethings of which Dave 
feels himself to be part. Although how exactly to see this group (who 
exactly are they? and therefore: who exactly is Dave?) is not rigidly 
outlined and its ‘identity’ remains ambiguous or amorphous. The 
shuffling in this fragment between two interpretations (are we like 
this? yes/no) between which cannot be decided and that are 
therefore presented both, suspending judgment (suspending 
identification), is a technique used often in AHWSG by the narrator. It 
is an indecision about how to see things, a confusion about the 
‘subjective aspectual’ perspective on his experience world. 

Dave is trying to get on The Real World under the pretence that it is 
going to help popularize the magazine Might, that it is for 
‘sociological or journalistic reasons’ (183) only, but Dave secretly 
wonders whether it is not simply because he wants to be on TV; 
‘And if I did want this, what sort of person am I?’ he asks (183). That 
would be exactly the kind of person he purports to be, typical and 
‘representative’ of his generation. For people of Dave’s generational 
cohort, to exist is to be seen, as it is explained within the text with a 
keen awareness of the dynamic of popular culture (exemplified of 
course by The Real World show): ‘[we] want our lives on tape, proven’, 
‘to prove to all and ourselves that we are real … [we] feel that what 
we are doing only becomes real once it has been entered into the 
record’ (246). The ‘real’ real world is thus not real enough for them; 
they feel real only as representations of themselves, when they have 
planted a real/fictional copy of themselves ‘into the record’. 

Dave does not get selected for The Real World (‘they couldn’t use 
more than one suburban white male’, 239) but at one point he and 
his friends do get a visit from someone who did, and who brings of 
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course a camera team with him. The way Dave and his friends at 
Might act, is described with vicious self-awareness of self-awareness: 
 

choosing our words carefully, needing to sound both 
articulate and casual, of our demographic, loose but 
smart, energetic but not eager, because, of course, we 
are also young people pretending to be young people, 
putting across an image of ourselves as 
representatives, for now and posterity, of how young 
we were at this juncture, how we acted, and in 
particular, how we acted when we were pretending not 
to act while pretending to be ourselves. (245) 

 
This fragment draws out the process of identity-formation 
beautifully: how Dave and his friends are caught up in a mirroring 
process in which a sense of what it would be like to actually ‘be 
themselves’ is lost, or was probably never there to begin with. Since 
already from a young age onward they have projected themselves as 
fictional figures, imagining how they ‘would fit into this or that band 
or TV show or movie, and how we would look doing it’, as Dave 
said. 
 
We could say then that Dave, and many of his generation, grew up in 
two contexts at the same time: one is the actual ‘real’ world of his life 
in suburbia, the other a world made to seem more real, the fictional 
but much more entertaining and alluring world brought to them by 
television or other popular media. Their suburban life in fact was the 
ideal blank canvas on which to project or screen this fantasy world of 
fame, of unique and glittering personalities, a possible life that was to 
be everything but average and anonymous. The cultural codes of the 
latter ‘world’ overwrote the codes of their suburban average lives, or 
they are at least juxtaposed with the rules and standards they have 
learned from their midwestern upper-middle-class parents. Dave at 
least feels the friction between, for example, wanting to be special, 
get noticed, reveal himself, and having been taught that it is bad to 
‘reveal embarrassing or private things’ (215) – that latter value 
hinders his memoir-writing also. 

In AHWSG we see how these different cultural codes clash, on 
the level of the story, but also on the level of discourse. The 
suburban values of keeping up appearances, of hiding and repressing 
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whatever is out of the ordinary, keeping private things private, and 
on the other hand the pressure to be unique, to stand out, to make 
the self, the private mind public – these different value systems both 
have affected Dave, both the protagonist and the narrator. Because 
these different values don’t match, Dave remains unsure of how to 
see himself. This is already obvious in the way he presents himself at 
the office of MTV, his identity is hypothetical at best: ‘I could be the 
Vain Person’ (184), he offers, or the ‘Tragic Person’ (204). Even 
while this is narrated in a tone of self-mocking, we as readers do not 
get the sense that there is a more stable sense of self that backs up 
this self-mocking. 

Dave is under constant scrutiny of himself, trying to decide 
between different options of who he could be, ‘the choices race 
through my head’ (96), he relates at another point in the text, 
thinking about himself and his brother: ‘We are either sad and sickly 
or we are glamorous and new … Sad and sickly? Or glamorous and 
new? Sad/sickly or glamorous/new? Sad/sickly? Glamorous/new?’ 
(96). He cannot decide, not on his own, it seems. ‘I feel like I’m 
being watched at all times’ (212), he explains to the interviewer 
although he has no idea by whom. Most likely he is watched by 
himself all the time, his self-consciousness split off into an anonymous 
‘other’ who is constantly gazing at him, ready to criticize him. His 
solipsism combined with the idea planted in his head that ‘anonymity 
is existentially irrational’ makes his effort to make up his mind about 
who he actually is a tiring exercise. The closed loop of self-obsession 
is in (and by) AHWSG purged into the public domain. But a 
paradoxical escape from this cage of solipsism this is. In a later part 
of this chapter I will further discuss the specific strategies of the 
narrator to ‘share’ his self as a way to break out of the ‘fishbowl’ that 
is his own mind, that he feels he is trapped in all the time (212). 
 
In what sense is Dave, in his self-obsession, and in his ability to 
reflect in extenso on who he is or could be, indeed representative of 
many, as he claims to be? The interviewer already questioned him, 
implicitly doubting whether everybody is actually that self-obsessed as 
Dave is. We should also note that in the above quoted thoughts of 
Dave about John, Dave himself recognizes he is in fact perhaps not 
like millions of others but rather ‘in the 99.9th percentile’, in a rare 
and luxury position: free to create a sense of self almost ex nihilo. But 
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in the book it comes across as if all the people are in that same 
position, at least everybody Dave surrounds himself with is.  

The book speaks about (and also to) this group of ‘same’ people, 
people like him and ‘you’. As in Hal’s case, many of Dave’s problems 
with finding a meaning in life and searching for a way to create a 
sense of self that means something, are, as said, in a sense ‘luxury’ 
problems. I am aware that in analyzing these problems one should 
not over-generalize these problems as ‘experiential signs of the 
times’.21 I am careful to show how these problems are related to 
specific socio-cultural contexts. But in AHWSG it is not always 
acknowledged that Dave’s issues are not necessarily ‘general’ issues. 
Sometimes it is, as some of his qualifications (statements as ‘the 
99.9th percentile’ and his talk about his prosperous background) 
show, but at other points Dave, as narrator and character both, 
sweeps over possible differences between himself and others not like 
him (for example the spoiled claim that everybody who is not self-
obsessed is boring). Indeed, Dave has no frame of reference to 
process others that are not like him. People not like him hardly appear 
in this book. 

There is a constant tension between Dave as ‘unique’ and Dave as 
‘same’, like ‘you’. To Dave ‘this world’ is always ‘our’ world (53), 
which shows his solipsistic perception of the world. Although his 
world is now a ‘new world’ (53) since they moved to a new city and 
have to build a life for themselves ‘from scratch, without precedent’ 
(61), this new world is less different from the world he already is 
familiar with than he claims. Even in San Francisco, the diverse city 
par excellence, he moves in a circle of people very much like himself. 
Dave sometimes parades his difference, on the basis of their recent 
tragedy: ‘we are unusual and tragic’ (96), as he thinks to himself. 
Therefore he believes that in San Francisco, living among ‘single 
mothers, divorcees … single women living with single women’, that: 
‘Only here would we blend.’ (78) But they don’t, actually. 
 
 
THE NEW-MODEL PARENT 
With Toph, Dave establishes a new world that can perhaps best be 
characterized as a solipsistic world-for-two. ‘Please look’, the second 
chapter starts, ‘Can you see us? Can you see us, in our little red car? 
 
21 Holstein and Gubrium, The Self We Live By: Narrative Identity in a Postmodern 
World 224. See also Chapter 2. 
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Picture us from above, as if you were flying above us … Look at us, 
goddamnit’ (47). This image with which the story of their new life 
begins (the first chapter deals solely with the death of their parents) is 
actually a very good metaphor for how Toph and Dave navigate 
through their new life: isolated in their own little private bubble (their 
cartoonish car), but there to be watched by all of the world (as if from 
a high camera angle). Dave and Toph’s own special world is 
paradoxically both closed and to be shared with everybody. 

After their parents’ death Dave and Toph, but also Beth (and, 
incidentally, many friends of Dave too) have moved to San 
Francisco, away from everything that is ‘old’. The caesura is marked 
by Dave’s exhilarated claim that ‘We’re in California! All is new! No rules! 
The future!’ (60). At first they all live together for the summer in one 
big house, their lives temporarily on hold, but then ‘all this becomes 
real’ (66), their new lives (and the very real responsibilities that come 
with finding one’s place in the world out there) creeping up on them. 
Dave and Toph, it is decided, will live together, and Dave will be the 
primary guardian of his brother, a stand-in father figure. But Dave 
wants to be ‘the ideal, new-model parent’ (113) and will do things 
differently than ‘old model’ parents (57). As Dave sees it: ‘as much as 
I want to carry on our parents’ legacy, he and I will also be doing 
some experimenting’ (88). 
 

His brain is my laboratory, my depository. Into it I can 
stuff the books I choose, the television shows, the 
movies, my opinion about elected officials, historical 
events, neighbors, passersby. He is my twenty-four-
hour classroom, my captive audience, forced to ingest 
everything I deem worthwhile. He is a lucky, lucky 
boy! … He is mine, and you cannot stop me, cannot 
stop us. Try to stop us you pussy! (49) 

 
Although such exalted claims as the above quote are of course meant 
to be funny (which they often are), the exaggerations not necessarily 
cancel out the purported meaning of what is said. With Toph Dave 
gets a change to share his solipsistic world, as if he is suddenly in 
possession of an extra ‘mind’, a double for his own mind, that, even 
better, he can fill with all the best ‘stuff’ that spills over from his own 
mind. To have an ‘other’ that is still the same must be the ultimate 
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fantasy for a solipsist like Dave. ‘We are perfection, harmony’ (67), 
he feels. 

This synthesis between the two brothers is listed as one of ‘the 
major themes of the book’, as ‘THE BROTHERLY LOVE / WEIRD 

SYMBIOSIS FACTOR’: ‘they actually will probably always be 
unsuccessful in any and every extracurricular relationship, given that 
the only people who they truly admire and love and find perfect are 
each other’, as this theme is ominously explained (xxix). Toph is the 
‘same’ as Dave because they are brothers, of the same blood, but 
furthermore Dave is in the position to make him the same, and Toph 
is soon becoming like a small version of Dave, even talking like a 24-
year old and identifying himself with his older brother to the point 
that he comes to see himself as being of the same age group. Toph 
blends in completely with Dave’s friends: ‘Toph thinks he is one of 
us’ (252), as Dave notices. 
 
Dave’s plan from the beginning was to create a life that was to be 
‘constantly entertaining’: ‘I am making our lives a music video, a 
game show on Nickelodeon – lots of quick cuts, crazy camera angles, 
fun, fun, fun!’ (88; the opening sentences are a nice example of such a 
crazy camera angle). The parts in the book describing their life 
together, whether they are about simple domestic responsibilities or 
about all the ‘fun!’ they are having, are almost without exception 
narrated in an extremely upbeat tone, as if the narrator is balancing 
right at that edge where hysterical laughter breaks down into 
desperate crying. That for the most part Dave wants their world to 
be something like a fantasy world, with themselves cast in the role of 
superheroes, does not make it easier to get to grips with ‘real’ things, 
such as the more boring parental tasks, but also the less fun outside 
world, outside their own bubble. Everything that is less than fun, 
actually everything (and everybody) that is not made up by Dave it 
seems, is perceived as a threat ready to burst their bubble. Anyone 
who does not act as is expected by Dave is ‘a bad person’ (109), and 
‘The enemies list is growing’ (71). There is always the expectancy that 
people should comply with their rules because they are ‘owed’ since 
they have had to go through so much tragedy already. In this, new-
model parent Dave is quite demanding and controlling. 

There is also often an aggressive undertone in Dave’s narration 
(‘goddamnit’), like a distress signal buried in these stories. It conveys 
a looming feeling of threat that is constant in their lives (the feeling, 
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not the threat), the sense that everything that they build together can 
at any moment be taken from them, that the creation that is their 
lives is fragile. The threat is sometimes personified as an unspecified 
‘you’ (‘try to stop us, you pussy!’), representing ‘the others’ who are 
supposedly constantly watching them to see whether they make it, 
whether they don’t slip; social workers for example who could ring 
their door at any time, Dave feels (82), but actually never do. The 
threat is paranoid projection on the part of Dave; he constantly 
imagines what could go wrong, his mind a ‘24-hour worst-case-
scenario cable channel’ (17M). Dave is paranoid, or more generally 
neurotic, by default; there are very few fragments of text in which 
this state of mind does not manifest itself. His mind too, like Hal’s, is 
a mind on overdrive, focusing mostly on itself, its own workings. 

The constant self-reflection is a default state of mind for Dave; it 
is as if he is always juggling  two, three, four layers of self-
consciousness at the same time. The self-obsession, Dave explains at 
one point, is in a sense just something to keep his mind busy: ‘What 
would a brain do if not these sorts of exercises? I have no idea how 
people function without near-constant internal chaos. I’d lose my 
mind.’ (214) So contrary to what is normally considered as losing 
one’s mind, Dave feels that exactly the ‘internal chaos’ is what keeps 
him from losing his mind. The internal chaos is simply how his ‘mind’ 
(or his self) presents itself to him; it is a form of presence therefore. 
Contrary to for example the narrators in John Barth’s classical 
postmodern stories, who are ‘lost’ in the funhouse that is their 
ruminating mind,22 for Dave in AHWSG his mirror house of a mind 
is the only place he knows his way around in. Dave’s hyperactive self-
consciousness does not undermine his sense of self but rather creates 
a sense of self for him, albeit not a stable and secure sense of self. 
 
Dave is living his life while at the same time showing it, as if he 
constantly has something to prove – to you, to others, but again, 
most likely, to himself. But what does he show? What image of him 
and Toph, their new life, does he intend to project outward? 
 

We are the bright new stars born of a screaming black 
hole, the nascent suns burst from the darkness, from 

 
22 As in, for example, the story “Lost in the Funhouse”, or “Autobiography: A 
Self-recorded Fiction”, in: Barth, Lost in the Funhouse; Fiction for Print, Tape, Live 
Voice. 
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the gasping void of space that folds and swallows – a 
darkness that would devour anyone not as strong as 
we. We are oddities, sideshows, talk show subjects. We 
capture everyone’s imagination. (96) 

 
That the rhetorical figure of the hyperbole is so often used in 
describing their new life is a sign of insecurity and not just an attempt 
to be funny; an insecurity that lies at the base of Dave’s life world but 
he cannot afford to let this insecurity undermine his younger 
brother’s need for a stable home for which Dave is responsible. The 
‘black hole’, ‘gasping void’ and ‘darkness’ are metaphors not only for 
the death of their parents; for Dave they convey a looming threat, an 
existential Angst. He is completely unsure about how to direct their 
life. Dave is constantly in ‘the zone of all probability’ (268) and he 
needs some reassurance from others that he is doing okay. His 
parents can no longer fulfill the role of these authoritative ‘others’, 
but no one has taken their place. Instead, Dave himself has to take 
their place and perform this role of the authoritative other. 

Dave’s situation can be read as an almost literal enactment of 
David Foster Wallace’s description of ‘the last few years of the 
postmodern era’ in which he uses the metaphor of absent parents to 
evaluate how the situation is for ‘my generation of writers and 
intellectuals’ after the ‘postmodern founders’ patricidal work’: 
 

like the way you feel when you’re in high school and 
your parents go on a trip, and you throw a party. For a 
while it is great, free and freeing, parental authority 
gone and overthrown …. But then time passes … and 
things get broken and spilled … and you’re the host 
and it’s your house too, and you gradually start 
wishing your parents would come back and restore 
some fucking order in your house … We’re kind of 
wishing some parents would come back. And of 
course we’re uneasy about the fact that we wish they’d 
come back – I mean, what is wrong with us? … Is 
there something about authority and limits that we 
actually need? And then the uneasiest feeling of all, as 
we start gradually to realize that parents in fact aren’t 
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ever coming back – which means we’re going to have 
to be the parents.23 

 
Wallace describes his generation of writers as ‘literary orphans’, since 
the postmodern ‘founders’ had already broken all the rules and 
deconstructed all forms of authority, which created in its own way a 
sense of a void. There is no need (but also no possibility) for them to 
commit patricide, because the founding fathers had already taken 
care of that themselves. If there is any need for ‘rules’ and ‘limits’, 
then they will have to reestablish them themselves. The same goes 
for Dave, who in AHWSG plays the role not just of literary orphan 
(as we will see later), but within the story is literally an orphan, ‘an 
orphan raising an orphan’ (236-7) moreover. Indeed he’s going to 
have to be the parent. It may prove interesting therefore to trace how 
Dave literally fulfills this role of ‘the new-model parent’, what it 
consists in, and what kind of ‘rules’ he reestablishes to delimit the 
authorial void, because this problematic may parallel the literary 
problematic that Wallace laid out. That Dave has the grandiose idea 
that ‘he had been chosen … to lead!’ (xxxiii) – explained as the result of 
having had to experience something so ‘EXTRAORDINARILY WEIRD, 
OR WEIRDLY TERRIBLE’ (xxxii), which makes him feel ‘singled out’ 
(xxxiii) – only heightens the importance of his self-claimed task. 
Dave not only feels he has to function as a father figure for Toph, he 
is in his own assessment ‘bearing the weight of both Toph and the 
world’ (111). How does he handle this task? 
 
 
RECONSTRUCTING ‘NORMALCY’ 
Despite all his talk about the experimental new-model parent, Dave 
and Beth actually had made a deal that they would ‘do everything we 
could to keep everything normal, to maintain, actually, more 
normalcy than we grew up with’ (206). Their own family life was not 
as ‘normal’ as they would have wanted it to be, and not as normal as 
it may have seemed to the outside world. Their father was an 
alcoholic, who tried AA but even at AA meetings held at their house 
was still secretly drinking, as we learn from the ‘anecdotes’ Dave 
throws at the interviewer. Even while Dave tries to make sure that 
his father was overall ‘a decent man’ (229), the occasional outbursts 

 
23 McCaffery, “An Interview with David Foster Wallace,” 150. 
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of uncontrolled anger their father directed at them when they were 
kids had left them with feelings of insecurity, or what, in 
psychological terms, is called a lack of a healthy and secure 
‘attachment’ to the parent. 

That this can have severe consequences is pointed out by for 
example Anthony Giddens. When a child cannot rely on the parent 
to provide ‘a world that has coherence, continuity and dependability’, 
a lack of ‘ontological security’ can result.24 Citing classical 
psychological research, Giddens states that what is called ‘basic trust’ 
forms ‘the original nexus from which a combined emotive-cognitive 
orientation towards others, the object-world, and self-identity, 
emerges’.25 From a developmental psychological perspective: it lays 
the groundwork for one’s stance toward the world, others and the 
self later on in life. As Dave states in the interview: ‘that thin brittle 
rope of trust between a parent and a child snapped, probably when I 
was eight’ (229). He felt there was always ‘a heightened sense of 
terror born of doubt, a lack of predictability in his behavior’ (230). It 
would seem, then, that Dave exactly fits the profile of the 
‘ontologically insecure individual’ that Giddens describes in his book. 
Giddens comes up with the following list of characteristics of an 
ontologically insecure person. Such a person 
 

(1) ‘may lack a consistent feeling of biographical 
continuity’, because ‘time may be comprehended as a 
series of discrete moments … so that no continuous 
“narrative” can be sustained’ (note here how Giddens 
too works with a notion of narrative in relation to a 
sense of self) 
(2) ‘the person is obsessively preoccupied with 
apprehension of possible risks to his or her existence, 
and paralyzed in terms of practical action’, and 
experiences what is called an ‘“inner deadness” 
deriving from … an incapacity to sustain the 
protective cocoon’, and 
(3) ‘the person fails to develop or sustain trust in his 
own self-integrity. The individual feels morally 
“empty” … the actor subjects his behaviour and 

 
24 Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age 66. 
25 Ibid. 38. 
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thoughts to constant scrutiny. Self-scrutiny in this 
guise is obsessional’26 

 
Although I do not intend to explain away Dave’s anxiety and 
paranoid stance towards others as simply stemming from his 
experiences as a child growing up in a household that was relatively 
unstable, Dave himself, in the interview, offers his childhood years in 
an instable family environment as an explanation for his feelings of 
insecurity. It has made him ‘jittery, overly defensive’ (234) and also 
fuelled his and his sister’s ‘dark imaginations’ (235), he says in the 
interview. He shows all these characteristics of an ontologically 
insecure person: his life story is not one continuous and flowing 
narrative but offered in discrete fragments; Dave is absolutely 
paranoid about possible risks and the paralysis is something he fears 
(and has projected on his mirror image John); and Dave constantly 
and indeed in a very obsessive way scrutinizes himself. 

A stable relationship with parents is listed by Giddens as an 
important factor for establishing a feeling of being ‘ontologically 
secure’ but he also points out the importance of societal and cultural 
factors. The different ‘cultural settings’ that a person has to act into 
later on in life are to ‘allow a “faith” in the coherence of everyday 
life’, according to Giddens; such settings are thus to offer ‘frames of 
meaning’, interpretational frameworks with which a person 
embedded in such a setting can make sense of the reality of the 
world, other people and the reality of the self.27 Further on I will 
discuss in more depth the cultural setting of the young creative elite, 
as Dave himself labeled this cultural group, to see what kind of 
framework of interpreting the world, others and the self is dominant 
there, and to find out whether this framework perhaps offers a sense 
of existential security. We have seen that the family Dave grew up in 
did not, and that in his new family life with Toph there is a 
continuing sense of ontological insecurity. 
 
But what kind of family Dave grew up in exactly is not 
unambiguously presented in the book. Dominant socio-cultural 
perspectives on ‘typical’ family dynamics have filtered his view on his 
childhood. Significantly, Dave comments on the role that ‘enough 
public service announcement information, some health class 
 
26 Ibid. 53-54. 
27 Ibid. 38. 
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statistics’ (235) may have played in aggravating his feeling that 
something was wrong. He remembers that he even ‘used to want to 
show up to school with bruises, cuts’ because then he would finally 
be recognized as a child that was abused, knowing ‘from after-school 
specials that that was how it worked, the teacher would see, and then 
it would finally be out’ (233). This shows the influence that a cultural 
stock image, here that of the ‘alcoholic parent’, ‘disturbed family’ and 
‘abused child’, can have on interpreting one’s experiences, by 
providing a ready-made framework of interpretation that moulds 
one’s experience world.  

Partly because of such filters it is hard for Dave to make up his 
mind about what it was really like, growing up. In telling the stories 
about his childhood, it is as if he oscillates between different ways of 
looking at his family life, which from my theoretical stance can be 
said to be different narrative options for narrating his story of the self. 
Dave could paint a picture of a very troubled childhood by 
highlighting those scenes in which his father plays the role of the 
uncontrolled alcoholic (kicking Dave’s door in at one point, ready to 
attack him), and his mother that of the controlling and punishing 
parent (‘It was my mom who really hit hard’, 233) who is trying to 
keep things together but perhaps unwillingly gives her children the 
idea that they are all on the verge of breakdown (‘my mom had a way 
of making us feel like we were just scraping by’, 185). This version, in 
which his father is the abusive angry alcoholic and his mother is 
telling them ‘“I’m gonna kill you!” a bit too often for comfort’ (233-
4), as Dave wryly remarks, would tie in with what we have come to 
know as ‘a child abuse situation’ (233), as the interviewer wraps up 
Dave’s stories. 

But then, ‘Oh God no’ (233), Dave responds, it didn’t even hurt 
all that much, the spanking, he adds. So he immediately backs away 
from the darker version of his childhood story. Whether this is 
because he really feels he has treated his parents unfairly, feeding the 
interviewer with only the bad (typical child abuse) ingredients, or out 
of a perverted sense of loyalty,28 is not very clear. Considering all the 
information that is there in the book, not just from the interview 
part, I think we could say that it was not the most stable and perfect 
family in which Dave grew up, but to say that it was a typical child 
abuse situation would be an overstatement. The anecdotes, especially 
 
28 An implicitly enforced sense of loyalty, the workings of which are comparable 
perhaps to what is known as the Stockholm syndrome.  
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in the beginning of the interview section are to make Dave look 
interesting enough to be selected for the show and so he offers his 
life story as a familiar ‘script’, we could say. They are directed at a 
particular but hypothetical audience, with the interviewer as stand-in, 
embodying expectations of what counts as a ‘good story’.29 Later on 
in the book the stories about Dave’s parents are more nuanced. His 
father was not in every respect a ‘typical’ alcoholic, as perhaps 
nobody fits that cultural stock image. 
 
His father actually remains a very vague figure in Dave’s life story (in 
this book). It is his mother who has much more bearing on Dave’s 
experience world; she is, like with Hal, the one who is Dave’s 
touchstone, in the sense that even after her death Dave seems to be 
‘performing’ for her like Hal did for his mother. While I don’t want 
to enforce similarities between these two protagonists, it is salient 
that the situation is rather similar: a father who is mostly absent 
(physically but also emotionally) and a mother who is covertly 
domineering. Dave, in his twenties, still remembers all too well ‘her 
eyes’: 
 

Did her eyes make me this way? The way she watched, 
stared, approved and disapproved? Oh, those eyes. 
Slits, lasers, needles of shame, guilt, judgment – Was it 
a Catholic thing or just her thing? At the very least, it 
had something to do with me not masturbating until 
college. I figured that part out a while ago. (395) 

 

 
29 As one psychologist working from a social constructivist and narrative 
psychological perspective explains: ‘for us to be able to engage successfully in 
social interaction it is necessary that our narratives about ourselves (our self-
narratives) are supported, or at least tolerated, by those around us … Our self-
narratives are therefore subject to a process of social negotiation, rather than 
simply being our won creations.’ G. Lynch, “The Role of Community and 
Narrative in the Work of the Therapist: A Post-Modern Theory of the 
Therapist’s Engagement in the Therapeutic Process,” Counselling psychology quarterly 
10, no. 4 (1997): 3. Or as Singer introduces the narrative psychological 
perspective on this: ‘Narratives are inevitably created to meet the demands of 
social roles and historical-cultural niches; they force us to ask about their 
audience and how their construction seeks to answer certain problems raised by 
the various subgroups to which we belong.’ Singer, “Narrative Identity and 
Meaning Making across the Lifespan: An Introduction,” 444. 
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Shame, guilt, judgment – these are the ingredients of Dave’s life and 
ingredients also of how he talks about his life, narrates his life stories. 
It is clear that his cultural and familial background, with traces of a 
Catholic morality that for Dave is personified by his mother only 
because he was never really embedded in this more traditional-
religious context himself, have at least heightened his feelings of 
shame and guilt. He is constantly judging himself, but the difficulty is 
that he can rely on a second-hand morality only, on haunting 
projections instead of inner convictions. 

The quoted thoughts of Dave about his mother’s gaze are 
embedded in the chapter in which Dave goes back to Lake Forest to 
look for his parents’ ‘cremains’. He finds only his mother’s ashes and 
decides to throw them in the lake, but he is overwhelmed with guilty 
thoughts, trying to decide whether this is a beautiful gesture or plain 
ugly and kitsch. In this he shows his typical indecisiveness about how 
to perceive things: 
 

I can’t decide if what I am doing is beautiful and noble 
and right, or small and disgusting … Oh this is so 
plain, disgraceful, pathetic – 
Or beautiful and loving and glorious! …  
I know what I am doing now, that I am doing 
something both beautiful but gruesome because I am 
destroying its beauty by knowing that it might be 
beautiful … I fear that even if it is beautiful in the 
abstract, that my doing it knowing that it’s beautiful 
and worse, knowing that I will very soon be 
documenting it … that all this makes this act of 
potential beauty somehow gruesome. I am a monster. 
(399-400) 

 
That in this moment of extreme doubt Dave envisions his mother’s 
eyes, her gaze upon him, is telling. In a sense Dave is borrowing here 
the authoritative stance, a decisive way to look at things, from his 
mother, since left on his own he cannot make up his mind. It is a way 
for him to vicariously judge himself. But of course it is only a 
projection by him of what his mother would have thought about what 
he is doing, and so ultimately Dave still has to weigh all the different 
versions of what is happening, all the different ways of interpreting 
what he does, on his own. What we can conclude is that Dave is still, 



 215 

at least in part, very much under the influence of his mother’s input, 
now incorporated as a part of his own self-consciousness. 
 
In AHWSG there are several scenes in which Dave in this way 
externalizes his self-consciousness. Imagining his mother looking at 
him and judging him is one way of projecting his superego on 
another person. But there are also scenes in which a person close to 
Dave more literally steps out of character to perform the function of 
Dave’s conscience. This allows Dave to transform the internal 
dialogues in which he constantly doubts himself to external dialogues 
with an ‘other’, an other that can help him clarify his thoughts by 
articulating them from a third-person perspective. John functions as 
such a double for Dave’s mind (as we will see later on), but also does 
Toph. 

The first time Toph is used by Dave for this act of ventriloquism, 
the ‘dialogue’ takes up several pages and it is the first time within the 
story that the writing of the memoir is being commented upon. As 
Toph points out to Dave: ‘You’re completely paralyzed with guilt 
about relating all this’ (115). This guilt, Toph goes on, ‘is a very 
middlebrow, middle-class, midwestern sort of disapproval … You 
struggle with a guilt both Catholic and unique to the home in which 
you were raised. Everything there was a secret’ (115). It shows that 
Dave is not really free to act and think and feel as he sees fit, from 
his own autonomous perspective, as he had imagined when they 
started their new life (‘No rules!’), but that how he perceives things, 
including himself, is already informed by others and by the socio-
cultural settings that he was embedded in. The dialogue is thus also 
very informative in that it puts into perspective all the talk about the 
new-model parent, the idea that Dave somehow was going to do 
things completely different as if it were one big experiment: ‘you 
think you’re so open about stuff now,’ Toph says, ‘you believe that 
you and me are the New Model,’ while in fact, as Toph goes on (or 
Dave has to acknowledge), ‘you end up maintaining most of their 
customs, the rules imposed by our parents. Especially the secrecy’ 
(116). 

It is actually as if Dave takes it three steps further: ‘There is no 
margin for error!’ (337) he cries out at Toph at one point. Dave is 
more controlling and more protective of Toph’s life than his parents 
probably would have been, and more bent on making sure he creates 
a shelter for Toph, a protective cocoon (as Giddens called it) that will 
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allow Toph to feel safe and secure; exactly the feeling of security 
Dave himself had lacked. This is in effect a form of 
overcompensation for the void Dave himself grew up in. Dave even 
tries to ensure that there is some form of friction, as it is stated later 
on in the book: ‘He [Toph] needed friction … Where would he find 
his motivation, if not from the desire to tread over me?’ (413) So 
Dave in a sense even wants to allow his younger brother to commit 
some form of patricide on him, albeit playfully.  

Dave had experienced anger toward his parents, but the death of 
his parents has forever closed off any real form of friction: rebelling 
against dead parents is but an empty gesture and any angry thoughts 
about his parents are immediately cancelled out by a feeling of guilt 
for attacking those who can no longer defend themselves and are 
thus not concrete sparring partners in any form of actual 
disagreement or debate. It is of course rather difficult to commit 
some form of patricide on parental figures that have already died. 
And even when they were still alive, as far as we can tell from what 
we learn from the stories, Dave never actually had any conscious 
desire to ‘tread over’ his parents – it was more like he evaded them or 
was always in a defensive position. I think this is one of the factors 
that make it so difficult for Dave to ‘find his motivation’, as he so 
rightly put it with regard to Toph, this lack of healthy friction. He 
had nothing to rebel against, except maybe the secrecy. 

And this is exactly the thread that runs through AHWSG: Dave 
rebels against the enforced secrecy, wrestles with this inherited 
tendency to control things. For him the rule to keep everything a 
secret manifests itself mostly as a desire to keep everything under the 
control of his own private mind, which does not align with his need 
to share things and receive feedback, to be open and do ‘new’ things. 
From what can be surmised from the book, Dave is incapable of 
receiving real feedback. The only feedback that is spelled out in the 
story, when characters break out of the roles assigned to them, is still 
under the direction of Dave – for example when they have to act as 
his externalized self-consciousness. Whether the narrative structure 
of the book itself is also closed off from input by others or instead a 
form of ‘shareware’, as it is announced in the prelude (or somehow, 
paradoxically, both), is something we will look into in the last part of 
this chapter. Continuing for now with the Dave as he is presented in 
the story: although Dave does not seem to be very ‘open’ towards 
others, there still is a desire to be open. This becomes most obvious 
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in the parts about Dave’s new life in San Francisco. Not in the stories 
about Toph and Dave’s life together as a superhero team, but in the 
stories about Dave’s interactions with (supposedly) like-minded other 
people, which will be the focus of the next subchapter. The life of 
Toph and Dave, which I characterized as a solipsistic world-for-two, 
is closed off for external criticism. Only Toph gets a say about it 
(although only as a mouthpiece for Dave), and he has a sharp eye for 
Dave’s weaknesses and subdued motives. 
 
Dave is in a unique position because, as Toph tells him, ‘you have 
this amazing chance to right the wrongs of your own upbringing’ 
(117) and moreover ‘you get to do this with me, their own progeny’ 
(118). That is, Dave gets to play the role of both father and son. Or 
in a way it is even more phantasmagoric than that: Dave has a chance 
to play the role of fathering himself, since Toph is the smaller version 
of Dave, or at least Dave projects himself onto Toph. Plus, of 
course, lacking parental figures himself, Dave also in that sense has 
to act as his own ‘father’. That this is a burdening task is obvious 
enough from the extreme anxiety with which Dave handles this 
responsibility. Indeed it sometimes seems like Dave would rather 
want his ‘parents to come back to restore some fucking order in the 
house’, as David Foster Wallace put it so delicately, where ‘house’ 
can be read both literally and figuratively, as his ‘mind’. But since the 
parents are not coming back, and never will, Dave is left on his own 
to establish rules and limits, to fill the authoritative void. That ‘you 
finally have the moral authority you’ve craved’ (118), as Toph 
remarks to Dave, is thus not a simple blessing. It may be something 
that Dave longed for, but it remains difficult for him to ground this 
moral authority, to legitimize it somehow. The moral authority he 
claims is in effect what Hal Foster described as ‘the absolute 
authority’ of a traumatized subject. 

A ‘traumatic subject’ has, according to Foster especially in our 
contemporary culture, ‘absolute authority, for one cannot challenge 
the trauma of another: one can only believe it, even identify with it, 
or not’.30 Dave assumes precisely this position of inviolable testifier 
that Foster describes: ‘in popular culture, trauma is treated as an 
event that guarantees the subject, and in this psychological register 
the subject, however disturbed, rushes back as witness, testifier, 

 
30 Foster, The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century 168. 
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survivor’.31 Also Kirby Farrell, in her book about what she calls the 
‘post-traumatic culture’ of the 1990s, analyzing several movies and 
texts of that period, sees this connection between the exhibition of 
traumatic experiences and a desire to regain at least some sense of 
identity, whereby ‘mastering a past injury’ becomes a form of 
‘grounding the self’.32 Dave often invokes his recent tragedy in this 
way, to assume an identity for himself, although he does this in a very 
self-conscious and also self-criticizing way, aware of the pose when 
for example he offers himself to the Real World show as ‘the Tragic 
Person’. This also shows that Dave is keenly aware of this dominant 
pop-psychological or pop-cultural ‘register’ that Foster referred to. 
He knows what to say to perform the role of the traumatized subject. 
At times this knowingness or awareness is exactly what de-realizes his 
sense of self. He can assume the identity construction that is the 
tragic person but has difficulty sorting out his real feelings and a 
sense of self that is unaffected by such role-playing. At times Dave 
rather desires to temporarily shut down a ‘layer or two of self-
conscious noise’ (361) that distort or block how he really feels. 
Nevertheless he rigidly holds on to his ‘testifier’ subject-position 
throughout the narrative. In this, we could say, he plays by the rules 
of the popular culture he is embedded in. 

One can either believe Dave’s stories, identify with them perhaps, 
or else one is out of the loop, so to speak. It is very difficult to 
question the veracity of someone speaking from this traumatized 
subject-position, and Dave makes use of this leverage that he has 
against others flowing from his traumatized past. Everyone who has 
a different perspective than he, ‘does not understand’ and is therefore 
‘bad’ (109). So there is a paradoxical combination of self-
righteousness and extreme self-doubt in play in how Dave relates to 
the world, others, and to himself. ‘Seeking some kind of 
understanding … I find myself seeking out others mangled by bizarre 
familial machinery … hoping that these people will know what I 
know’ (109). But not often does Dave really find the reassurance that 
others are like him and know exactly what he knows. It seems that 
Dave in his twenties has not really come to grips with the fact that 
others most likely will not know exactly what you know, whether your 

 
31 Ibid. 
32 Kirby Farrell, Post-Traumatic Culture: Injury and Interpretation in the Nineties 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998) 357. 
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particularities are bizarre or not. He is in that sense a solipsist pur 
sang. 

Although Dave is very aware of his solipsistic outlook, since he is 
able to discuss the topic knowingly, talk about possible causes for 
this solipsism – his socio-cultural background, the popular media’s 
contribution to the self-obsession – he seems unaware of what a real 
connection with others would consist of, and what could facilitate a 
break out of the solipsistic cage. Dave expects others to be exactly like 
him, almost forcing others to completely share his mind-set (to make 
them swim in his own private ‘fishbowl’ so to speak); nobody is to 
question him, also because he is already burdened by a continuing 
self-criticism. But an inter-subjective relationship involves an 
interactional give-and-take, sharing something with someone else and 
allowing the other to contribute something to the relationship too. 
Dave is not very good at the sort of compromising this kind of 
relationship would involve. He feels he has the right to not having to 
compromise, since everything has been so difficult for him since his 
parents became ill, and now he is ‘owed’ (47). But when this excuse 
wears off, he will still have to find a more truly empathetic way of 
relating himself to others. His period with Might is a transitive stage 
in this respect. 
 
 
RE: GENERATION X 
The move to San Francisco does not mark a complete break with 
Dave’s past life. When he settles in this city, he simply surrounds 
himself with the same friends he has known for a long time, many of 
whom have moved to the same area. They are there, in the 
perception of Dave, for his ‘amusement’ but also for ‘continuity’, ‘to 
step in as extended family, to play roles’: ‘they create for us and for 
Toph a willy-nilly world of faux-cousins, -aunts, -uncles’ (130). 
Whatever ‘new’ life he has to start with Toph, it is comfortably 
nested in this familiar ‘world’ created by him and his friends. And 
however frightening and anxiety-inducing his new situation as care-
taker of Toph is, his friends are there to function as a safety net; 
although, as always, Dave is the one who gets to assign ‘roles’. 

But this world of familiar people also feels suffocating, at times. 
‘There’s too many of them, of us. Too many, too similar’, Dave 
muses one night when he is in a bar, ‘Something needs to happen.’ 
(133) And since he is the self-acclaimed center of this world of 
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similar people – a feeling infused by his solipsistic outlook and 
admitted ‘self-centeredness’ (xxxiii) as much as by the idea that 
because of what happened to him he is ‘singled out’ and ‘chosen’, ‘to 
lead!’ – he is the one who has to come up with a plan to shake 
everything and everyone up. His inflated conception of what needs 
to be done is, with enough self-ridicule, rendered in the following 
dialogue with a friend. Taking turns, Dave and a friend of his discuss 
their current situation with almost adolescent bravura: 
 

“We need to change … everyone.” … 
“It’s criminal to pause.” 
“To wallow.” 
“To complain.” 
“We have to be happy.” … 
“We have an obligation.” 
“We’ve had advantages.” … 
“This is abundance.” 
“A luxury of place and time.” … 
“It’s almost historically unprecedented.” 
“We must do extraordinary things.” … 
“I would be obscene not to.” 
“We will take what we’ve been given and unite 
people.” 
“And we’ll try not to sound so irritating.” 
“Right. From now on.” (146-7) 

 
Continuing this conversation with his friend, Dave explains: ‘I’m 
already working to change all this, am currently in the middle of 
putting together something that will address all these issues, that will 
inspire millions to greatness’ (147). The exaggerated claims are 
immediately made fun of: ‘“And how will you do this?” she wants to 
know. “A political party? A march? A revolution? A coup?”’ ‘“A 
magazine”’, Dave has to answer (147), an anticlimax if there ever was 
one. When the start-up of the magazine Might is introduced in the 
book, this is done from the beginning with a tone of ridicule. It is 
also obvious from the beginning that the ‘issues’ Dave and his 
friends with the magazine will address are somewhat vaguely defined, 
to say the least. 
 



 221 

Their primary goal is to ‘smash all these misconceptions about us’ 
(147), or, as Dave later on explains in the interview with Laura from 
MTV, he wants ‘to make clear that we aren’t just a bunch of people 
sitting around farting and watching MTV’ (203). What Dave refers to 
here is the image of twentysomethings as ‘slackers’, or the ‘MTV 
generation’, that was very much in use in the popular media in the 
1990s. Also referred to as ‘Generation X’, after the successful debut 
novel of the Canadian author Douglas Coupland, who was heralded 
for so accurately describing the Zeitgeist of the 1990s and the life 
world of twentysomethings of that time. In 1990 Time Magazine 
published an article, based on a survey that was held among more 
than six hundred 18-29-year olds,33 in which a portrayal of this 
generational cohort was attempted. I will give the highlights of the 
article here, with characteristics ranging from demographic 
particulars to more general aspects concerning their views and life-
style, because it gives us a flavor of the image of this generation of 
twentysomethings that circulated in the media; it is against this image 
or imago of their generation that Dave and his friends at Might set 
out to profile themselves. 
 

They have trouble making decisions … They have few 
heroes … no style to call their own. … They possess 
only a hazard sense of their own identity … By and 
large, the 18-29 group scornfully rejects the habits and 
values of the baby boomers … [They] grew up in a 
time of drugs, divorce and economic strain. They 
virtually reared themselves. TV provided the surrogate 
parenting … A prime characteristic of today’s young 
adults is their desire to avoid risk, pain and rapid 
change. They feel paralyzed by the social problems 
they see as their inheritance: racial strife, 
homelessness, AIDS, fractured families and federal 
deficits … [This group] wants to postpone growing up 
… Their anxious indecision creates a kind of ominous 
fog around them … 

 
33 Generation X is otherwise roughly defined as labeling the generation of people 
born between 1962 and 1980 or 1981. See for example William Strauss and Neil 
Howe, Generations: The History of America’s Future, 1584 to 2069 (New York: 
Morrow, 1991). 
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Absent parents forced a dependence on secondary 
relationships with teachers and friends … The 
generation is afraid of relationships in general … few 
of them have any real blueprint for how a successful 
relationship should function …  
AIDS casts a pall over a generation that fully expected 
to reap the benefits of the sexual revolution … 
[They] want constant feedback from supervisors … 
are not driven from within, they need reinforcement 
… [They are] the best educated generation in U.S. 
history … 
People in their 20s want to give something back to 
society, but they don’t know how to begin … always 
the great, intimidating shadow of 1960s-style activism 
hovers in the background … The new generation 
pines for a romanticized past when the issues were 
clear … 
the twentysomething generation has almost no one to 
look up to … no one with real ideals …  
[They are] rootless and noncommittal … [They are] 
open-minded samplers of an increasingly diverse 
cultural buffet … this generation knows how to ‘strike 
a pose’ … Eclecticism is supreme.34 

 
As we can see, these young adults as a group are defined mostly in 
negative terms, as a passive, indecisive group of bystanders that 
hesitate to actively take up positions in society. Especially the 
passivity, cached in the term ‘slackers’, is what bothers Dave; he 
wants to be more actively involved, in nothing less than changing the 
world, or creating a ‘new world’. 

There are similarities but also differences between the culture of 
twentysomethings as presented in a typical Coupland-book from the 
1990s and Eggers’s exploration of his world and that of his peers that 
I want to draw out here, because it may show in what sense AHWSG 
marks a transitional stage and exemplifies a change in the ‘paradigm 
of experience’ for twentysomethings, at least as represented in literary 
texts. What AHWSG presents is the life world not so much of 
generation X-ers, I believe, but that of the younger siblings of that 
 
34 David M. Gross and Sophfronia Scott, “Proceeding with Caution,” Time 
Magazine, July 16 1990. 
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generational cohort. It is significant also, of course, that AHWSG 
was written at the end of the 1990s, published in 2000, surfing on a 
last wave of literary texts that presented the Zeitgeist of this decade. 
It is, as autobiography, a text in which the narrator looks back, and 
the narrator of AHWSG looks back at himself in his early twenties 
with vicious critical vigor, we will see. 
 
In the Time Magazine article different social-economic, cultural, and 
demographic factors are listed that are to explain why this generation 
is less idealistic, more detached and passive, and more insecure when 
it comes to relationships than the generation before them, the baby 
boomers. Also in Couplands novels we get a sense of why these 
characters feel a need to retreat from the world. Especially in 
Generation X (1991) and Life after God (1997) but also Shampoo Planet 
(1992) and to a lesser degree Microserfs (1995), the life world of 
twentysomethings is rather sensitively rendered and the characters 
are not what one would call ‘slackers’, but more like post- or neo-
romantic daydreamers. The characters in these books exemplify 
many of the characteristics listed in the article in Time Magazine, 
almost as if these novels functioned as a blueprint for the article (or 
rather, perhaps, the other way around). Like the three protagonists in 
Generation X for example, who choose to live ‘small lives on the 
periphery’, because they crave ‘silence’, sick as they are of an 
overloaded world that made them ‘confuse shopping with 
creativity’,35 and so create their own universe by telling stories to each 
other in a ‘noncritical atmosphere’,36 imaginary or actual tales about 
their lives in which they get to be who they want, albeit it in an 
imaginary realm. 

A Coupland character is typically ‘a person who has no fixed 
home in their mind’, speaking with ‘a voice from nowhere’, as the 
narrator in one of the stories in Life after God puts it.37 It is someone 
who is drifting or floating through life, without any clear boundaries 
or parameters that would give this person a sense of place and time. 
Their identity is blurred, a collage of styles they have picked up from 
popular culture, indeed as ‘samplers’ of a ‘culturally diverse buffet’ as 
it was phrased in the article; they recycle the past. Such a collage of 

 
35 Douglas Coupland, Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated Culture (London: 
Abacus, 2000) 14. 
36 Ibid. 16. 
37 Douglas Coupland, Life after God (New York: Pocket Books, 1994) 174, 73. 
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life-styles is to cover up their lack of a clear sense of self, a sense of 
being present; they primarily feel lost, even to themselves. Their life 
stories are affected by a melancholia that is difficult to pin down. 
They are nostalgic for a world they have never known, a world 
concerned with more real issues (in that sense they typically pine ‘for 
a romanticized past when the issues were clear’). Instead they grew 
up in a post-idealistic age, in the seventies and eighties, in which 
nothing much happened, in their own perception. Their background 
is the same sort of blank canvas as that of Dave, they are typically 
‘suburban children’, for whom ‘Life was charmed but without politics 
or religion … a life of earthly salvation’38.  

The ‘almost historically unprecedented luxury of time and place’ 
that Dave and his friend feel they need to take advantage of is by 
Coupland’s characters experienced as unreal, a vague ‘blurring 
between dream life and real life’39 that makes it difficult for them to 
find their own path in life. They bounce off of nothing; there has 
never been much friction in their lives, and therefore they float, 
encapsulated in their own minds. They are insecure about revealing 
their emotions and hesitant when it comes to relationships with 
others. As the narrator of the last story in Life after God realizes: ‘I 
think there was a trade-off somewhere along the line. I think the 
price we paid for our golden life was an inability to fully believe in 
love; instead we gained an irony that scorched everything it 
touched’.40 
 
The cultural scene of the young and creative elite in San Francisco 
described in AHWSG is much more dynamic than the life worlds of 
Coupland characters. Dave cum suis are past the melancholy and soft 
nihilism of Generation X-ers. Instead of retreating from an 
overloaded world, they want to take full center stage and intervene, 
take up positions in the world out there, that they feel is full of 
opportunities for those who are willing to make something out of 
their lives. The place where they are putting together their magazine 
‘is bursting, is not just a place where people are working but a place 
where people are creating and working to change the very way we live’ 
(170), as it is perceived by Dave at that time (‘this is 1993’, as it is 
mentioned). They do hold some of the same values as described in 

 
38 Ibid. 217, 73. 
39 Ibid. 273. 
40 Ibid. 
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the Time Magazine article and conveyed in Coupland’s novels, such as 
that ‘money is suspect’ (171), and cultivate ‘the look of absolutely no 
look at all’ (244), but are tired of ‘slacking’ – as their first issue’s 
opening essay begins: 
 

Could there really be more to a generation than 
illiterate, uninspired, flannel-wearing ‘slackers’? Could 
a bunch of people under twenty-five put out a national 
magazine with … actual views about actual issues? … 
With guts and goals and hope? (174) 

 
Here we can see how the image of this generation (at least the image 
as incorporated in this book) has degenerated into a cliché image, 
that the editors of Might here reproduce in their opening statement in 
a few staccato lines. It is the cliché image of ‘slackers’,41 spoiled and 
self-obsessed, who dwell in their detachment and are ironic by 
nature. 

With Might they playfully attack this ‘misconception’ in their 
articles, for example by parodying other media, ‘a recent New York 
Times Magazine spread’ for example ‘heralding “Thirty Under Thirty”’, 
a list of promising young adults which they find disturbing mostly 
because ‘it did not include us’ (283). They reply with an article that 
consists of a range of short bio’s of even more promising young 
people, ‘twenty young movers, shakers and money-makers who can’t 
even spell “slack”’ (283), bio’s they simply make up behind their 
desks. The irony is that immediately after the issue with this article is 
published, a producer starts calling them because he is interested in 
putting these made-up anti-slackers in a TV show. Parodying the 
superficiality of the media is apparently ineffective and futile; a funny, 
smart-ass article or magazine does nothing to effectively change any 
of the rules of the popular media in the business of creating hypes. 
 
But the critical slant of their articles is also corrupted because they 
secretly want to be part of the game, and know all too well how to 
play by the rules. They are themselves preoccupied with image, with 
how they come across, and are primarily concerned with replacing a 
‘bad’ image of their generation with a ‘good’ image. Again it is Toph 
who articulates for Dave his hidden motives when he spells out the 
 
41 Perhaps best personified by Beavis and Butt-head, those very popular cartoon 
characters who starred on MTV. 
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‘terrible bind’ they are in: that they want to be both ‘smart’ and 
‘famous’ (317) and that their sneering may thus in part be motivated 
by a form of resentment (as their reacting to the article in the New 
York Times already showed, ‘it did not include us’).42 In that sense 
they are still like little boys imagining how they would ‘fit’ in this 
band or that TV show, now how they would look on the cover of 
‘Time and Newsweek’ (174) heralded for their groundbreaking work. It 
compromises their supposed critical position. 

In fact, it is difficult to figure out what exactly Dave and his 
friends want to establish with their magazine that would really be 
transformative, create change, since with Might they invoke the same 
rhetoric already in play in the culture at large. They stake out in a 
small niche of a popular culture that they parasitically try to attack, 
through a form of ‘parodic proliferation and subversive play’, 
through ‘subversive confusion’ we could say, tactics described by 
Judith Butler as possible transformative strategies to deconstruct 
existing cultural constructions.43 But all the while they also, simply, 
want to be acknowledged (‘included’) by the same (popular) culture they 
feel the need to attack. At least that much can be surmised from how 
the episodes with Might are narrated in AHWSG. 
 
The difficulty of analyzing those parts in the book about Might and 
the way of thinking and acting and talking that we are to associate 
with this phase when Dave was working on Might, is that these parts 
are always narrated with a very obtrusive evaluative slant, more 
absent in other parts of the book. Everything Dave says and does 
and thinks while working on Might, although still narrated in the 
present tense, is instantly made fun of. We are presented with a 
blurring double vision: the perspective of Dave at 24 working on 

 
42 The title of their magazine, Might, in a way already signals their double bind and 
forebodes its eventual downfall, ‘“Might” meaning both power and possibility’ (203). 
It is their secret desire to be famous and gain the power that in a contemporary 
popular culture is perhaps best represented by celebrities, that corrupts their less 
egotistic goal to create an awareness of everybody’s potential or possibilities. 
43 Although Butler is talking about transforming gender categories, of course, 
those ‘constitutive categories that seek to keep gender in its place by posturing as 
the foundational illusions of identity’. Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the 
Subversion of Identity 44. The stakes for Dave cum suis with Might are lower but 
nevertheless they similarly try to change existing cultural categories, a culturally 
constructed image, in their case the dominant view on their generation, from 
within, we could say. 
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Might, and Dave at 28 or 29 very ostensively ridiculing this Dave at 
24. Their views fold or collapse into each other.44 It is difficult to 
figure out to which Dave for example we should attribute the ironic 
voice. 

Around the time AHWSG was published there was somewhat of 
a public debate about how tiring the typical hyper-ironic voice in 
work by (and about) young people was becoming – something David 
Foster Wallace had already diagnosed in his essay ‘E Unibus 
Pluram’.45 This explains why in the addendum to AHWSG, which is 
in part a reaction to the reception of the first edition of the book, 
Dave-as-author (as he is presented in the addendum) is so overly 
sensitive to AHWSG being referred to as ironic. The book was 
received in part as yet another example of a typically ironic and 
gimmicky book by a twentysomething, although many of the reviews 
nuanced this by pointing out how the book seemed to combine irony 
with sincerity.46  

 
44 AHWSG actually performs a sort of two- or three-step when it comes to 
presenting and commenting upon a culture of twentysomethings in the 1990s. 
Within the story, Dave and his friends try with their magazine Might to correct the 
image of their peers as slackers. On another level, the narrator-Dave criticizes, in 
turn, the way of behaving and talking of the people of the young creative elite, 
including those working on Might. It amounts to a form of criticism, by the 
narrator, of a particular critical stance, that of Dave cum suis working on Might, 
who were critical of the cultural cliché that the media poured out over their 
generation. 
45 As one reviewer of AHWSG put it, ‘“the ironist”’ had become ‘a stock 
character in contemporary culture’. Elise Harris, “Infinite Jest,” Nation, March 20 
2000, 45. Jedediah Purdy, at 24, wrote a book on the corrosiveness of the ironic 
stance that had affected his generation’s outlook Jedediah Purdy, For Common 
Things: Irony, Trust, and Commitment in America Today, 1st ed. (New York: A.A. 
Knopf, 1999). But ‘irony’ has many different connotations. What was eventually 
criticized was a particular cluster of associations people had come to attach to the 
term irony: ‘irony has come to be a handy shorthand for moral relativism and 
self-absorption, for consuming all that is puerile while considering oneself too hip 
to be implicated in the supply and demand economics of schlock. With numb 
and glib’, as one critic summed things up. David Beers, “Irony Is Dead! Long 
Live Irony!,” Salon.com, September 25 2001. The debate was thus not about being 
for or against irony in general, but about a more specific ironic attitude. 
46 See for example Kakutani’s review in The New York Times, that concluded with: 
‘“A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius” may start off sounding like one 
of those coy, solipsistic exercises that put everything in little ironic quotation 
marks, but it quickly becomes a virtuosic piece of writing, a big, daring, manic-
depressive stew of a book.’ She praises the ‘earnest sentiment’ and ‘sensibility’ of 
the book Kakutani, “‘a Heartbreaking Work...’: Clever Young Man Raises Sweet 
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In the smallest font, in a section about ‘Irony and its Malcontents’, Dave 
explains that the book as a whole is not ironic and that ‘Might, and its 
ironic contents, were included in the book simply so that they could 
be knocked down and picked apart’ (35M). What we are led or forced 
to conclude is that only the parts in the book that are about Might are 
to convey the typical ironic stance, that it belonged firmly to a phase 
Dave was going through when younger and embedded in a particular 
cultural context that fostered that attitude, but that the book itself 
has moved on and exemplifies something ‘new’. 

We do not have to take Dave’s word for it of course. The irony 
actually seems to be stemming mostly from the older Dave; in his 
treatment of the concerns of his younger version the narrator at least 
shows more world-weariness than the younger Dave, as far as we can 
still distract from the text what is actually on this younger Dave’s 
mind. Dave-as-narrator makes his younger version seem silly for 
having such inflated ideas about changing the world; which makes 
the narrator Dave either more cynical or more realistic than the 
younger Dave, depending on how you want to judge the ‘ideals’ of 
Dave and his friends working on Might. What complicates matters 
even more is that these same ideas or ideals are reinstated in other 
parts in the book, presenting the concerns of an older Dave and even 
those of the narrator himself. What is dismissed, then, what is 
supposedly knocked down and picked apart in the sections about 
Might, is the attitude with which Dave and his friends were going to do 
‘extraordinary’ things, and not necessarily the underlying sensibility 
that at least something needed to be done, that they, first of all, 
needed ‘to live more exceptional lives’ (147). It is this underlying 
sensibility that holds up in the text. 
 
 
‘IT’S LIKE THE ’60’S! LOOK! LOOK’ 
With Might Dave did not succeed in attaining his ideals, and the 
narrator’s ways of presenting how they went about trying to do 
extraordinary things with Might are to make clear why they failed. A 

 
Little Brother.” That this ‘sincerity’ was considered remarkable, noteworthy, 
shows how much critics had come to expect irony in such books; it shows the 
frame of reference invoked by reviewers, their background assumptions – the 
same background assumptions that are invoked in the novel itself, in the parts 
about Might. 
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nice example of this is the following part, in which the narrator 
presents how the young Dave experiences a sense of acuteness that 
they are to do very important things: 
 

It’s like the ’60s! Look! Look, we say to one another, at 
the imbalances, the glaring flaws of the world, aghast, 
amazed. Look how things are! Look at how, for 
instance, there are all these homeless people! Look at 
how they have to defecate all over the streets, where 
we have to walk! (176) 

 
Significantly, they try to bypass the cultural conceptions or 
misconceptions of their generation by finding inspiration in the 
rhetoric of the 1960s, they are convinced they ‘are on to something 
epochal’ (180), mirroring their own rise for action with a cultural 
revolution they know only from books and movies (the 
‘romanticized’ version). But the last sentence of the above quote is of 
course is a very sharp (and funny) way of deflating these grand claims 
they hold of being in the middle of a great Social and Cultural 
Revolution of some sort. But also in this quote it cannot be decided 
easily whether the younger Dave, whose thoughts we are presented 
with here, is actually aware of the implications of that last sentence, 
or whether that last sentence even was something already on this 
younger Dave’s mind or planted there in hindsight by the narrator to 
make his point. Apparently, we are led to conclude here, most likely 
by the narrator-Dave, that their claims are nothing but projections 
outwards of their own self-centered preoccupations. ‘Look at how 
high rents are! Look at how the banks charge these hidden fees when 
you use their ATMs! … It’s completely fucking ridiculous!’ (176), Dave 
goes on, listing their petty concerns, showing how their ‘bursting’ 
desire to change the world is not really backed up by serious issues 
that they find themselves interested in. 
 
From the descriptions of the cultural context in which Dave situates 
Might we do get the sense that others of his age are less clueless about 
social issues. Dave lists other collectives of young people, 
organizations such as ‘Lead or Leave’ and ‘Third Millennium’ who 
address or ‘fight’, in the words of Dave, ‘the war that we all must 
fight, the war that will become our Great War, or at least our 
Vietnam: Social Security’ (174). Again, this is presented as an anti-
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climax, the issue of Social Security being perceived as rather 
uninteresting (and boring also) in comparison to what Vietnam was for 
the baby boom generation. But that this is presented as an anti-
climax is not so much a sign that there are no real issues to fight for 
any longer, but more tellingly a sign of the comfortable and luxury 
position Dave and his friends are in: ‘we make contact with these 
organizations, pledge solidarity, though to be honest we have 
absolutely no idea what they’re talking about … given little to no 
contact with economic insecurity of any kind’ (175), and many of 
them ‘thank God, have no jobs at all, and have been given by their 
parents a year or so to get on their feet’ (173). For them, their activist 
attitude is something they can easily afford; they have the luxury to 
play around. It is not something they can be blamed for really, but it 
is the narrator’s explanation for why their actions and concerns never 
feel real enough. 

The idea was also that with their magazine they would ‘speak for 
others’, ‘for millions’ (173) and they eagerly try to present themselves 
as the perfect representatives of this whole generation: ‘We must look 
like the perfect cross section of young America!’ (177). But they are 
actually not really the perfect representatives they claim to be, which 
becomes painfully obvious when they set out to make a photo for 
their first issue. They get ‘obsessed with seeming diverse’ because, 
actually, looking around for candidates to act as these perfect 
representatives, they realize: ‘we have just us, three/four white 
people (and not even a Jew!)’ (177). Like in the interview for MTV, and 
in much the same terms, the narrator hints at the politically correct 
climate of that time, in which Dave and his friends do not fit all that 
well, having to call vague acquaintances of friends to find someone 
who could possibly ‘pass for a more well-known minority’ (177) for 
their photo. This is a constant joke in AHWSG. When for example 
Dave makes a remark about Toph’s hat (that it smells), Toph has 
learned to reply with: ‘You’re only saying that because I’m black’, to amuse 
Dave (257). In such remarks and comments Dave plays with a 
culturally determined sensibility; they are marginal acts of a kind of 
playful subversion of political correctness and point to the illusionary 
quality of cultural stratifications in general. But the difficulty of really 
deconstructing such cultural constructions is also pointed out. The 
following lines, about a photo shoot for the magazine, illustrate very 
nicely the devouring cultural dialectic they are caught up in; they try 
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to play by the rules to show the wrongness of such cultural rules but 
are corrupted in the process: 
 

In the interest of demonstrating inclusiveness and 
diversity, in the interest of making clear that 
differentiating between this one and that one, 
discriminating on the basis of size or shape or color, 
these superficial distinctions, is obscene, barbaric, in 
the interest of setting all this straight, we make calls 
looking for volunteers: 
Do you have any black friends? 
Oh yeah? How light? 
Really? I thought he was Indian. 
How about large friends? (248) 

 
However ironically all this is narrated, it does convey a more serious 
point: it shows how difficult it is to stake out a critical position within 
the cultural landscape you try to transform. 
 
As it is honestly admitted by Dave, their goals are not idealistic in the 
traditional sense of that word. They do have ideals, but these are 
more like fantasies, ideal images of themselves which they project on 
the ‘47 million souls’ (175) out there who are supposedly exactly like 
them: ‘All we really want is for no one to have a boring life, to be 
impressive, so we can be impressed’ (175). But however much the 
narrator ridicules their narcissistic quasi-activism, the ‘hope’ with 
which Might was started is not completely ridiculed and debunked in 
the text. As it is narrated with a sort of honest clumsiness, in regard 
to the more real issues that others are working on: ‘we share with 
them the desire to motivate and bring to action (some kind of action, 
though what exactly we are not sure) our 47 million souls’, which is 
immediately followed by the remark that ‘what we are most 
interested in is their mailing list’ (175), but that cynical aside does not 
undermine completely the gusto of the preceding lines, I believe. ‘We 
are willing and ready’ (176), they feel, but while working on Might 
they did not know for what exactly. They are strengthened by others 
who, like them, want to start creating their world instead of passively 
standing by, and are ‘thrilled to have found them, to have made this 
connection’ (173). Ultimately, it is this ‘connection’ which appears to be 
the sole purpose of their actions, their magazine. 
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What they lack is a clear vision of what they would be working 
towards. Their idealism thus lacks any clear ideals. But maybe that is a 
‘lack’ only when compared with an old-school idealism, ‘the great, 
intimidating shadow of 1960s-style activism’, as it was phrased in the 
Time Magazine article, that indeed still ‘hovers in the background’, as a 
frame of reference for their actions, as we saw. They may not have 
‘actual views about actual issues’, as they announced in their first 
issue, but they do try to create a platform with their magazine that is 
to let everybody tap in to his or her own potential: ‘We want 
everyone to follow their dreams, their hearts (aren’t they bursting, 
like ours?) … Hey Sally, why work on that silly claims adjusting job – 
didn’t you used to sing? Sing, Sally, sing!’ (173). Maybe their ideals are 
unrealistic or adolescent, but perhaps only from a cynical standpoint. 
And they are desperately trying not to be cynical, since they are 
cynical or at least world-weary by nature, which can already be 
surmised from this one quote. The lines about Sally sound 
desperately optimistic, almost aggressively so, as if they have to 
enforce, mostly on themselves, a feeling of hope and possibility (sing 
goddamnit!). As if they can hardly believe themselves that one could 
really have such a positive, simple and one-dimensional perspective 
on life. It is from that angle that I believe their actions and ‘ideals’ 
should be judged or perceived, against this background of nihilism, 
from which they try to rise up. Their actions shouldn’t be compared 
with a romanticized 1960s activism but measured against the cultural 
atmosphere of their own time. 
 
They are so accustomed to a negative dialectic or a deconstructive 
attitude that they are much better at articulating what they do not 
want than they are at formulating any constructive goals and visions. 
The opening spread for the first issue nicely illustrates this: ‘Over a 
picture of a spoiled-looking woman: Nope. Over a display of guns 
for sale: Nope’ and the list goes on: they are against ‘sneering’, 
against marriage, against yuppies, against boring work, against 
religion, et cetera (179-180). They write ‘contrarian articles pointing 
out the falsity of most things the world believes in’ (304) but are not 
able to replace this falsity with a better version of reality, with their 
own idea of a ‘new world’. And this is ultimately what brings Might 
down, after three or four years (417), they soon reach ‘the end of 
pure inspiration’ (287). They ‘begin a pattern of almost immediate 
opinion-reversal and self-devouring. Whatever the prevailing 
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thinking, especially our own, we contradict it, reflexively’ (240). Might, 
in that sense, implodes. It implodes because their critical stance is 
deconstructive and eventually turns inwards. Their actions remain 
free-floating because when directed outward they are carried out in 
exactly the domain of ‘falsity’ they intend to attack, in an imaginary 
realm. The implosion of Might in that respect exemplifies what we 
could call the ‘logic’ of the deconstructive attitude. 

As Simons and Billig describe it in their introduction of an essay 
collection staking out the possibilities of ideology critique ‘after 
postmodernism’, the difficulty is that when truth claims have become 
suspect, and skepticism rules (when, as they say, quoting Ricoeur, 
‘“the hermeneutics of suspicion” has become the prevailing mood’), 
that from that perspective ‘No claim is to be privileged – not even 
the claim to be exposing the claims of privilege’.47 Every attempt at 
formulating something ‘other than…’ is immediately thwarted by that 
same logic, and so the criticism spirals inward. The tactic of Might 
was to blow up the system from inside, which resembles closely what 
Best and Kellner see as the tactic of extreme postmodernists who 
‘prefer to push the [existing] system to its extremes and perhaps 
breaking point rather than positing alternative or oppositional 
strategies’.48 The end result with Might is that Dave and his friends 
get caught up in a hyper-self-reflexive and closed loop of instant 
‘opinion-reversal’, which amounts to an implosion of the critical 
position. 

Ultimately, their goals with Might were not political-ideological, 
but much more basic than that. They wanted to make a ‘connection’ 
with others, to regain a sense of ‘solidarity’, but not on the basis of 
political or social ‘issues’. Lacking such a fundament or content for 
their actions, their gestures gradually start to feel empty and they 
become ‘shortsighted and pessimistic’ (243). Their concerns 
boomerang back to themselves, their own private minds, and 
ultimately they are back at devouring their own thinking, or at least 
Dave is. Their more personal desires did not match their quasi-
activist goals. But this does not necessarily disqualify these underlying 
desires. These were merely framed in the wrong way and manifested 
themselves as a need for attention, to become ‘exceptional’, much in 

 
47 Herbert W. Simons and Michael Billig, After Postmodernism: Reconstructing Ideology 
Critique, Inquiries in Social Construction (London; Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage, 1994) 
6. 
48 Best and Kellner, Postmodern Theory: Critical Interrogations 285. 
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accord with cultural values they simultaneously wanted to undermine. 
In the concluding section of this chapter I will discus whether the 
book, on the level of the narration, perhaps presents an alternative, 
more constructive way of dealing with the issues that are on the 
narrator’s mind, primarily the issue of sociality, of how to activate a 
sense of community. 

 
 

SHAREWARE 
‘True community cannot be political’ (29M), it is stated in the 
addendum, summarizing Dave’s position. Looking back, he 
concludes: ‘we honestly did want people banding together. For me 
and I think for the rest of the coterie, what was important first was 
the alliance. An agenda, if we needed one, would come later’ (29M). 
Dave, in hindsight, reiterates here what could already be concluded 
from the story. As we have seen, within the storyline Might represents 
a phase in which Dave was trying to channel this desire for 
connectivity in the form of seeking alliances with others that were to 
provide the content or ‘agenda’ that Might lacked. Dave and his 
friends projected the spirit of the sixties (as they understood it) on 
their actions, borrowing a classical model of social activism in which 
one is expected to work on ‘real issues’ and bring a mass of others ‘to 
action’. Compared to this model, what they were actually doing with 
Might seemed unfit: they did not have any such ‘real’ issues on their 
minds and neither did they know ‘what kind of action’ was necessary. 
And so Might failed, at least in this respect. But what it was really 
about, with Might, was that Dave tried to activate a sense of 
community, to wake up his peers who, in his opinion, all must have a 
dormant desire to be part of what he calls ‘the lattice’. As he explains 
in the interview: 
 

The lattice is the connective tissue. The lattice is 
everyone else, the lattice is my people, 
collective youth, people like me … I see us as one, as a 
vast matrix, an army, a whole, each one responsible to 
one another, because no one else is … people who 
have everything in common no matter where they’re 
from, all these people know all the same things and 
truly hope for the same things, it’s undeniable that 
they do … (211) 
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This was what Might had to show or activate: the existence of this 
potential structure of connectivity. Dave and his friends were still too 
self-centered and narcissistic to really concern themselves with this 
larger picture. But this larger issue is something that is constantly on 
Dave’s mind, also when ‘the magazine dies, and its carcass is 
abandoned, and actual things take over, and obliterate our glibness’ 
(35M), as Dave himself puts it in the addendum.49 

The defining feature of this connective structure that Dave 
envisions is similarity: having ‘everything in common’, hoping for the 
same things, knowing all the same things. I believe we should 
interpret this ideal image of similarity as his answer or reaction to 
what he had earlier described as a typical condition of his generation, 
or at least of people like him, that is: their solipsistic outlook. This 
solipsism is ‘enforced’, as Dave sees it, a ‘likely result of economic, 
historical and geopolitical privilege’ (xxxvi), as it is formulated in the 
prelude. We already saw how Dave explained the self-obsession and 
‘inevitable’ solipsism in the interview as a ‘by-product of the comfort 
and prosperity’ he and his peers experienced growing up and also 
later on in life (201). He added to that the effect of his generation’s 
relation with television and other media that made them even more 
self-obsessed, likely to imagine themselves to be the complete center 
of life’s drama, as mirrored on screen. There were two ways, 
according to Dave, in which this solipsism manifested itself: by either 
surrendering to the ‘endless exploration’ of one’s own mind, or else 
to act out the self-obsession in the public domain and make the story 
of oneself an ‘inspirational tale’. Dave opts for the second strategy, 
against his urges to keep everything under the control of his own 
private and secretive mind. It is, in effect, his answer to the loneliness 
that he associates with solipsism. 

A solipsist, in AHWSG, is someone who is passively imprisoned 
in his own mind, unable to halt the infinite regression inwards, 
locked in a closed loop of excessive self-reflection. What such a 
solipsist needs is to know there are others ‘like me’, which would 

 
49 ‘Actual things’ in this respect refers to for example an actual death of a friend 
of theirs, which follows the fake death of a former child star they stage with 
Might. This is to show the triviality of their attempts to make fun of the 
superficiality of stardom and popular culture in general, when contrasted with 
‘real’ events that they now suddenly have to shift their attention to. Also, after 
this ‘rupture’ (to borrow a Lacanian term here), all their talk about connectivity is 
now put to the test in the realm of the real, so to speak. 
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break the solipsistic spell, or what David Foster Wallace described as 
the ‘solipsistic delusion’: the presumption that there is no one else 
who feels like there is no one else. In the solution Dave envisions he 
caters both to the solipsistic fantasy that one’s mind represents the 
whole world and to the desire to feel un-alone in this world. This 
solution, I believe, is to picture the world as one huge mind to be shared by 
everyone ‘like me’. This is how Dave pictured his life world with Toph, 
and this is exactly how he pictures the world at large. I would like to 
call this a form of poly-solipsism – each individual is connected to 
others by supposedly sharing the same mind-set, which, because 
one’s mind still represents the whole world, almost magically comes 
down to sharing the same experience world. With an ‘other’ that is 
‘like me’ one never has to feel alone again. An elegant way, it seems, 
for those like Dave who have the ‘innate sense that ideas of 
“community” are silly and soft’ (xxxviii), reeking too much of sit-ins 
and other kinds of naïvely idealistic practices of communalism they 
associate with old and grey hippies, to still be able to satisfy their 
need for connectivity, more fitting to their own perception of the 
world and self. 
 
To gain access to this world of people ‘like me’ one needs to 
somehow ‘share’ one’s own thoughts, to share one’s mind. Because, 
in Dave’s own logic: ‘the more of these people you know, and that 
know you, and know your situation and your story and your troubles 
or whatnot, the wider and stronger the lattice’ (212). This is why he 
has (or at least pretends to have) no inhibitions when it comes to 
talking about the death of his parents or about other things that are 
on his mind. Sharing one’s mind or story is ‘adding something to the 
world, this experience to the world’, ‘weaving’ oneself ‘into its fabric’ 
(338), to become part of this supportive structure of like-minded others. 
When the interviewer cautiously asks him whether he is sure that he 
wants to reveal so many private details about his life, Dave replies: 
 

I can afford to give you everything … We feel that to 
reveal embarrassing or private things … we have given 
someone something … we identify our secrets, our 
pasts and their blotches, with our identity, that 
revealing our habits or losses or deeds somehow 
makes one less of oneself. But it’s just the opposite, 
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more is more is more … these things aren’t even mine 
… It’s everyone’s. It is shareware. (215-216) 

 
Dave offers a contra-intuitive conception of identity in this fragment; 
all that we, in our contemporary world, identify with our ‘selves’ 
(memories, habits, deeds, secrets, traumas), all these aspects have in 
Dave’s conception of the self become mere baggage that only weighs 
the self down. By opening up the self, or what he formerly associated 
with his private self, Dave ‘purges’ himself from this burden. In the 
prelude this is described as a form of ‘self-destruction’, as ‘the 
shedding of a skin … we have to purge the garbage … because it is 
fuel … It’s endlessly renewable, usable without diminishing one’s 
capacity to create more’ (xxxiv-v). Self-disclosure is thus interpreted 
as a form of self-destruction and it is cast here in positive terms, not 
as a form of disappearing but as a way of becoming ‘more’. By 
sharing one’s story with others it gets inscribed into the public 
domain and with it the self is inscribed in the public domain, which 
means here: inscribed in the minds of many others. Especially for 
those for whom ‘anonymity is existentially irrational’, the sharing of 
the story of oneself is a way of becoming more present. It comes 
down to a form of ‘SELF-CANONIZATION’ (xxxvii), as it is called in 
the prelude. Dave thus pictures being present as presenting the self – one 
has to copy-paste the self, transform the hidden, private self into a 
representation of the self, a representation that is moreover endlessly 
renewable. 

More precisely, in the conception of Dave, all that we are used to 
associate with an inner, private self is always already ‘everyone’s’. The 
self, here, is not pictured as an isolated container of thoughts and 
memories that will feel emptier when one ‘gives’ some of these 
‘private’ thoughts to others, instead such ‘things, details, stories, 
whatever, are like the skin shed by snakes’ (215), and one has to get 
rid of it to be able to move on. Privacy, to Dave, is ‘cheap, 
overabundant’ (216), not something one should make too much of. 
We could say that by re-conceptualizing the self in this way, Dave 
regains a paradoxical sense of control over his self or story of the self: 
‘My father is not mine … His death and what he’s done are not mine. 
Nor are my upbringing nor my town nor its tragedies … I was born 
into a town and a family and the town and my family happened to 
me. I own none of it’ (216). Paradoxically, by renouncing ownership of 
these ‘things’ he escapes being determined by them. Things 
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(including his social and familial background) ‘happened’ to him and 
he refuses to identify with them. What appears to be a Zen-like 
detachment from all that could pin Dave down, is actually for him a 
way of gaining more control over himself. By offering ‘details, stories’ 
to others, he creates a smoke screen that allows him to move freely. 
He is not eternally present in these stories, or as these stories, not 
fixed by them that is; these stories are more like a temporary cocoon 
or flexible ‘skin’, not the ultimate or definite representation of him, he 
likes to believe. 

But how could sharing stories about oneself amount to a form of 
self-canonization then? The writing of a memoir is of course the 
ultimate form of self-canonization. What is the function of sharing 
the story of oneself when that story does not even represent the self? 
‘We share things for the obvious reasons: it makes us feel un-alone’ 
(10M), it is stated in the opening part of the addendum. This story of 
the self in Dave’s view is simply ‘fuel’, or ‘a tool’ as it is called in the 
addendum, ‘a tool for simple connectivity for its own sake’, sharing it 
is an attempt at ‘reaching’ (10M) – an attempt that is ‘personal and 
often pathetic’ (10M), as the narrator adds in a similar vein as the 
narrator of Wallace’s story “Octet”, but still urgently called for. And 
so we are back at that single one issue that is on Dave’s mind: 
connectivity. Before I will discuss further how the narration of 
AHWSG tries to achieve this sense of connectivity (with ‘you’), first 
we need to get a clearer picture of how the structurality of the lattice, 
this connectivity, is conceptualized in the text. 
 
 
CANNIBALISM, OR: HOW TO SPREAD THE MESSAGE? 
In his appeal upon others Dave is rather demanding, hailing them (if I 
may use that theoretically charged word here),50 as members of a 
community of similar people who are all supposed to be ‘like me’. 
While working on Might, he found it ‘undeniable’ that there was a 
collectivity of others who had ‘everything in common’. The 
collectivity is thus conceptually based on a fundamental sameness, 
which is an interesting viewpoint especially in a cultural climate that 
epitomizes differences. One is naturally suspicious of such claims of 
sameness, particularly when such a collectivity of sameness is a 
projection of a very solipsistic mind, as is the case with Dave. ‘Let me 
 
50 From “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses”, in: Louis Althusser, Lenin 
and Philosophy, and Other Essays (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1972). 
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be the lattice, the center of the lattice’ (237), Dave cries out at the 
end of the interview, and there we get a sense of how Dave actually 
sees himself. While at first the social structure Dave imagines, 
pictures as a lattice, appears to be totally nonhierarchical, a form of 
sociality in which everybody can tap in and is equal (or more 
precisely, exactly the same), it becomes obvious later on that Dave 
feels he should fulfill a special role. A role that can perhaps best be 
described as a Messiah role, I think. It is not exactly that Dave plays 
God in his own universe (now broadened to be the universe of 
‘everyone else … like me’), although in how he perceives himself 
assigning roles to others he does assume God-like qualities, he rather 
wants to be both similar to others and special, to indiscriminately be 
part of a structure of sameness as well as stand out, as some sort of 
super-representative of this structure or lattice.51 

The whole narrative structure of a memoir or autobiographical 
text (fictional or not) in a sense always already activates this double 
role, where one plays both the role of ‘Father and Son’. The older and 
wiser narrator looks over the shoulder of his younger version and in 
a sense guides this younger version to fit the life story he, the 

 
51 Here one has to think of that by now classical text on structurality by Derrida, 
“Structure, Sign and Play in the Human Sciences”: ‘it has always been thought 
that the center, which is by definition unique, constituted that very thing within a 
structure which governs the structure, while escaping structurality. This is why 
classical thought concerning structure could say that the center is, paradoxically, 
within the structure and outside it. The center is at the center of the totality, and yet, 
since the center does not belong to the totality (is not part of the totality), the 
totality has its center elsewhere. The center is not the center. The concept of centered 
structure – although it represents coherence itself, the condition of the episteme as 
philosophy or science – is contradictorily coherent. And, as always, coherence in 
contradiction expresses the force of a desire. The concept of centered structure is 
in fact the concept of a freeplay based on a fundamental ground, a freeplay which 
is constituted upon a fundamental immobility and a reassuring certitude, which is 
itself beyond the reach of the freeplay. With this certitude anxiety can be 
mastered’ Derrida, “Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human 
Sciences.” Dave, we could say, pictures himself both as the center of the structure 
of sociality he imagines and as part of that structure of sociality, as ‘one of them’ 
(who are, significantly all ‘like me’). As we will see, his projection of this structure 
of sociality is very much anxiety-driven, since despite all the bravura with which 
he speaks of this collectivity being undeniably in place already, it is more a 
phantasmagoric projection on his part to cover up a thoroughgoing ontological 
insecurity, a feeling of being lost and without safety-net. By taking up the position 
of the center of the lattice he attempts to provide or secure the stability for this 
imaginary projection. 
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narrator, creates. (This is a double role Dave is familiar with, as we 
saw in the discussion of his life with Toph). Or, in more Biblical 
terms, this can be pictured as the double role of both God-like 
narrator and protagonist Jesus-figure (who has to walk amongst the 
rest of the characters that inhabit the storyworld, so to speak). But 
Dave assumes the Messiah role already within the story. And he is 
not only the super-representative of everybody like him, he also has a 
message for everyone, including ‘you’. He feels he has to be ‘exhibited, 
as inspiration and cautionary tale’ (236). ‘I need to bring this message 
now’, he urges the interviewer or perhaps urges the reader of the 
book. This is how AHWSG ends, in rage: 
 

where is my lattice? I am not sure you are my lattice. 
Sometimes I know you are there and other times you 
are not there … I am there. I was there. Don’t you 
know I am connected to you? Don’t you know that … 
this is for you, that I hate you people, so many of you 
motherfuckers … if you’re going to fucking sleep all 
day fuck you motherfuckers oh when you’re all 
sleeping so many sleeping I am somewhere on some 
stupid rickety scaffolding and I am trying to get your 
stupid fucking attention I’ve been trying to show you 
this … What the fuck does it take to show you 
motherfuckers, what does it fucking take what do you 
want how much do you want because I am willing and 
I’ll stand before you and I’ll raise my arms and give 
you my chest throat and wait … Oh do it, do it, you 
motherfuckers, do it do it you fuckers finally, finally, 
finally. (436-7) 

 
Here, his message is more obviously directed at ‘you’ – now not 
some character within the book (such as the interviewer) but, more 
vaguely, a supra-narrative ‘you’; a ‘you’ who still has not gotten the 
message, Dave seems to fear. What then is his message exactly? 

The message, most simply put, is that one should not ‘sleep’ (or 
slack), that is: retreat from the world, but instead, like Dave himself, 
‘add an experience to the world’, to collaborate in weaving the 
‘fabric’ of the world. Because if no one else will, Dave is left to 
wander alone in his own desolate solipsistic world. ‘I need 
community,’ Dave acknowledges at the end of the interview, ‘I need 
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feedback, I need love, connection, give-and-take’ (237). This is how it 
is supposed to go, then, from Dave’s perspective: he will take the 
first step, opening up, sharing his stories, but then someone else has 
to respond – or else it is all just a cry in the dark. The explosion of 
emotions at the end of the book, I believe is a desperate attempt to 
prevent the implosion of his whole experience world. Without 
feedback from others there are only the echoes, the endless self-
reflections and imaginary projections, in his own ‘haunted house of a 
brain’ (201). 

Dave’s tactic, his attempt at ‘reaching’, consists in organizing an 
open house, so to speak, to invite everybody in to share his mind. As 
narrator of his own stories Dave already, in an almost aggressive way, 
invited other characters ‘in’, to play roles so that he could format his 
story in such a way that the message gets across. It is his old friend 
‘John’ who at a certain point near the end of the narrative objects to 
being used by Dave in this way. In a self-conscious act of role-
playing, Dave articulates his narrative strategy by letting John, acting 
out of character, speak up: 
 

I am not a lesson. You are not a teacher … I’m just 
another one of the people whose tragedies you felt fit 
into the overall message. … But see, you cannot move 
real people around like this … position them, dress 
them, make them talk … You’re like a…a cannibal or 
something … Let me out … I don’t want to be your 
fuel, your food (423-425) 

 
And of course, by letting John act as his externalized conscience, 
Dave again positions John, moves him around, incorporates him, this 
time not only as a character in his story but also as an unwilling 
accomplice on the level of the narration of that story. So even on the 
meta-fictional level the feedback, that he said to crave, is orchestrated 
by Dave himself. It seems that Dave is not very capable of giving 
others enough room to ‘give’ something; all feedback is always 
directly edited by himself. 
 
One level up, Dave as ‘author’ also immediately starts editing the 
feedback he received, that is, the criticism of AHWSG in its first 
edition. Besides re-editing, adding and deleting scenes from the first 
addition, in the addendum Dave in the author-role also directly 
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responds to the reviews of the book. He points out how the book 
should have been read: 
 

we have reached a point, with a certain group of 
venally impatient and yet startlingly lazy cultural 
bystanders, wherein everything in the world falls into 
two categories: the Earnest and the Ironic. And 
neither, it seems, is acceptable. Everything is either 
glib and shallow, or maudlin and boring. This book, 
however, has been in a strange position: many, many 
readers … have felt that the book was too naked … 
much too sentimental: in sum, too earnest. Many … 
felt that the entire story should have been told within 
the structure of the front matter, therefore better 
couched/clothed. At the very same time, there were 
those who felt that the front matter was (and is) pomo 
garbage … So. This book cannot win … attached to it 
are labels: Post this, meta that. Here’s a notion. These 
are the sort of prefixes used by those without opinions 
… It is only when we … form an opinion before 
reading or viewing with open mind and heart, that we 
misunderstand and thus apply diminutive labels (34M) 

 
Although he may have a point when it comes to the dichotomy 
irony/earnestness, that indeed were the two pre-formed categories 
with which the book, and not only this book, was read at that time, 
Dave rather easily dismisses all criticism of the book that does not 
parallel his own. Only ‘bystanders’ apply labels, and only those 
without an ‘open mind’ could have misunderstood the intentions of 
the author. ‘I beg of you … TRUST THE MOTIVES AND HEARTS OF 

YOUR MAKERS OF THINGS’ (34), he underscores his view on how to 
approach art. The reader, it seems, should have read the book exactly 
according the ‘rules and suggestions’ already laid out in the prelude. 
But reading literature not necessarily involves tracing the intentions 
of the author. And self-criticism not necessarily pre-empties any 
criticism others might have. We should also note that the ‘trust’ that 
is enforced here is based on the same like-mindedness that is 
presumed in all Dave’s interactions with others. The ‘open mind’ 
Dave mentions would have to be Dave’s mind; everybody with this 
mind-set would naturally have understood the intentions of the 
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author. Those who do not share it will forever be bystanders. So the 
inclusivity that the book revolves around is more discriminative than it 
seems at first sight. 

Dave’s stories are supposedly shareware, but in fact they are to be 
shared only by those who ‘fit’ Dave’s image of ‘others’: only like-
minded others get to share his world, get to play roles in his life-
stories. And only like-minded others are capable of ‘getting’ the 
book, apparently. The narrator shows that he is aware of his rather 
rigid and self-centered interaction with others, by incorporating this 
criticism in the narration, voiced by John. But what is the effect of 
this strategy of incorporating self-criticism? In the prelude it is stated 
that ‘full disclosure’, including ‘the admission of such motivations’, 
being open about one’s hidden motives that is, ‘immediately absolves 
him [the author] of responsibility for such manipulations’ 
implications or consequences’ (xxxi). But does it? In Infinite Jest, the 
character of Hal’s uncle, uncle Charles, who is pathologically open, is 
presented as proof of how annoying such a self-conscious sincerity 
can be, manipulative and controlling and rather off-putting; being 
‘sincere’ will thus not necessarily make one more likable.52 Dave-as-
author, in the prelude and addendum, neglects the possibility that 
self-conscious sincerity can still come across as a pose. This meta-
honesty is within AHWSG instead presented as a transformative or 
redemptive narrative strategy. 
 
This strategy of ‘full disclosure’ is also invoked when it comes to 
rendering experiences that are contaminated by many layers of self-
consciousness. In the part where Dave thinks of about how to make 
a short story out of the suicide attempt of his friend John, this 
strategy is conveniently spelled out, giving us a clue of how to 
approach the narration of AHWSG: 
 

So there is first the experience … then there are the 
echoes from these things having been done before, 
then the awareness of echoes, the anger at the 
presence of echoes, then the acceptance, embracing of 
presence of echoes – as enrichment – … So I could be 
aware of the dangers of self-consciousness, but at the 
same time, I’ll be plowing through the fog of all these 

 
52 See for example the descriptions of Charles’s behavior on pages 517, 519 and 
521 in Wallace, Infinite Jest. 



 244 

echoes … and will try to show the core, which is still 
there, and is valid, despite the fog. The core is the core 
is the core. There is always the core, that can’t be 
articulated. 
Only caricatured. (270-271) 

 
This is how the narrator wants to move beyond ‘lamenting the end of 
unmediated experience’ (270), as was en vogue in cultural criticism 
and literary texts of that time (reiterated here in the book). He feels 
he would be taking a next step by not mourning the loss of 
unmediated experience any longer, but instead ‘celebrate it, revel in the 
simultaneous living of an experience and its dozen or so echoes in art 
and media, the echoes making the experience not cheaper but richer, 
aha! being that much more layered’ (270).53 Full disclosure of all the 
layers, all the layers of a hyperactive self-consciousness that is, shows 
both that the narrator is not naïve and that he is honest. It is not the 
presentation of all such layers that is ‘new’ in any way, from a literary 
perspective, but that it is presented as enriching. So this narrator 
moves in the opposite direction than a postmodernist narrator (who 
usually reflects on the ‘loss’ involved with being always one step 
removed from direct experience, including a direct experience of 
self).54 Dave here acknowledges that his natural state is that of having 
mediated experiences, and now he is brooding on how to create a 
story with that knowledge that could still convey something ‘more’ 
than the endless reflection on the impossibility of conveying more 
(more direct experiences for example). 

We could say that incorporating all such self-conscious layers in a 
narrative has by now become simply a very realistic way of presenting 
experience. And this also seems to be what Dave tries to make clear. 
As is written in the addendum: ‘SELF-AWARENESS is sincerity (lack of 

 
53 In his 1990 essay “E Unibus Pluram” David Foster Wallace already discussed a 
similar kind of response which he detected in what was called Image Fiction: 
‘young U.S. writers can “resolve” the problem of being trapped in the televisual 
aura … by celebrating it’. Wallace, A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again 76. 
54 Consider for example what the narrator in the ‘autobiography’ Roland Barthes by 
Roland Barthes has to say on this subject, speaking (under the heading ‘Le Livre du 
Moi’) about ‘the labyrinth of levels in which anyone who speaks about himself 
gets lost – the image-repertoire is taken over by several masks (personae), 
distributed according to the depth of the stage (and yet no one – personne, as we 
say in French – is behind them)’. Roland Barthes, Roland Barthes (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1994) 119-20). 
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self-awareness is either ridiculous (is it possible to be unaware of 
one’s…self?) or feigned, and feigned lack of self-awareness is lying, 
which is insincere, yes?’ (34M). In other words, it would be rather 
artificial and unrealistic to not incorporate all these layers, because this 
is simply how the mind works, at least the contemporary mind as 
presented in AHWSG. The following fragment in the prelude already 
gives the reader a clue about the narrative strategies in play in the 
book: 
 

While the author is self-conscious about being self-
referential, he is also knowing about that self-
conscious self-referentiality. Further … he plans to be 
clearly, obviously aware of his knowingness about his 
self-consciousness of self-referentiality. Further, he is 
fully cognizant, way ahead of you, in terms of knowing 
about and fully admitting the gimmickry inherent in all 
this, and will preempt your claim of the book’s 
irrelevance due to said gimmickry by saying that the 
gimmickry is simply a device, a defense, to obscure the 
black, blinding, murderous rage and sorrow at the core 
of this whole story. (xxx)55 

 
This is how AHWSG is narrated, especially in the second half of the 
book, and how the book as a whole is constructed, clamped in 
between the very self-conscious and meta-fictional prelude and 
addendum. All the levels of self-awareness are to function as layers 
that protect the core, which is presumed to be still valid and present, 
but not directly presented (‘articulated’). The self-reflections, then, 
are no longer presumed to undermine or deconstruct the presentation 
of direct experience or emotion, but instead it seems that this form 
of narration is to preconstruct this ‘core’. That is, the fact that a narrator 
willingly ploughs through the fog is to make us believe that there is 
something very relevant on his mind that is to legitimize this 
endeavor.  

 
55 The narrative structure outlined here, with a supposed embedded core story 
that is more ‘real’ than what is going on at the self-conscious, meta-fictional layers 
of the text in which this real story is couched, comes close to the structure 
envisioned (and practiced) in Wallace’s story “Westward”, I would say. (See the 
Intermezzo chapter.) The ‘rage and sorrow at the core’ of AHWSG could be 
compared to the ‘story that stabs you in the heart’, as it is called in “Westward”. 
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Dave’s tactic is a form of suspending the suspension of disbelief that 
was fostered in postmodern cultural and literary practices, one could 
say, bracketing his lack of faith (his nihilistic awareness that it is 
impossible to directly present the ‘core’). And this is primarily done 
using the rhetorical figure of hyperbole (or caricature), which often 
results in pathos, as if Dave desperately tries to get across how 
strongly he feels about the necessity of reframing his experiences in a 
constructive and regenerative way. He thus takes a stand against a 
more nihilistic attitude preoccupied with the old and with what is 
lost. This nihilism is what is implicitly associated with a postmodern 
worldview. The book AHWSG certainly should not be labeled 
postmodern, in Dave’s opinion, because, as Dave quasi-patiently 
explains: 
 

I do not live in a postmodern time. I did not live in a 
time when something new was called modern, so for me 
there is no such thing as modern, and thus there cannot 
be anything postmodern. For me, where I am standing, it 
is all New. The world, every day, is New. Only for 
those born in, say, 1870 or so, can there be a 
meaningful use of the term postmodern, because for 
the rest of us we are born and we see and from what 
we see and digest we remake our world. (34-35M) 

 
The trope of ‘feeding’ on something, using (digesting) the old as fuel 
for the New, is important throughout the text retelling the story of 
Dave’s new life. ‘We are all feeding from each other, all the time, 
every day’, Dave tells John (425), ‘I eat you to save you. I drink you 
to make you new’ (435). Here the communion Dave strives for is 
rendered in almost Biblical terms.56 The cannibalism is imagined here 
by Dave as a form of salvation, of making the other more present by 
digesting (and thus transforming) him or her. This is indeed a 
cannibalistic narrator, but it is exactly this cannibalism, the act of 
 
56 Dave’s lines echo of course the words of Jesus Christ at the Last Supper (e.g. in 
Luke 22:19-20; 1 Corinthians 11:24-25, or in John (!) 6:55-56), but reversely so – in 
the way Dave puts it, he, significantly, first takes and then gives, instead of the 
other way around. 
“For My flesh is food indeed, and My blood is drink indeed. He who eats My 
flesh and drinks My blood abides in Me, and I in him.” (John 6:55–56) In Dave’s 
version this becomes: your flesh and blood are food and drink, and I who eat and 
drink you make you part of me. 
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incorporating not only the ‘world’ but also other people in his own 
creation, which in the end works against his intention to share his 
world, his stories, his self. 
 
In the fragment from the prelude about his multi-layered self-
consciousness, the narrator openly reveals his tactics. But even in his 
openness he simultaneously closes off the narrative. To me this signals 
the weak spot of the narration, the failure to really carry through the 
explicit and implicit agenda of the book to strive for connectivity and 
to present the narrative as ‘shareware’. In a little aside the fragment 
gives us a clue why or how the book works against its own agenda. 
That is: this narrator continuously tries to be ‘way ahead of you’. But 
being ‘way ahead of you’ is not really helpful when one actually 
desires feedback from this other, this ‘you’. To me, this narrator 
comes across as a relay runner who urges his second runner to take 
over the stick but keeps running just a few inches ahead of him, 
making it impossible for his co-player to continue the race, and so 
the game comes to a halt. Similarly the narrative interplay that 
AHWSG is directed at, considering the stated intention ‘to provoke 
interaction’ (11M), does not work in the way envisioned by Dave-as-
author, I believe. 

Dave, with this narrative, reaches out to ‘you’, but how to reach 
back is already prescribed within the book. And when this ‘you’ fails 
to comply, shows signs of having a mind of his or her own instead of 
sharing the ‘open mind’ of Dave, this ‘you’ is said to have 
misunderstood and is disciplined even. This happens on the level of 
the story, where Dave shuts out others from his life world who are 
not like him; this happens on the level of narration, where Dave-as-
narrator ‘manipulates’ others to ‘fit’ his narrative; and this happens 
on the level of the author-reader relation (as presented, still, within 
the text, mostly the addendum), where Dave disciplines ‘bad’ readers, 
edits their criticism and rather dominantly supplants their reading 
with his own. 

He honestly shares his intentions and tricks and also insecurities, 
and that is still a form of openness of course. But he is actually 
always in full control, even when he deranges the narrative, as in the 
desperate finale of the book. Dave can be said to have complete 
narrative agency over the construction of his self-narrative but, 
significantly, that is not what he wanted. Being the sole author of one’s 
own life story will not facilitate a break out of the solipsistic cage. 
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Dave is aware of that, as his stated intentions to create a more ‘open’ 
narrative, directed at feedback from others, show. The idea was that 
he would act as co-author of a story that was much bigger (‘more’) 
than the story of his own life: he wanted to show there is a 
connection, based on a similarity, between himself and others. His 
claim that he is ‘like you’ should have made it easier for ‘you’ to 
empathize with him, so that the story would no longer be only about 
him, Dave, but about everyone like him. I am not arguing that it is 
impossible to empathize with this narrator, but I do believe that the 
narrative revolves around a too naïve conception of connectivity, 
presuming a form of sameness that subjects the ‘other’ to an already 
preconceived idea of like-mindedness, which in this narrative remains 
the phantasmagoric projection of one solipsistic mind. 
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CHAPTER 5 
JOHNNY T. 
 
 
    ‘We all create stories to protect ourselves’ 
    House of Leaves 
 
 
‘I AM NOT WHAT I USED TO BE’ 
House of Leaves is a book full of traces and devoid of any delimitated 
presences. It traces the ‘dissolution of the self, lost without contrast’ 
(72), and hints at a possible transformation or re-presenting of the self 
via an empathetic understanding of others – or more specifically, an 
empathetic understanding by (a) ‘you’. The many different voices we 
can discern in this book are in one way or another always indirectly 
presented and they can never be simply attributed to one individual 
self. Therefore, in reading House of Leaves, it becomes even more 
acute (as was argued in Chapter 2) to not presume beforehand that 
there is an identifiable self present at, or as, the center of an 
experience world. The structure of Mark Danielewski’s debut novel 
alone already defies such easy anchoring of experiences narrated, as 
we will see. The novel offers a proliferation of interpretative frames 
and subjective viewpoints, but they are continuously interwoven, 
resulting into ontological and epistemological ‘knots’. 

These knots prevent first of all a clear hierarchical (re)organization 
of the narrative levels. They also frustrate any attempt at a definitive 
positioning of the fictional beings figuring in this novel within their 
own clearly contained (limited by one subjective viewpoint) 
experience world. The ‘aspectual, subjectively experienced 
storyworlds’ (to use Palmer’s words) of characters and narrators in 
House of Leaves seem to blend into each other. Experience worlds 
cannot be separated clearly by tracing back lines of projection to one 
phenomenological starting point, a single self that could center and 
stabilize an experienced ‘world’. These lines of subjective projection, 
the many perspectives on the fictional worlds (hardly) contained 
within the covers of this book, become more and more entangled in 
the course of the text. 
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The process of creating a ‘dual universe’ or dual universes is at the 
heart of the book: 
 

Why did god create a dual universe? 
So he might say 
“Be not like me. I am alone.” 
And it might be heard. (45) 

 
This ‘verse’ is cited in the book in a chapter devoted solely to the 
workings of echoes. I read it as a poetical statement explicating, 
however cryptically, the concept of intersubjectivity that is 
envisioned in House of Leaves. The book, I believe, is directed at a 
possible ‘harmony’ that may arise in a confrontation with others’ 
voices. In this novel the self that is ‘lost’ ultimately returns, but as an 
echo, stretched out in the space of the other. It has to re-orient itself 
by sharing experiences. How this ‘sharing’ is conceived, whether it 
implies – as was the case in Dave Eggers’s A Heartbreaking Work of 
Staggering Genius – that a form of sameness needs to be enforced 
(through projection) on the other, or whether a more generous and 
less solipsistic perception of others is possibly envisioned in the book 
will be one of the key questions of my analysis. 
 
House of Leaves is not a straightforward linear narrative, and the stories 
of selves related in the book are not so much structured temporarily 
as they are conceived spatially. Creating ‘room’ is connected very 
strongly in House of Leaves with constructing the self. Structurally, 
thematically and even typographically, the novel is an exploration of 
personal space, of how to find room to become oneself – whereby 
the ‘personal’ turns out to be always and necessarily inter-personal 
and every ‘space’ already inhabited by traces of the other. 
 
At first it may appear as if we can easily and clearly discern the 
different fictional beings (characters and narrators) and their typical 
voices. The book, as it is laid out on the Contents page (v), contains a 
Foreword by anonymous Editors (vii), an Introduction and notes by 
Johnny Truant (xi-xxiii), and the main manuscript, The Navidson 
Record (1-528, 529-535), written by an old man named Zampanò – 
plus there are appendices, including letters, poems, quotes, collages 
and other textual and visual fragments (537-709). The Editors’, 
Johnny’s, and Zampanò’s words are typographically distinct: for 
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example Johnny’s text is printed in Courier and that of Zampanò in 
Times. Their different ‘roles’ also seem clear at first: Johnny is the 
annotator of Zampanò’s text, the deliverer of a found manuscript, his 
own words relegated to footnotes, only supplementing Zampanò’s 
text. But his self-acclaimed task of simply delivering Zampanò’s 
manuscript, organizing the material he gathered from the dead man’s 
apartment, becomes more and more a personal endeavor and 
gradually Johnny’s stories start to take over the body of the text 
which is The Navidson Record (TNR from now on). 
 
Zampanò dies, we learn from Johnny’s Introduction, on ‘January 6, 
1997’, leaving behind ‘endless snarls of words’, as Johnny describes it; 
not a ready-to-publish manuscript but fragments, manically scribbled 
‘on old napkins, the tattered edges of an envelope’, and other such 
material (xvii). Zampanò, in the last years of his life, attempted to 
write an exhaustive critical analysis of a documentary film called ‘The 
Navidson Record’, created by ‘Pulitzer Price-winning photojournalist’ 
(xxi) Will Navidson in the early 1990s, we learn. Johnny re-presents 
Zampanò’s work in a readable form and compiles the snarls of words 
into 23 chapters, all centering on different aspects of this 
documentary. 

This process of re-presentation already compromises the 
authoritative voice of Zampanò, since it is eventually Johnny who 
apparently has to totally reconstruct his text from scratches. 
Furthermore, Johnny makes alterations in the found text – already in 
the second chapter of TNR we learn from Johnny that he has ‘added’ 
a word that was not in the original fragment written by Zampanò 
(16), this admission casting at least a slight doubt on the authenticity 
of the rest of TNR. The authenticity is further compromised when 
we become aware of the many links, too many to be explained away 
as coincidences, between the stories and theories related in TNR and 
the stories and experiences of Johnny. Although Johnny at first only 
intends to transcribe Zampanò’s text, we are led to wonder whether 
he has not had a more active hand in the writing of the manuscript. 
 
As Johnny’s footnotes to Zampanò’s text are not restricted to 
clarifying things in the main text but are also used by Johnny to relate 
stories about his own life and to comment in detail on the effects his 
work on the manuscript has on him, the reader is forced to focus on 
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two storylines at the same time, as if confronted with a split-screen.1 
Zampanò’s text may look like the ‘main’ frame, the central story on 
which the reader would have to focus most, but Johnny’s elaborate 
wanderings frustrate or subvert this more traditional reading pattern. 
Continuously in the book seemingly ‘marginal’ voices are granted 
room to speak up, as in the way Johnny’s text creeps up from the 
margins of TNR.2 But then we realize other voices also interpenetrate 
Johnny’s text. No one’s text is exempt from such influences 
appearing to intrude from ‘outside’. 
 
House of Leaves, as the first spread of the book (ii-iii) reads, is 
 

Mark Z. Danielewski’s HOUSE OF LEAVES 
    by 
    Zampanò 
    with introduction and notes by 
    Johnny Truant 
    2nd Edition3 
 
The apostrophe s after the author’s name signals not so much a 
creation of the book but an appropriation of the manuscript. It is one 
of many instances in the book in which the illusion of an 
authoritative creative voice operating ex nihilo is undermined. House of 
Leaves instead spins out its theme of appropriating other voices, or 
others’ voices, on all its different narrative levels, pointing out that 
one always constructs texts or stories on the basis of a labyrinthic 
and ever shifting ‘body’ of other texts. Even the story of oneself, we 
are led to conclude, is not a creation of which we can be the sole 
author or narrator. Whether this signals the by now familiar concept 
of a textual self as influenced or determined by existing discourses, 
lacking originality, autonomy and authenticity, or whether the book 
goes beyond this postmodern awareness and envisions a more 
constructive concept of self and exemplifies an ability to re-authorize 

 
1 Compare for example with the television series 24, or with the way news is 
presented on for example CNN, with streaming commentary at the bottom of 
the screen while in the main frame an other story is running. 
2 In that sense the narrative technique of House of Leaves has something in 
common with the ‘radical realist’ films of James Incandenza – see Chapter 3. 
3 More on why it is a second edition later on. 
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a personal story of the self, will be a another important question 
informing my analysis of the book. 
 
To trace the workings of the construction of the story of the self in 
House of Leaves I will focus mostly on Johnny’s narrative 
contributions, albeit always linked to the ‘other’ text in House of 
Leaves. Zampanò’s text is presented in the format of a semi-scholarly 
thesis, and although also this quasi-‘objective’ narrative is embellished 
with perhaps inappropriate personal commentary and subjective 
elaborations (inappropriate considering the specific genre 
conventions, that is), it is still a rather traditionally contained 
treatment of a clear subject matter and not, as with Johnny’s 
narrative, an explicit attempt to present a ‘self’. That is, Johnny’s 
stories lend themselves better to examining how the construction of 
the story of the self works in this book. Another reason for singling 
him out (instead of Zampanò for example) would be that Johnny is 
the narrator of House of Leaves while Zampanò is ‘just’ the narrator of 
the incorporated narrative, TNR. Also, 25-year old Johnny has more 
in common with Dave and Hal, analyzed in the previous chapters, 
than the old man Zampanò, which makes for a better comparison 
between the existential questions that haunt the self in this novel 
with those presented in the other two books. 

Although I will single Johnny out as the focus of my analysis, I do 
not intend to enforce in my reading of this book a single and stable 
identity on this fictional narrative construction. Since Johnny’s text 
spills over into the main frame of TNR (and vice versa, as we will 
see), it is impossible to work only with the textual material most 
obviously presented as Johnny’s text (the text printed in Courier). I 
will also trace the many parallels between Johnny’s story and the 
stories related in TNR, not simply to point out such parallels but to 
analyze why and how these parallels are set up and what this has to say 
about the process of self-construction set up in House of Leaves. 
 
I will begin this chapter with first explaining more about Zampanò’s 
work The Navidson Record – what is it about, how is it presented, what 
are its major themes, and what does it all have to do with Johnny, 
what is the connection with his experience world? Since it is the 
continually reverberating ‘background’ story on which Johnny 
projects his own fears and troubles, it is important to have a clearer 
picture of the narrative ingredients of TNR. In tracing the 



 254 

construction of Johnny’s story of the self, it is important to note that 
almost everything we learn about Johnny is mediated by this 
document – which is to say: Johnny’s text, however personal and 
‘autobiographical’, is always constructed upon this background text 
and is thoroughly entangled with it, which makes it impossible to talk 
about Johnny as a separate fictional existent, to talk about, say, his 
life before he took up the task of organizing TNR, since such details 
of his life story are always offered in the context of his working on 
TNR. From the footnotes (and his diary entries in one of the last 
chapters of TNR), we do get some idea of how Johnny perceived 
himself before his transformation that was effectuated by working on 
TNR, but this is all related in hindsight and while under the spell, so 
to say, of Zampanò’s work. 
 
What we do learn, is that a very important influence in his life has 
been his mother Pelafina – also the letters she sent to Johnny while 
she was institutionalized in a psychiatric ward are included in one of 
the appendices4 – so I will devote a separate subchapter to this 
relationship between mother and son. Again, as in the other two 
novels, a very dominant mother figure plays an important role in the 
book, while Johnny’s father is a much more vague and elusive figure 
(who died when Johnny was only twelve). How did his mother 
influence him and to what extent does she still, after her death, direct 
Johnny’s life course? Or, on another plane, what does she stand for, 
why does the mother figure play such an important role in this book? 

Although a lot of readers have speculated that Pelafina is perhaps 
a figment of Johnny’s imagination, just like Zampanò might simply 
be Johnny’s creation (or perhaps even the other way around: might 
Pelafina be the main narrator of the novel, inventing a son Johnny? 
maybe also having invented Zampanò?),5 I will treat Johnny as 
‘existent’ and his mother too, although of course I acknowledge that 
the ontological status, in the fictional realm of the book, of many 
figures is unstable or ambiguous to say the least. The already 
mentioned ontological and epistemological ‘knots’ prevent a clear 

 
4 And even a separate book appeared soon after the publication of House of Leaves 
containing Pelafina’s letters: Mark Z. Danielewski, The Whalestoe Letters (New 
York: Pantheon Books, 2000). 
5 See the forum discussions on Jelsoft Enterprises Ltd.  ©2000 - 2008 and ©2000 
2006 Mark Z. Danielewski, ([cited 2008]); available from http://www. 
houseofleaves.com/forum. 
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hierarchical structuring of the fictional existents in this book. The 
many ‘impossible’ links and forms of metalepsis in House of Leaves 
simply exemplify the ontological instability of experience worlds, and 
I do not think they can be disentangled to lay bare an ultimate and 
logical underlying narrative structure (for example ‘Pelafina wrote it 
all!’). The ‘semantic strategy’ of ‘introducing contradictions into the 
fictional world’, discussed by Dolezel in a section on ‘impossible 
worlds’ in Heterocosmica: Fiction and Possible Worlds, results in an 
‘impossible world in the strict logical sense’ and would seem to deny 
‘fictional existence to possible entities’,6 but such ‘impossibilities’ can 
still be imagined or supposed, Dolezel adds. 

I do not believe truth questions are the most relevant when 
interpreting this novel, that flaunts its undermining of logical truths. I 
will have more to say on this, the status of existents in House of Leaves, 
further on, but for now I can say that even if Johnny may not be 
‘real’ (in the fictional realm, that is), such a possible ‘fact’ does not 
result, at least not for me, in disregarding Johnny’s story of the self. 
The sustained narrative of Johnny, despite inconsistencies, does allow 
the reader to form a picture of him, at least get a sense of the 
workings of his fictional mind. That is: one can read the book 
hypothesizing that Johnny is real or ‘possible’ enough (again, in the 
fictional realm). And while his mother’s status of possible existent is 
even more questionable than Johnny’s, I will at least take her to be 
existent in Johnny’s mind. 
 
In my reading of the book I do not intend to crack all the codes (and 
there are many of them buried in this text) or resolve all 
inconsistencies, so I will not treat the book as a clever narrative 
cryptograph. I am more interested in the function of such codes and 
inconsistencies. More specifically, I am interested in what they can 
tell us about Johnny’s state of mind and about how (and why) his 
state of mind is connected to the text he is working on. Most relevant 
to this study is to show how Johnny’s sense of self is affected by his 
reading of a story of someone else and how he finds ‘room’ in 
another’s story to confront himself. ‘I am not what I used to be’ (72), 
Johnny realizes soon after he starts working on the manuscript. 

The confrontation with Zampanò’s text, as Johnny explains in his 
Introduction, made him feel ‘more and more disoriented, increasingly 
 
6 Lubomír Dolezel, Heterocosmica: Fiction and Possible Worlds (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1998) 163. 
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more detached from the world’, and: ‘I felt like I was losing control,’ 
he tells the reader, or ‘you’ (xviii). While he always used to be a great 
fabulist, in the habit of making up stories to not have to deal with 
what happened in his life, repressing his traumatic past, and in that 
sense used to be in full narrative control of his life story, he now has 
to reorient himself in the face of the gaping abyss opened up by 
reading Zampanò’s story. 
 
From his Introduction we get the sense that Johnny has not really 
fully understood what has happened with him in the year and a half 
that he was working on Zampanò’s manuscript. That he has suffered 
some form of breakdown is obvious enough. Being in the phase of 
writing an Introduction may signal some form of closure, at least in 
the pragmatic sense that he apparently has completed the work, now 
more or less neatly contained in 23 consecutive chapters plus 
appendices. But the Introduction begins with the words: ‘I still get 
nightmares’ (xi), and nightmares are not the only symptom Johnny 
still suffers from. Later on the reader will understand that the 
Introduction, dated ‘October 31, 1998’ is not even Johnny’s last entry 
in the book. Chapter XXI, preliminary titled ‘Nightmares’ by 
Zampanò, contains only diary entries of Johnny, including entries 
dated after October 31. So we first encounter Johnny while he is still 
in the middle of an experience he has not yet fully understood and 
processed. 
 
The Introduction intends to warn the reader, or ‘you’, and gives a 
foreboding of the grave effects the work on TNR has had on Johnny: 
 

With a little luck, you’ll dismiss this labor … Then 
again there’s a good chance you won’t. This much I’m 
certain of: it doesn’t happen immediately. You’ll finish 
and that will be that, until a moment will come … 
[o]ut of the blue, beyond any cause you can trace, 
you’ll suddenly realize things are not how you 
perceived them to be at all. For some reason, you will 
no longer be the person you believed you once were. 
You’ll detect slow and subtle shifts going on all 
around you, more importantly shifts in you. Worse, 
you’ll realize it’s always been shifting … But you won’t 
understand why or how. … you’ll watch yourself 
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dismantle every assurance you ever lived by. You’ll 
stand as a great complexity intrudes, tearing apart, 
piece by piece, all your carefully conceived denials, 
whether deliberate or unconscious. And then for 
better or worse you’ll turn, unable to resist, though try 
to resist you still will, fighting with everything you’ve 
got not to face the thing you most dread, what is now, 
what will be, what has always come before, the 
creature you truly are, the creature we all are, buried in 
the nameless black of a name. 
And then the nightmares will begin. (xxii-xxiii) 

 
This ominous statement with which the Introduction concludes hints 
at the transformative experience Johnny has gone through, the 
change inside and outside him he perceived when working on 
Zampanò’s words. It is presented in terms that are to make clear it is 
a threatening experience. And furthermore a threatening experience 
‘you’ will have to endure too, that is if ‘you’ choose to involve 
yourself with what Zampanò wrote. The Introduction opens with the 
matter-of-fact statement that he, Johnny, still experiences nightmares, 
and ends with the prediction that you will too. This makes Johnny the 
narrative figure in the book with whom the reader is led to identify 
most. That his text is narrated mostly in first-person present 
(contrary to Zampanò’s text, which is presented in third-person and 
is also more ‘objective’) heightens the feeling that Johnny is to be 
read as existing more or less on the same plane as we are, the readers 
(at least in as far as the reader is willing to be addressed as ‘you’). 

The function of Johnny’s choice of words is to draw the reader in 
and to transpose the feeling of looming threat on the reader (a classic 
horror story trick). Mark Hansen in his analysis of House of Leaves 
proposes that Johnny is ‘the primary mediator of the story and the 
model of interpretation’,7 and that is indeed what seems to be his 
function. He prefigures what will happen to ‘you’ already in his 
Introduction and in the course of the text in his footnotes continues 
to share with ‘you’ what happens to him while trying to make sense 
of Zampanò’s words, therefore ‘you’ most likely will enter the 
(possible or impossible) world presented in the main body of the 
novel via Johnny. He is the one channeling (via transcription) 
 
7 Mark B. N. Hansen, “The Digital Topography of Mark Z. Danielewski’s House 
of Leaves,” Contemporary Literature XLV, no. 4 (2004): 617. 
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Zampanò’s words, the storyline in TNR, and, as first reader, acts as a 
model reader or interpreter.8 But it is not a perfect reader and he does 
not offer a complete interpretation, because he never fully grasps the 
meaning of Zampanò’s project: ‘Hopefully you’ll be able to make 
sense’, he writes, ‘of what I can represent though still fail to 
understand’ (xv). The difference between representing and 
understanding is important. The novel, I believe, does not propose 
that one will ever fully understand; the many encryptions, codes, 
double meanings, and an excess of clues and directions in the book 
never add up to a completely coherent account of ‘what happens’, 
but instead operate as a continuous re-presenting of the experientially 
real, not presenting ‘what is’ but ‘what it feels like’. 
 
Re-presenting should not be taken here to mean simply ‘to present 
again in the same form’ or any such thing; instead the text plays with 
a form of re-presenting that which was never fully present to begin 
with, as if to say that only by re-presenting some form of presence 
can be assumed or experienced. According to Katherine Hayles 
‘House of Leaves suggests that the appropriate model for … narration 
[is] remediation rather that representation’.9 As she writes: 
‘representation is short-circuited by the realization that there is no 
reality independent of mediation’, which indeed exemplifies a ‘crisis 
characteristic of postmodernism’.10 But the novel does not rest there, 
by simply making this point that many readers will be familiar with 
by now. I believe House of Leaves takes it beyond this point to 
showcase the effects of such an insight, the consequences of this 
realization for the experience of the self, and explores possibilities to 
reorient the self in such a mediated reality. I will focus therefore on 
how exactly the self is re-presented in House of Leaves. 

The experience of the self is, paradoxically, most acute when the 
self is lost and has to re-shift its point of view. This re-shifting or re-
orientation of the self occurs in the confrontation with another’s 
state of mind, when it experiences ‘deep piercing reactions’ (48) as 
Johnny phrases it, to someone else’s personal stories. How this 

 
8 That Johnny’s text is printed in Courier is of course not insignificant in this 
respect: it is to further point out his role as ‘carrier’, deliverer, of the text and 
perhaps also its meaning. 
9 Katherine Hayles, “Saving the Subject: Remediation in House of Leaves,” American 
Literature 74, no. 4 (2002): 803. 
10 Ibid.: 779. 
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process of re-orientation works will be analyzed in the concluding 
sections of this chapter, in which I discuss the ‘emotional 
topography’ of the text and the form of ‘echolocation’ invoked by 
the narrative: having to ‘feel [one’s] way around in the dark’ (70) and 
navigate by the responses of the other to be able to inhabit that space 
in which to become oneself, instead of remaining permanently ‘lost 
inside’ (300). That is, ultimately, the course tracked in House of Leaves, 
leaving it up to us to make sense of the traces left behind. 
 
 
WHAT’S REAL OR ISN’T REAL 
Already in the Introduction Johnny bluntly informs us that ‘the 
documentary at the heart of this book is fiction’ (xx). Furthermore, 
Zampanò, who so studiously analyzed this documentary, was ‘blind 
as a bat’ (xxi) as Johnny wryly remarks. Zampanò not only used ‘false 
quotes’ and ‘invented sources’ (xx), as Johnny soon realized, to 
ground his critical analysis of the documentary, the whole subject of 
his analysis appears to be invented. Zampanò would have been 
incapable of seeing it for himself because of his blindness, but also 
Johnny could find no trace of the movie in ‘theaters or video stores’ 
(xx), no matter how hard he looked. The in-depth analysis of what 
the film is about is thus an elaborate but imaginative circumscription 
of a subject matter that is nonexistent, or perhaps only exists as the 
result of a psychotic projection of Zampanò’s troubled mind. 

But the transcribed manuscript of Zampanò, TNR, because of its 
richly documented nature, does tend to achieve a reality effect:11 
because of Zampanò’s lively description of the documentary, further 
grounded by the many references to other works that also 
(supposedly) discuss this film – because it is treated as real, that is – it 
starts to seem real.12 Since many links between Zampanò’s work and 
the documentary itself and Johnny’s experience world are established 
in the book, it is relevant to get a preliminary idea of what this work 
is about before we explore further Johnny’s experience world and his 
 
11 See: “The Reality Effect”, in: Roland Barthes, The Rustle of Language, trans. 
Richard Howard (University of California Press, 1989) 141-48. Incidentally, “The 
Reality Effect” is also referred to in Zampanò’s TNR, on page 146 (with 
Barthes’s name misspelled, oddly enough, in the main text but correctly spelled in 
the footnote, fn. 191). 
12 In effect, what is invoked is the rhetorical device called ‘ecphrasis’, which 
originally meant giving such a lively description in writing of a painting that it had 
the effect that the painting materialized before one’s eyes, so to speak. 
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narration of it. So we will bracket our disbelief for the moment and 
discuss the documentary as if it were ‘real’. 
 
The subject of the film “The Navidson Record”, as can be surmised 
from Zampanò’s detailed analysis, is a house that is bigger on the 
inside than on the outside. This is, we learn from the first few 
chapters of Zampanò’s text, the house on ‘Ash Tree Lane’ in Virginia 
owned by the ‘famous photographer’ Will Navidson and his family – 
his partner Karen and their two small children Chad and Daisy. From 
the moment they move into their new country house, Navidson 
starts filming their daily family life. An innocent project at first, until 
one day ‘In early June of 1990 … something in the house has 
changed’ (24): an extra door has appeared upstairs opening up unto a 
small space unaccounted for on the blueprints of their house. With 
the discovery of this anomaly, this ‘implausible piece of reality’ (28), 
dramatic events start to unfold. The Navidsons soon are confronted 
with an even bigger non-accountable space, a ‘dark doorless hallway 
which has appeared out of nowhere’ (57), stretching out from their 
living room. The events, explorations into a surplus space that grows 
bigger and bigger with each exploration of it by Navidson (and later 
on also his twin brother Tom and other helpers), are filmed on 
camera, and together with other recorded documents they result in 
what is called “The Navidson Record”, a documentary which has 
been ‘screened nationwide’ since its appearance in ‘1993’ (6).13 It 
‘unsettle[d] audiences everywhere’ (6), Zampanò remarks, and 
triggered a fierce debate.  

A flurry of commentary and analyses devoted to this film 
appeared in newspapers, magazines, academic journals, doctoral 
dissertations, on television programs, and so on, Zampanò informs 
us. All these commentaries, critical analyses, and viewer responses, 
together with other resources (such as philosophical and 
mythological texts and theories of physics) that could support an 
interpretation of “The Navidson Record” are collected and used by 
Zampanò in his attempt to write the ultimate synthesizing and 
exhaustive analysis of this documentary. But, as the reader has 
already learned from Johnny’s Introduction, many such references 

 
13 So the transcribed manuscript of Zampanò goes by the same title as the 
documentary filmed by Navidson. I will distinguish the latter from the former by 
referring to the documentary as “The Navidson Record”, within quotation marks, 
and to Zampanò’s work as The Navidson Record, or TNR in short. 
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are not be found in any existing library or database, and neither does 
the documentary exist. 
 
In the first chapter of The Navidson Record Zampanò himself touches 
upon the topic of whether Navidson’s film was ‘fact or fiction, 
representation or artifice, document or prank’, but decides that it is 
more interesting to focus on ‘the interpretation of events within the 
film’ (3) than to continue to debate the authenticity of the film. 
Johnny believes the film ‘doesn’t even exist’ (xix), while in 
Zampanò’s account the film does exist but is possibly fiction instead 
of a documentary. At this point in the text it is still possible to 
discern these different ontological levels: Johnny finds Zampanò’s 
manuscript (Johnny and Zampanò and the manuscript all existing on 
the same plane as ‘real’) that deals with a film that may be imagined 
by Zampanò (and is therefore nonexistent, as probably the house on 
Ash Tree Lane is nonexistent). In the course of reading the novel 
though, it becomes much more difficult to reconstruct (non-
)existents into such a hierarchical ontology. But, as Johnny has come 
to realize the hard way, ‘what’s real or isn’t real doesn’t matter here. 
The consequences are the same’ (xx). 

This can be taken, I believe, as a reading directive: it tells us that 
instead of busying ourselves with trying to figure out how real or 
unreal everything and everyone contained in the novel may be, we 
should focus instead on the ‘consequences’. I agree with Mark 
Hansen, who argues that underlying all the ‘epistemological hurdles’ 
in the novel House of Leaves is an ‘ontological indifference’ which 
‘signals’ a ‘definite departure … away from the tired postmodern 
agonies bound up with the figure of simulation’.14 ‘It is as if 
mediation has become so ubiquitous and inexorable in the world of 
the novel’ (as it is in ‘our world’, Hansen claims) ‘as simply to be 
reality’.15 House of Leaves, then, seems to want to make clear that 
perhaps we should finally stop mourning this ‘loss’ – a loss of the 
real, a loss of an unmediated presence – and start finding our way 
through what Holstein and Gubrium call the ‘putatively real’, that 
which people ‘treat as real’.16 And people are in the habit of treating 

 
14 Hansen, “The Digital Topography of Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves,” 
601. 
15 Ibid. Emphasis mine. 
16 Holstein and Gubrium, The Self We Live By: Narrative Identity in a Postmodern 
World 97. 
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as real that which feels real. If we would remain stuck in the phase of 
discussing whether anything or anyone covered within the book is 
‘real’ or not real, we would never arrive at analyzing the ‘real’ enough 
experiential effects that are highlighted in House of Leaves. It is also a 
premise of the narrative-psychological approach that, whether 
experiences are based in ‘facts’ or not, the goal is not to arrive at a 
factual account of what happened in a person’s life, but to focus on 
how things (and people) appear to the person herself, what it means 
or feels like, instead of what really is the case. And I will progress, in 
my analysis of Johnny, along these lines. 
 
Johnny’s statement, and in a certain sense also Zampanò’s decision 
that it is more interesting to focus on ‘the events within the film’, 
indeed signals this shift in concern that Hansen mentioned, away 
from a postmodern preoccupation with ontological play and 
epistemological ‘hurdles’. Just as Navidson, eventually, when all 
rational or logical explanations fail to account for the anomaly at the 
foundation of his house (fail to help him make sense of what is right 
there, what is sensed or experienced by him as there, that is) moves on 
to explore the surplus space anyway and endures the consequences 
of this factional/fictional ‘room’, so does Johnny, despite his initial 
skepticism about the reality of Zampanò’s story, start to tentatively, 
and then more obsessively, explore the construction that is 
Zampanò’s manuscript. Zampanò’s work is equally without a ‘real’ 
foundation but nevertheless leaves room for Johnny to register the 
experiential effects this textual construction has on him. And in this 
Johnny perhaps also shows, as fallible ‘model interpreter’, the reader 
a way (not necessarily the way) to tread into the novel House of Leaves 
itself: suspend your disbelief and then see what happens. We could say 
that if a realistic reading results from a basic suspension of disbelief 
and a postmodern reading consists in a suspicion of this suspension 
of disbelief, House of Leaves seems to invite the bracketing of this 
suspicion in turn. 

Whether the book succeeds in its ambition to affect the reader for 
real will probably depend for a large part on the willingness of the 
reader to involve herself with this text. Analyzing such effects on the 
reader needs a more empirical (reader response) approach to the 
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text.17 What I am interested in here is not the effect on ‘the reader’, 
but ‘the consequences’ on the experiential level as presented within 
the covers of this book. Although the reader, who is addressed in the 
text as ‘you’, does have an important role to play, this role will be 
mostly analyzed from a text-internal perspective. Which is to say: I 
am interested in the reader only in as far as ‘you’ becomes part of a 
specific process of constructing an experience world as it is set up by 
the text. (For example in the way Johnny projects upon ‘you’ a future 
experience similar to the experience he had while working on 
Zampanò’s manuscript – in the Introduction almost enforcing empathy 
from ‘you’.) 
 
Johnny gradually loses his grip on Zampanò’s text when he starts to 
connect his own life story both to what is going on in the story 
(Navidson’s story) and to Zampanò’s intense reading and 
interpretation of this story. This connection disturbs Johnny and has 
intense psychological and physical effects. In his fourth footnote, the 
first in which Johnny starts to elaborate on his own whereabouts, he 
notices ‘a nerve’s been hit’ but he doesn’t understand why or how. 
‘Can’t follow the feeling’ (16), he muses. After having worked on the 
manuscript for a month or two he realizes more clearly that ‘there’s 
some kind of connection between my state of mind and The Navidson 
Record’ and he also connects to the theoretical fragments that 
Zampanò includes in his manuscript to support his analysis; Johnny 
notices that he starts to experience more severe ‘mood fluctuations’ 
(25) as a result somehow of his work on Zampanò’s text. 

He also experiences what I would like to call ‘experiential hick-
ups’, as if he is suddenly shaken out of his normal paradigm of 
experience only to have everything returned to ‘normal’ after a few 
horrendously anxious moments. The following fragment is a good 
illustration of what I mean; it describes what happened to Johnny 
while he was at work in the tattoo shop (where he works as an 
apprentice), and it is presented for the large part in the present 
tense18: 

 
17 On the forum on the website houseofleaves.com the book was thoroughly and 
vehemently discussed by thousands of readers, and also the effects the 
involvement with the book had on a more personal level were noted. 
18 In many instances the writing of Johnny is in the present tense, as if he directly, 
here and now, speaks to ‘you’, even addressing ‘you’ directly at certain points. 
The present tense used by Johnny in the following quote is actually a strange 
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for no apparent reason I’m going terribly south. 
Nothing has happened, absolutely nothing, but I’m 
still having problems breathing … no one notices … I 
walk out into the hallway. That’s a mistake. I should of 
[sic] stayed near people … Instead I’m alone … then 
out of the be-fucking-lue, everything gets substantially 
darker … like a cloud passing over the sun. Make that 
a storm. Though there is no storm. No clouds. … 
then my nostrils flare with the scent of something 
biter & foul, something inhuman … telling me in the 
language of nausea that I’m not alone. 
Something’s behind me. 
Of course I deny it. 
It’s impossible to deny. 
I wanna puke. 
… 
I looked … My hands had gone all clammy. My face 
was burning up … Before I turned, it felt exactly as if 
in fact I had turned and at that instant caught sight of 
some tremendous beast crouched off in the shadows 
… registering at last the sign it must have been waiting 
for: my own recognition of exactly what has been 
awaiting me all along – except that when I finally do 
turn … I discover only a deserted corridor … there’s 
absolutely nothing, nothing anywhere. 
I actually thought I was going to fall, and then just as 
abruptly as I’d been possessed by this fear, it left me 
and I fell back into control. (26-27)19 

 

 
choice, since he is recounting ‘events’ that have happened during that day. But his 
intention is to give a vivid description to draw the reader in and he even attempts, 
in a part I left out, to direct the reader to a little exercise (‘try this: focus on these 
words, and whatever you do don’t let your eyes wander past the perimeter of this 
page … Keep your eyes here. Now take a deep breath … try to imagine how fast 
it will happen … ‘, 26) to make her feel what he himself has experienced. 
19 Other examples of such experiential hick-ups, or ‘attacks’, as Johnny himself 
calls them, can be found for example in footnotes 50, 77, 120, 196 and in his 
diary entries. 
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This sudden ‘fall’ out of control and then back into control seems to 
occur as if outside of the normal time-space continuum: it happened 
or did not happen, but for sure all Johnny’s senses were involved in 
registering this intense experience. In that sense only the traces of the 
experience remain – not really as a memory of events, because 
whether the events did actually take place is extremely doubtful, but 
as traces of a ‘presence’ that only his senses have picked up. A 
presence that is furthermore projected here as beastly. 

The scene is reminiscent of what Johnny wrote at the end of the 
Introduction: ‘for better or worse you’ll turn, unable to resist, though 
try to resist you still will, fighting with everything you’ve got not to 
face the thing you most dread, what is now, what will be, what has 
always come before, the creature you truly are, the creature we all are, 
buried in the nameless black of a name’. This creature or beast is 
what comes to haunt Johnny more and more as he progresses 
through the manuscript; he also realizes Zampanò too had a ‘story of 
his own creature darkness’ (48) that disturbed him gravely.20 
Comparing the two fragments of Johnny’s text, the one taken from 
the Introduction and the episode in the tattoo shop, what is 
suggested here is that Johnny, at that moment in the tattoo shop, saw 
for the first time a flash of the ‘creature we truly are’, something 
‘dark’ that is apparently only superficially covered up by (or ‘buried 
in’) each individual’s proper name. Zampanò, Johnny, Navidson – all 
these ‘names’ of individuals figuring in the different stories that make 
up House of Leaves could thus be interpreted as blanks (or rather dark 
spots) on which to mirror ‘your’ fears. Confronting ‘you’ (anyone) 
with the ‘creature you truly are’ and that ‘we all are’, is what the book 
seems to steer towards. 

Whether this ‘true being’ is presented in House of Leaves as an 
extreme nothingness or nowhereness, as it appears to be here, since it 
is rendered as such a vast and traumatic darkness, or whether 
something less nihilistic and pessimistic can be concluded from the 
book, will be addressed further on. At least in these first instances in 
which Johnny comes to realize that something is looming from the 
margins of his experience world to tear apart the ‘carefully conceived 

 
20 He becomes aware of this after reading a fragment of Zampanò’s manuscript 
that is of an ‘intensely personal nature’ (48), a passage dealing with echolocation 
described with metaphors directly taken from Navidson’s story, which further 
substantiates the suspicion that Navidson’s story is most likely a projection of 
Zampanò’s own fears and traumas. 
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denials’ he wrote about in his Introduction, in these sudden flashes 
of insight, if we can call them that, triggered by the reading of 
Zampanò’s work, he feels extremely threatened by something ‘dark’. 
In his deepest despair, much later, he feels this ‘something’ again 
‘approaching’ and believes it to be ‘no figment of my imagination 
either but as tangible as you & I … waiting … to at last initiate this 
violent and by now inevitable confrontation – always full of wrath as 
I am full of fear’ (381). 

What this confrontation exists of and what this beastly presence 
stands for is never clearly outlined in the book but only hinted at – 
and I will have more to say on that later on. What does become more 
and more obvious in reading House of Leaves is that Zampanò’s work 
and the ingredients of the Navidson story start to function for 
Johnny as narrative ingredients with which he, stumblingly, can begin 
to work on the story of himself. Aspects of the story he is reading – 
certain phrases, images, metaphors, and concepts – are taken up by 
Johnny to capture his own fears and to reconfigure his (traumatic) 
life story, as we will see. 
 
Parenthetically, the quoted fragments also give a sense of Johnny’s 
rather pompous or baroque prose style, which can be annoying at 
times, obfuscating even more (somewhat too clumsily, I would say) 
what would have been an interesting enough narration without the 
overtly theatrical embellishments.21 But maybe this prose style is 

 
21 See also the Bookworm interview that Michael Silverblatt conducted with 
Danielewski, in which, in reaction to a politely formulated critical note on the 
prose style of the book (Silverblatt calls it ‘really inflated’ and laughs), 
Danielewski immediately asks: ‘Whose prose style?’ And when Silverblatt 
responds with: ‘I would say the Ur-prose style, not the prose style of … any … of 
the speaking characters’, Danielewski defends himself by first pointing out ‘how 
valuable … difficult false notes can be … how telling those details are, and how 
criminal in some respects to erase them’. And he goes on to explain that while 
working on his novel he made a conscious choice to write in a flawed prose style, 
all in the service of the different characters’ voices: ‘there were many times when 
there was that awful sentence which I knew that Zampanò would say that I didn’t 
want to say … I was like, this is an awful, terrible sentence [laughter] I can’t do this … 
and I had to because that’s the way he was writing – and what was more 
important to me was him, what was more important to me was Johnny, what was 
more important to me was Johnny’s mother, and the way that they would 
communicate’. Michael Silverblatt, Interview with Mark Danielewski [Radio] (2000 
[cited October 3 2007]); available from http://www.kcrw.com/etc/programs/-
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supposed to work as a signal that Johnny is trying to learn the 
‘language of nausea’, the language of the experientially real, channeled 
to him through his senses most obviously and therefore difficult to 
put into less wobbling words. 
 
The disturbing effect of Zampanò’s storytelling on Johnny’s 
experience world also works the other way around. Because Johnny 
is taking the story and the narration of it so very personal, the 
narration gets disturbed in turn. Johnny’s text interrupts, slows down, 
and sometimes completely takes over Zampanò’s text, so that it 
becomes difficult to disentangle the different levels and experiential 
domains in the book. We first situate Johnny outside the narrative 
and (primary) fictional frame, but when he gradually gets ‘framed’ by 
the story, when elements of the story seem to have a ‘real’ impact on 
him, and when we sense that the story is then, as a result of that, 
reframed to somehow fit Johnny’s personal feelings and needs, the 
distinction between narrative levels and the positioning of characters 
versus narrators become extremely disturbed. 

This appears to be a well-analyzed postmodern literary strategy, in 
the sense described by for example Brian McHale, as a ‘disruption of 
the logic of narrative hierarchy’ that functions to foreground the 
‘ontological dimension’ of a text, inducing an awareness of the 
constructive nature of ‘worlds’ in general.22 But while House of Leaves 
certainly is indebted to postmodernist and also modernist literary 
strategies and themes, I believe that the mere exposition, the laying 
bare of the constructive nature of ‘texts’ and selves, is not the 
function of these strategies in the novel. Rather than dismantling the 
illusion of reality effects, House of Leaves seems to work the other way 
around. The already dismantled illusional stability of any reality is the 
starting point, from which the text then begins to explore 
possibilities of finding one’s way against the background of such an 
instable ‘world’. It also works like this with the discovery of that 
anomalous extra space within the house. The focus in the text shifts 
from trying to make sense of that absence/presence towards the 
reactions one can have upon discovering such a fundamental 
instability. How to deal with it? Which effects does it have on the 

 
bw/bw000706mark_danielewski. So apparently Danielewski held himself back to 
allow his characters or narrators to write in their ‘own’ style. 
22 McHale, Postmodernist Fiction 125, 13. 
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experiential level? The effects of that space on the individuals 
involved are more important (and take up much more narrative 
space) than the objective facts obtained by measurements and tests: 
‘the language of objectivity can never adequately address the reality 
of that place on Ash Tree Lane’ (378-379), Zampanò concludes. This 
shift in concern exemplified by the novel is also highlighted by the 
fact that Johnny’s more personal narrative is allowed to overtake the 
quasi-objective analysis of Zampanò.23 
 
Also graphically, the novel focuses on what it feels like to find yourself 
in (to be embedded in) such an instable ‘world’. For example, when 
Navidson enters the surplus space with shifting parameters within his 
house, the text conveys feelings of enclosure, disorientation, lack of 
foundation in the way letters and sentences are positioned on the 
page – when ‘the ceiling drops in’ (427) on Navidson, during his last 
exploration, the text is positioned at the very bottom of the page, as 
if the white weighs the text down. Such mimicry can slip into a form 
of gimmickry pretty easily, but it does work as a way of transposing 
an almost physical experience from the storyworld to another 
ontological sphere, because the reader too has to continually readjust 
her perspective on the ‘text’ (as Navidson vis-à-vis the as yet 
uninterpreted extra space in his house) quite literally, for example by 
turning the book around when text is presented upside down, or 
flipping pages quickly when they contain only a few words. Also, the 
theoretical content of Zampanò’s writing is at times graphically 
connected with the realm of the reader, as for example in Chapter 
IX, when the inside of the house is interpreted by Zampanò as a 
labyrinth, and then the text before us is (dis)ordered like a labyrinthic 
structure too.24 
 
‘[C]omprehension of its intricacies must always be derived from 
within’, it says in this chapter on the labyrinth, and this ‘not only 
applies to the house but to the film itself’ (114), and this equally 

 
23 And also Zampanò’s text becomes, we learn gradually, very much an 
expression of personal preoccupations (which becomes even more clear when we 
read Zampanò’s diary entries included in an appendix). 
24 In the fashion of ‘concrete poetry’, one could say. 
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applies to the book House of Leaves, we might add (or any ‘text’ for 
that matter).25 Furthermore, 
 

no one, not even a god or an Other, comprehends the 
entire maze … Due to the wall-shifts and 
extraordinary size, any way out remains singular and 
applicable only to those on that path at that particular 
time. All solutions then are necessarily personal. (115) 

 
Mark Hansen argues that ‘House of Leaves asserts the 
nongeneralizability (or nonrepeatability) of experience’.26 ‘House of 
Leaves,’ he concludes, ‘takes pains to champion the singularity of 
experience’, not only characters’ experiences but also those of the 
reader, according to Hansen.27 While elements of the story (see for 
example the citation above) certainly seem to support such a 
conclusion, the text also seems to make a case for the necessity of 
sharing experiences for them to attain a status of being ‘real’ enough. 
And for this, an experience needs to be expressed in some form or 
medium first.28 

That ‘all solutions are necessarily personal’ does not have to mean 
that solutions or experiences cannot be shared. It depends on how 
you conceive of ‘the personal’. If the personal were indeed ‘singular’, 
then yes, we would end up with a rather solipsistic account of 
experiences. One of the ‘critics’ Zampanò refers to has concluded 
that much by stating that the house works as ‘a solipsistic heightener’: 

 
25 On another level: a work of literature is always, in a way, like an ‘extra space’, 
an anomaly, inserted into the ‘real world’, the reader entering a ‘world’ that was 
simply not there before she turned the first page. This analogy is hinted at at 
several points in House of Leaves (that there is a picture of a doorknob on the cover 
of the book is just one example). 
26 Hansen, “The Digital Topography of Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves,” 
606. 
27 Ibid.: 623. 
28 As Wittgenstein wrote: ‘If you say: “How am I to know what he means, when I 
see nothing but the signs he gives?” then I say: “How is he to know what he 
means, when he has nothing but the signs either?”’ (§504). Of relevance, as 
Wittgenstein pointed out, was not trying (in vain) to figure out what is possibly 
behind (or somehow before) someone’s utterances, what ‘real’ meaning or 
experience they could possibly convey, but ‘the question: how do we compare 
these experiences; what criterion of identity do we fix for their occurrence?’ 
(§322). Wittgenstein and Anscombe, Philosophical Investigations; the German Text, with 
a Revised English Translation Third Edition 118e, 89e. 
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‘the house, the halls, and the rooms all become the self – collapsing, 
expanding, tilting, closing, but always in perfect relation to the mental 
state of the individual’ (165). But I will argue that the novel re-
conceptualizes the ‘personal’ or the ‘individual’ (and even 
‘singularity’) in such a way that to share experiences becomes pre-
conditional for being able to acknowledge experiences at all. How this 
sharing of experiences is related to reading, writing, and interpreting, 
will be the topic of the next section. 
 
 
A RORSCHACH TEXT (BEING BLACK AND BEING BLUE) 
‘[S]ome critics believe’, Zampanò writes in Chapter X of The Navidson 
Record, ‘the house’s mutations reflect the psychology of anyone who 
enters it’ (165). His own opinion on this matter Zampanò had already 
stated in Chapter III, when he concluded that while ‘Navidson’s 
troubles may not have created the house … they did ultimately shape 
the way he faced it’ (22). The house indeed is experienced differently 
by each explorer (Navidson, his twin brother Tom, and helpers they 
bring in; and, notably, animals do not perceive the enigmatic space), 
as if the physicality of that space bears some relation to the psyche of 
the explorer. Some elements of that space (such as a strange Spiral 
Staircase) ‘exist for all’ as has been noted by critics of Navidson’s 
documentary quoted by Zampanò, but ‘Other areas of that place … 
never seem to replicate the same pattern twice’ (178), and no one has 
come up with a real explanation for ‘what force alters and orders the 
dimensions of that place’, which leads Zampanò to speculating about 
that place as ‘some kind of absurd interactive Rorschach test’ (179). 
Is the experience of that place non-replicable and extremely personal, 
then? An experience one can undergo only alone, in isolation, as an 
ultimate confrontation (or ‘interaction’) with one’s own psyche? And 
does this lead us back to the conclusion that House of Leaves ‘takes 
pains to champion the singularity of experience’, as Hansen believed? 

But apparently it is to some extent possible to explore this space 
with others. At least initially when Navidson enters with his fellow 
explorers, they do encounter and navigate the same paths. If that 
space would bear ‘a perfect relation to the mental state of the 
individual’, then how to explain that people can ‘face’ that vast space 
together? Furthermore, the finale of Navidson’s story, which is the 
description of the last exploration by Navidson alone (when three 
lives have already been lost during previous explorations), also points 
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toward a less isolated view of the individual. Navidson is eventually 
rescued from that seemingly endless space by an almost magical, 
romantic, solution – the love of Karen and her willingness to 
overcome her own fears. She responds to a vague cry for help from 
Navidson from behind the closed walls of their house and steps into 
the looming space that opens up before her and this step makes all 
the darkness suddenly disappear. The traumatic space collapses, that 
is, if another being in what can only be called an act of faith and love 
is willing to share that space. The solution, then, is obviously inter-
personal in this case. 
 
Of course the house and its spatial enigma function in House of Leaves 
as a metaphor or analogy for the book as a whole, and Zampanò’s 
exposition of what the house may stand for, how it works, and about 
how to approach it, can be read as a clue for interpreting House of 
Leaves, the novel. But I think it is a mistake to take all the 
commentary and analyses of the house, or of the documentary for that 
matter, as being directly applicable to an interpretation of the novel 
itself. Many a critic has sighed that the book, since it incorporates 
almost all branches of critical discourse,29 explains, interprets, or 
reads itself, making the critic’s work redundant. But that is of course 
not the case.30 A more important clue is given to the reader-
interpreter on the level of Johnny’s narration. 

House of Leaves as it was first published, was marked ‘second 
edition’. Mention of a ‘first edition’ is made in the foreword by ‘The 
Editors’: ‘The first edition of House of Leaves was privately distributed 
and did not contain Chapter 21, Appendix II, Appendix III, or the 
index’ (vii). Chapter XXI (‘Nightmares’) consists solely of diary 

 
29 Most conspicuously among all the possible critical approaches invoked by 
Zampanò are a deconstructive, a psychoanalytical and, to a lesser extent, a 
phenomenological approach. 
30 See for example Nele Bemong, “Exploration #6: The Uncanny in Mark Z. 
Danielewski’s “House of Leaves”,” Image & Narrative, no. 5 (2003). Bemong starts 
her essay with stating that ‘Danielewski seems to make the task of the literary 
theorist redundant’, but rightly adds: ‘We may however not lose track of the fact 
that this theoretical discourse is just as much an essential part of the book, and 
thus of our object of study, as the story itself.’ But then, Bemong, in her 
psychoanalytical analysis of the ‘uncanny’ in House of Leaves, often has to admit 
when introducing certain views on this matter that they are already ‘explicitly 
uttered in House of Leaves’, quoting big portions of theoretical fragments of the text 
of the novel to support her conclusions. 
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entries by Johnny. Herein, among other things, he makes mention of 
completing the Introduction (515), but also, notably, there is an entry 
dated ‘August 28, 1999’ (so almost one year after finishing the 
Introduction) in which he recounts a most curious event. Having 
traveled around for months, Johnny, one day, in a bar in Flagstaff, 
comes across a group of musicians who have written some lyrics 
‘inspired by a book … found on the Internet’, and ‘Here’s what the 
title page said,’ Johnny offers: 
 

House of Leaves 
by Zampanò 
with introduction and 
notes by Johnny Truant 
 
Circle Round a Stone Publication 
First Edition (513) 

 
His reaction is one of astonishment, but Johnny also experiences the 
reading of this well thumbed first edition, with pages that are almost 
all ‘marked, stained and red-lined with inquiring and … frequently 
inspired comments’ with ‘In a few of the margins … even some 
pretty stunning personal riffs about the lives of the musicians 
themselves’ (514), as exhilarating. For him it is as if he suddenly hears 
‘an echo from across the years’ (514). The musicians have added an 
extra layer to the manuscript, just like Johnny himself added an also 
very personal layer to Zampanò’s manuscript. The diary entry then 
concludes with a note of resilience: ‘I know it’s going to be okay. It’s 
going to be alright.’ (515) 

After what appears to be the end of the story of Johnny we are 
taken back to October 1998, with Johnny not acknowledging the 
previous pages of his diary (they are supposedly ‘Stuck together with 
blood’, 515) and some telling passages are to follow in which we 
learn more about the ‘creature darkness’ that haunts Johnny (which I 
will discuss in the next section on Johnny’s mother). But it seems 
that in this extra, enigmatic surplus textual space and time 
(accounted/unaccounted for in his diary) a resolution has been 
offered or at least glimpsed at: the cathartic moment when Johnny’s 
story has been read. And not only that: also others, complete 
strangers even, have found ‘room’ in the margins of his story to add 
their own ‘personal riffs’. This is ultimately what House of Leaves seems 
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to be directed at: to show that there is always room in the margins of 
someone else’s stories for very personal reflections on one’s own 
story. Self-reflection, we are led to conclude, does not work in 
complete isolation but needs to be mediated somehow. At least in 
House of Leaves self-reflection is always mediated by a ‘something’ the 
presence of which triggers a shaking up or a shaking out of one’s safe 
and stable paradigms of experience (‘old shelters’ Johnny calls it in 
his Introduction, or ‘the very walls you always took for granted’, 
‘every assurance you ever lived by’, xxiii). And this ‘something’ 
appears to be made up out of vague traces of memories, images, 
voices, and texts which cannot be attributed to one single self alone. 
 
The traumatic presence that completely disrupts Johnny’s sense of 
self can be read as a rather primitive materialization (as ‘beastly’) of 
the kind of ‘psychic pain’ that is at the kernel of Infinite Jest: 
 

It is a level of psychic pain wholly incompatible with 
human life as we know it. It is a sense of radical and 
thoroughgoing evil not just as a feature but as the 
essence of conscious existence. It is a sense of 
poisoning that pervades the self at the self’s most 
elementary levels. It is a nausea of the cells and soul … 
It is also lonely on a level that cannot be conveyed … 
Everything is part of the problem, and there is no 
solution.’ (IJ, 695-6) 

 
In another instance this ‘it’ in Infinite Jest is referred to as ‘total 
psychic horror: death, decay, dissolution, cold empty black 
malevolent lonely voided space’ (IJ, 650). All these aspects ascribed 
to ‘it’ in Infinite Jest apply equally to Johnny’s experience of a 
‘something’ that is haunting him. We could say that in both books a 
difficult to grasp but very torturous psychic pain is in some way 
externalized, experienced as pervading and intruding the self, while it 
is at the same time suggested to be at the core of the self. This points 
to a confusion about the limits of the self, or, better said, it brings 
about a crisis in how to conceptualize the self. 

If the self is conceived as singular, autonomous, and free to make 
its own choices – on par with the dominant ideology spelled out in 
Infinite Jest but also implicit as a cultural value in House of Leaves – then 
how to explain this inability to be in control of one’s own feelings? In 
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her critical reading of ‘two antithetical conceptions of the self’, a 
liberal versus a communitarian conception that is, Worthington 
summarizes what is the main critique on the liberal stance: it 
‘presupposes an invalid, incoherent ontological conception of the 
self’, the self as ‘antecedently individuated, understood as a 
meaningful agent that exists prior to and independent of the 
communities, interactions, and relationships into which she chooses 
to enter’.31 The critique of hard line liberals on the communitarian 
position on the other hand is that it espouses forms of social 
determinism. Worthington herself, as we already saw in Chapters 1 
and 2, endorses a more moderate, in between position, supported by 
theories of the self as narrative, allowing the self some form of 
(narrative) agency to navigate a plurality of social contexts in which 
the self is embedded – and her analyses of the novels she selected 
purportedly substantiate this conception of the self. In the novels 
that I am analyzing I find much more tension or a sense of crisis, 
whereby a (perhaps caricaturized or perverted, as in IJ) liberal 
conception of the self is still very dominant, at least in the 
background. That is exactly what appears to make it so difficult for 
human figures in these novels to come to grips with what they are 
feeling – they are incapable of ‘owning’ their feelings while at the same 
time they do not know how else to make sense of them. 
 
This problematic is most obvious in another text by Wallace. 
Comparing the ‘something’ that creeps up on Johnny with what is 
referred to as ‘it’ in that key sentence in Wallace’s short story 
“Octet”32 – ‘Do you feel it too?’ (“Octet”, 131) – can perhaps bring 
us further in understanding Johnny’s transformation. The narrator of 
“Octet” does not understand exactly what he means by ‘it’: it is a 
‘sense of something’, ‘though what that “something” is remains 
maddeningly hard to pin down’, the narrator admits (“Octet”, 123). 
Nevertheless he is desperate to get across the ‘urgency’ of ‘it’ and he 
wants the reader to feel ‘it’ too (“Octet”, 124); a ‘weird univocal 
urgency’ (“Octet”, 126), he calls it, ‘something urgent and human’ 
(“Octet”, 130), 
 

 
31 Worthington, Self as Narrative: Subjectivity and Community in Contemporary Fiction 
55. 
32 “Octet”, in: Wallace, Brief Interviews with Hideous Men 111-36. 
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some sort of weird ambient sameness in different kinds 
of human relationships, some nameless but 
inescapable ‘price’ that all human beings are faced with 
having to pay at some point if they ever want truly ‘to 
be with’ another person instead of using that person 
somehow … a weird and nameless but apparently 
unavoidable ‘price’ that can actually sometimes equal 
death itself, or at least usually equals your giving up 
something (either a thing or a person or a precious 
long-held ‘feeling’ or some certain idea of yourself and 
your own virtue/worth/identity) whose loss will feel, 
in a true and urgent way, like a kind of death (“Octet”, 
131-133) 

 
This sense of an ‘elemental sameness’, a ‘queer nameless ambient 
urgent interhuman sameness’, is ‘overwhelming’ (“Octet”, 133), as 
this narrator experiences it. I believe this sense or feeling that is so 
desperately circumscribed in “Octet” very much corresponds to the 
feeling that overwhelms Johnny when he starts to intensely involve 
himself with Zampanò’s stories. 

Ultimately Johnny recognizes ‘something’, something 
unacknowledged or repressed by him earlier, something that has only 
now been brought to his senses through his work on TNR. Like the 
‘pop quizzes’, the very short stories in “Octet” that are to exemplify 
this ‘something’, TNR likewise functions for Johnny as a 
compendium of such exemplifying stories, mediating his ‘sense of 
something’. TNR triggers him to interrogate his sense of self and to 
acknowledge some ‘overwhelming sameness’ or relatedness between 
his self-story and that of others – and that indeed feels like ‘a kind of 
death’ to him. He definitely feels like he is losing something, a certain 
‘idea’ of himself, as the narrator of “Octet” would have it, as if his 
identity is deconstructed to the point where he is ‘lost without 
contrast, slipping into oblivion’ (72). For someone who is used to 
thinking of himself as his own person, defined by his uniqueness (as 
would be fostered in a highly individualized, liberal society), this 
sense of sameness must be a very threatening experience. 
 
‘I feel dead’, is what Johnny in his intense confusion scribbles down 
in a footnote when something ‘echoing out the dark and the Other’ is 
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starting to chronically interrupt his normal ‘frame of mind’ (77). It 
feels to him as if there is ‘too much of it …’ 
 

always running parallel, is that the right word?, to the 
old man and his book, briefly appearing, maybe even 
intruding, then disappearing again … communicated 
in moments of motion, smell and sound, more often 
than not in skewed grammar, a mad rush broken up by 
eidetic recollections (106) 

 
We should note here that Johnny’s reactions to his work on 
Zampanò’s book apparently can only be traced by his senses, through 
motion, sound, smell, in a ‘skewed grammar’ (or a ‘language of 
nausea’ as he labeled it at some other point), and not so much by his 
ratio. Objectively it is inexplicable why he would react this way to 
some found manuscript, but nevertheless he feels ‘a terrible empathy’ 
for Zampanò and gets confused about what he is reading, what he is 
reacting to, whether it is ‘His word – my word, maybe even your 
word’ (48). With this semantic contraction, an entanglement of third-
person, first-person and second-person perspective, Johnny tries to 
convey his sense of relatedness that springs from something that 
escapes rationalization and that he obviously struggles with to put 
into words. It feels to him as if something ‘fractured in my head, 
even if it was hardly present in the words I spoke’, only the ‘painful 
remnants’ he can register (106). These remnants or traces are 
registered as feelings only and cannot be taken in as chunks of 
intellectually grasped meanings: ‘sentiment, darkness pushes in on 
me’ (70), is how Johnny experiences it. 

What Johnny discovers through his engagement with Zampanò’s 
manuscript is a ‘disconcerting void’ (509), a feeling of a terrible lack – 
described also in terms borrowed directly from Navidson’s story as 
‘Inside me, a long dark hallway … continued to grow’ (49). At other 
times this void is described by Johnny as a ‘profound darkness’ (43), 
a ‘great saddening madness’ (379), an ‘incredible loneliness’ that ‘has 
settled inside me’, a ‘kind of emptiness’ (493). He feels ‘lost inside’ 
and is ‘no longer convinced there’s a way out’ (300). What he 
experiences is a ‘dissolution of the self’ (72), but this self 
paradoxically still has the capacity to feel, to feel at least this 
frightening dissolution, but also ‘pain and panic’ (106), ‘anxiety’ (107), 
‘fear’ (72) – a whole cluster of feelings, with increasing heaviness. 
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Johnny’s existential implosion, feeling ‘lost inside’, makes way for a 
host of feelings that somehow seem to penetrate him from outside 
himself – in this the transformative process Johnny goes through 
bears resemblance to Hal’s breakdown. First there is the fake 
assurance of an illusional sense of self, a self seemingly in control, 
making up stories (like Hal, Johnny is very verbose, albeit in a less 
contained way); then the discovery that one’s pose does not work any 
longer to cover up or repress feelings of emptiness, loneliness and 
sadness; and finally the attempt to find another way to approach 
oneself that allows room for such feelings. This may sound very 
therapeutic, but I think that certainly House of Leaves is in a sense a 
very ‘therapeutic narrative’.33 One could even go further and consider 
House of Leaves as some form of self-help book for the intellectual 
who may be tickled by the many appeals to her reservoir of 
knowledge and is offered, not in popular psychology sound bites but 
couched in a more high-brow lingua franca, a taste of an obscured 
but redemptive story of a self. The reader is allowed to puzzle for 
herself and is thus lured into a mirroring process that is not unlike 
the tactic of a plainly written self-help paperback. 
 
Johnny at first tries to find solace in sexual encounters, as was his 
usual way of escape from himself (a list of women he has been with 
is included in a footnote, 265), but no longer do such one-night 
stands help him forget what is pushing itself upon him; sex now is 
perceived by him as a ‘dark language … unable to penetrate much, 
explore anything or even connect’ (89). It doesn’t work any longer as 
a stand-in for a sense of connection with another being that he semi-
consciously craves and discovers through working on TNR. His 
relation with the woman he affectionately nicknames ‘Thumper’ 
illustrates how Johnny’s interpersonal needs are shifting in the course 
of working on Zampanò’s manuscript. 

In one of his footnotes to the chapter on echoes, Johnny, while 
reminiscing about yet another one-night stand with some other girl 
he has picked up at a bar, abruptly begins to relate the story of how 
he first met Thumper – how at one evening, ‘Out of the blue’ as 
Johnny phrases it (52) she strolled through the door of the tattoo 
shop where Johnny was working late. He is immediately awe-struck 
by this 31-year old stripper, ‘her hair reminding me of a shiny gold 

 
33 See Chapter 3 for a discussion of the term ‘therapeutic narrative’. 
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desertwind brazed in a hot August sun, hips curving like coastal 
norths, tits rising and falling beneath her blue sweatshirt the way an 
ocean will do long after the storm has passed’ (52). In one of his 
typical lyrical binges, Johnny in this long meandering footnote 
concocts an image of Thumper as his ultimate sexualized fantasy 
figure. While nothing much really happens between the two of them 
during her occasional visits to the tattoo shop after that first 
encounter, she keeps swirling in Johnny’s mind; he is totally ‘swept 
up in her’ (53), she ‘overwhelms’ him – especially her liveliness 
attracts him, her being untroubled and uninhibited (54). His thoughts 
about her are tinted by his erotic desire for her, but Thumper’s 
significance to Johnny soon supersedes these desires. She ‘exists for 
me’, Johnny concludes early on, ‘as a strange mixture of daydream 
and present day edge … something without a past or a future, an 
icon or idyll of sorts … her image feeling permanently fixed within 
me’ (54). What is more, he has the feeling that she has been on his 
mind long before they actually met, as if the image of her had ‘been 
there all along’ (54). She is the only woman besides his mother who 
takes on such an important role in his life, as someone who always 
hovers in the back of his mind, as someone Johnny addresses himself 
to. 

His relationship with Thumper, although existing mostly in his 
imagination, changes when Johnny becomes more and more affected 
by Zampanò’s work. While in the beginning his needs are mostly 
escapist, and his sexual fantasies about Thumper can at that time still 
partly fulfill these needs, later on he realizes that what he craves is a 
more deeply felt connection with an other human being. He starts to 
open up to Thumper, which makes him more vulnerable than he 
ever was around women. He gives her a letter, for example, 
containing a piece of his writing, a ‘sappy little bit I wrote about her’ 
(76). At which gift she laughs, crushing his feelings. Johnny’s concept 
of a serious and deep relationship appears to be blueprinted on the 
relationship with his mother Pelafina, who used to send Johnny 
lyrical letters from the psychiatric hospital full of high-praise of her 
son and cryptic bits and pieces about her own fears and doubts, 
which letters had a strong implicit demand on the receiver. So too 
does Johnny address Thumper quite demandingly, because his 
psychic breakdown so obviously shows through in his interactions 
with her. Not surprisingly, Thumper starts to feel compassion, and 
not so much a sense of passion, for Johnny. Almost like a mother 
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figure we could say, she indulges him: by listening to him, reassuring 
him: ‘You’re alright Johnny … Don’t worry so much … You’ll be 
fine’ (106) she calms him down when Johnny breaks down in front 
of her after ‘wandering into all this personal stuff’, sharing his worries 
and anxieties with her (106). Thumper, not laughing any more, was 
‘taking in everything I told her without judgment’, Johnny later 
remembers, ‘listening to how I felt’ (106). And that is, parenthetically, 
more than his own mother was ever in the capacity to do for him, 
preoccupied as she was with her own troubled mind. With Thumper 
Johnny has thus created an idealized other, who can be this caring 
mother figure and sexual fantasy figure all in one. 
 
In deep despair, after months of working on TNR, one day at work 
Johnny snaps and it is Thumper who again calms him down. He then 
feels an urge to ‘tell her everything’ about what he is working on, the 
strange stories and the affect they have on him, ‘I needed to tell her 
everything’, but he is afraid she will think he is ‘certifiable’ (261) – a 
constant worry of Johnny, anxious as he is that he has inherited his 
mother’s vulnerability to madness – and so he ‘choked down the 
words’ (261). Eventually Johnny gets so caught up in TNR that he 
does not go to work any longer, and locks himself in, in his 
apartment; Thumper then recedes from his mind, until suddenly, 
much later, she calls him, ‘out of the blue’ (365). As some magical 
rescuer, she offers to take care of him, but he reclines, ‘it’s too late’ 
or ‘it’s just not right’ any longer, ‘Thumper no longer has any 
influence over me’ he concludes (365). More importantly, her ‘picture 
in my head, no matter how erotic’ does not do it any more: his 
escapist desires have transformed into a more mature desire for a 
meaningful connection with another person and he is pained to 
realize ‘how little I knew about her’ (365).  

Johnny now cares more about ‘finding out who she really was, see 
if it was possible to mean something to her, see if it was possible she 
could mean something to me’ (366). Although a real relationship 
never actually develops between him and Thumper, it does appear 
that Johnny’s idea or sense of relationships has become more 
enriched: at first he relates to others, and Thumper in particular, 
from the sole perspective of his own needs; then, slowly, he becomes 
more interested in reciprocity, in what two people can mean to each 
other. His intense involvement with Zampanò’s manuscript, which, 
from many different (philosophical, mythological, biblical) 
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perspectives explores in detail possible forms of relating between self 
and other, surely has something to do with this development. 

As we will see, Johnny’s double bind to Thumper which can be 
surmised from the footnotes in the beginning of the book turns out 
to foreshadow the more troubled, more ambiguous relationship with 
his mother, as when Johnny ultimately realizes how little he knows 
about her, and has to reconstruct what their relationship was like. This 
can explain why his preoccupation with Thumper wanes (is ‘not 
right’ any longer) as it dawns on him there is a more important 
relationship to deal with. But it takes him a long time before he can 
begin to touch upon that issue. He first has to plough through a lot 
more pages of Zampanò’s scribbled notes to come closer to the core 
of his troubles, including his ambiguous relationships with women. 
 
‘Right now’, he realizes at one point, 
 

the only thing that keeps me going is some 
misunderstood desire to finish The Navidson Record. It’s 
almost as if I believe questions about the house will 
eventually return answers about myself (297)34 
 

Johnny tries not to stray from the path any longer and resolves to 
find out ‘where I’m really heading. I’ve got to stop blinking in the 
face of my fear’, he urges himself, ‘the real terror that tracks me, 
waiting beyond the perimeter … with enough presence to resurrect 
within me a whole set of ancient reflexes’ (180). His reflexes thus 
inform him firstly, signal to him, what his rational self-reflections as of 
yet fail to capture: a sense of a ‘presence’ he cannot rationally make 
sense of. 
 
 
PRESENCE 
The notion of ‘presence’ is most enigmatic in House of Leaves. In 
contemporary critical discourses this term has a very ambiguous 
status,35 and it is therefore not surprising that in House of Leaves, a 

 
34 This process, whereby Johnny, through his investment in another man’s text, 
finally finds some ‘answers’ about himself (perceived as skewed echoes), will be 
more thoroughly discussed in the last section of this chapter. 
35 See for example Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, Production of Presence: What Meaning 
Cannot Convey (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004). As the author states, 
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book that itself skims almost all the known critical theories of today, 
this sense of ‘presence’ is so obscurely circumscribed. But it is salient 
that on all the different narrative levels the question of how a sense 
of ‘presence’ imprints one’s sense of self is most acute. How does 
Johnny perceive this presence and what does this have to say about 
how he perceives himself? 
 
The first glimpses of some form of presence haunting Johnny he 
materializes in phrases that are directly borrowed from Zampanò’s 
manuscript. In an instance of what I earlier called an experiential 
hick-up, Johnny has the feeling he is ‘no longer alone’ (70) and hears 
an awful ‘scream, a howl, a roar’ (71) and also later on he refers to 
hearing ‘the roar’ (327). As Zampanò informs us, the explorers in the 
surplus space in Navidson’s house also occasionally hear a ‘faint 
growl’ (68). They also find inexplicable scratch marks on the ashy 
hallways they have to navigate through. Long scratch marks are also 
discovered by Johnny on the floor of Zampanò’s apartment near the 
black trunk in which most of Zampanò’s writing is stuffed. (Another 
‘impossible link’ between the different ontological realms. And also 
one that begs the question of what comes first: Are Johnny’s 
perceptions and experiences modeled upon TNR or the other way 
around?) Furthermore, like Johnny feels haunted by a beastly 
presence, at least one of the people who enters that endless space 
that appendixes Navidson’s house is convinced a ‘definite creature’ 
(123) is present roaming the cold, black corridors, haunting him. Is 
there really a ‘Mr. Monster’ (254) inhabiting that labyrinthic darkness, 
as Navidson’s brother Tom tries to pacify his fear? 
 

 
his book ‘seeks to make a pledge against the tendency in contemporary culture to 
abandon and even forget the possibility of a presence-based relationship to the 
world. More specifically: to make a pledge against the systematic bracketing of 
presence, and against the uncontested centrality of interpretation, in the academic 
disciplines we call “The humanities and arts”’ (xv). Gumbrecht notes how ‘to use 
such concepts,’ ‘concepts such as “substance” … “presence”, and perhaps even 
“reality” and “Being”,’ ‘has long been a symptom of despicably bad intellectual 
taste in the humanities’. ‘Indeed’, he continues buoyantly but forbiddingly, ‘to 
believe in the possibility of referring to the world other than by meaning has 
become synonymous with the utmost degree of philosophical naïveté – and, until 
very recently, few humanists have been courageous enough to deliberately draw 
such potentially devastating and embarrassing criticism upon themselves’ (53). 
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In Chapter XIII ‘The Minotaur’ (struck through, as Zampanò has 
consistently struck through any references to the Minotaur myth, 
336)36 there is some speculation on this subject of how to interpret 
the presence experienced by some in that endless space: do people 
perhaps create in their mind a presence because they cannot grasp 
‘pure [a]bsence’ (335)? I am not so much interested in trying to figure 
out whether or not some sort of creature inhabits the superstructure 
of Navidson’s house, as in how this sense of presence experienced by 
the explorers is transposed to Johnny’s experience world. And in 
how this sense of presence influences how Johnny reconstructs his 
self-narrative. To Will Slocombe the ‘House, both text and within the 
text, is a figure of impossibility, not deconstructive deferral or 
postmodern play, but a nihilistic void’, and he argues that the book 
suggests that it is this ‘void of silence’, the ‘Other of Language’, that 
‘creates a sensory craving for “something”’.37 Indeed, faced with 
what resists interpretation, what defies the capacity to understand 
intellectually, the human figures in this novel resort to another form 
of ‘understanding’ needed to fill this gap in meaning-making: all their 
senses are on high alert, as we saw with Johnny. The book as a whole 
too makes an appeal to a more tacit, non-hermeneutic form of 
understanding, by deliberately frustrating any attempt at a definite 
close (or closed) reading. 
 
But to instantly ward off the threat of a pure absence of meaning, 
people in this novel first try to simply invent stories or myths to 
make sense of what they cannot comprehend. The question is: do 
such stories reveal or rather conceal the subject of their narration? 
‘We all create stories to protect ourselves’ (20) Johnny has learned 
early on in his life. And that is also how he comes to see Zampanò’s 
project as he traces ‘the murmur of Zampanò’s thoughts, endlessly 
searching, reaching, but never quite concluding … a ruin of pieces, 
gestures and quests, a compulsion brought on by – well … I only get 
an inkling of what tormented him. Though at least if the fire’s 
invisible, the pain’s not’ (337). Johnny thus traces such traces, of a 

 
36 In an earlier analysis of House of Leaves I discussed possible meanings and 
implications of the way the Minotaur myth is presented, which falls beyond the 
scope of the present analysis. See Nicoline Timmer, “Het Postmodernisme 
Opgegeten,” De Groene Amsterdammer 125, no. 24 (2001). 
37 Will Slocombe, ““This Is Not for You”: Nihilism and the House That Jacques 
Built,” Modern Fiction Studies 51, no. 1 (2005): 100, 03. 
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‘fire’ that is ‘invisible’, but its consequence (the ‘pain’) is present 
enough, shimmering through, and this pain is what Johnny connects 
to. Zampanò, in Johnny’s eyes, ‘tries to escape his invention but 
never succeeds’ because ‘he is compelled … to continue building the 
very thing responsible for his incarceration’ (337). 

Johnny offers two conceptions of storytelling here: stories protect 
the self and they imprison the self. Or maybe we should say he offers 
two conceptions of the self: a narrator-self and a subject-self. A 
narrator-self who has the illusion he can create the story of his own 
life, who will resort to making up stories if his needs compel him to 
do so (which is how Johnny used to see himself and what he believes 
Zampanò to have done). And a subject-self who is the victim of such 
misdirected ambitions. But neither of these two options seems to 
really quite capture what Johnny ultimately learns about the working 
of storytelling in relation to one’s sense of self. 
 
Identifying with Zampanò’s pain, although the source of it is 
unknown to Johnny, he wonders: ‘How am I so transformed?’ (338). 
Zampanò ‘is trapped’, he realizes, ‘but where may surprise you. He’s 
trapped inside me’, and ‘his voice [is] echoing in the chambers of my 
heart’ (338). Such fragments show how Johnny resorts to rather 
sentimental wording to articulate his confusing experiences and sense 
of connection to Zampanò. Also, Johnny often takes metaphors 
literally (especially during the experiential hick-ups), which 
contributes to the blurring of ontological spheres in House of 
Leaves,38 but it also brings across how physical the experience of 
trying to understand an other man’s words is for Johnny. The ‘fire’ 
that was torturing Zampanò is now ‘sweeping over my sides and 
around my shoulders’ (338), Johnny senses, feeling engulfed by 

 
38 Brian McHale discusses such a postmodern technique as a ‘vertigo-inducing 
collapse of world into word’ McHale, Postmodernist Fiction 146. Parenthetically, it 
appears as if House of Leaves showcases almost all of the postmodern literary 
‘tricks’ that McHale has distilled from postmodern texts. But, as was discussed in 
Chapter 1, it is something very different to write a novel around the turn of the 
millennium, when all such postmodern techniques have been already neatly 
catalogued, than to have been among those writers whose work was eventually 
quoted as paradigmatic, ‘inventing’ such techniques, to be one of the 
‘Postmodern Church fathers’ as Wallace referred to his predecessors. From a 
formalistic perspective: I believe House of Leaves, as an exemplar of the first 
category, does not, by using these techniques, ‘foreground’ the same themes as 
works from the latter category do. 
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sensations and sentiments that apparently are not contained within 
the limits of the two separate experience worlds of Johnny and 
Zampanò. 
 
Johnny’s reading, transcribing, and also writing seem to have a direct 
impact on his senses and his whole phenomenological world. Words 
become almost ‘things’ in Johnny’s world (a phrase such as the 
‘language of nausea’ also gives expression to this sensation). In his 
book Production of Presence, Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht has taken 
pains to reinvigorate a debate on the notion of ‘presence’. ‘Presence’, 
in his account, refers to a ‘spatial relationship to the world and its 
objects’ (xiii); things that are present ‘can have an immediate impact 
on human bodies’ (xiii).39 Of specific interest for analyzing what is 
happening to Johnny is the difference between what Gumbrecht 
labels ‘meaning effects’ and ‘presence effects’: meaning effects are 
produced by an act of interpretation, while presence effects 
‘exclusively appeal to the senses’ (xv) and are produced by what 
Gumbrecht refers to as ‘things in the world’, things that are ‘tangible 
for human hands’ (xiii). More simply put: presence effects ‘happen’, 
while meaning effects are produced by an interpreting subject (80-
81).  

Although the process of interpreting is very important in House 
of Leaves, I would say that what the book most strongly brings 
across is that there are limits to this act of interpreting. There appears 
to be always some sort of surplus space, literally and figuratively, that 
cannot be explored hermeneutically but must be experienced more 
directly – at least that is what can be concluded from the acts of 
interpretation presented within the book (conducted by Navidson 
cum suis, by Zampanò and also by Johnny). Also when it comes to 
understanding oneself, there is a strange ‘surplus’ unaccounted for on 
the intellectual blueprint, so to speak, of one’s mind, as the book 
seems to alarm us. When Johnny tries to make sense of what is going 
on with him, there is always something that eludes him, something 
beyond his reach, something hovering at the limits of his ‘world’ – 

 
39 Gumbrecht nuances what is understood by ‘presence’ of ‘things in the world’ 
by adding that ‘it is possible to claim that no worldly object can ever be available, 
in an unmediated way, to human bodies and human minds’ but that ‘the concept 
“things in the world” does include, as a connotation, a reference to the desire for 
such immediacy’ (xiii-xiv). Which to me seems to be of a different order 
(immediate presence versus the desire for such immediacy). 
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and it is from this limit that sudden charges on his senses are carried 
out, or so it feels to him.40 

The ‘deep piercing reactions’ Johnny experiences during his 
engagement with Zampanò’s manuscript very much seem to 
resemble what Gumbrecht captures with the term ‘presence effects’. 
Words start to become tangible ‘things’ for Johnny and they certainly 
have a bodily impact on him. We can explain this as a result of 
Johnny’s seclusion from the outside world: he interacts solely with 
Zampanò’s words and his world comes to consist almost exclusively 
of this textual environment inhabited by signifiers.41 And thus it 
happens that Zampanò’s psyche equally becomes a presence for 
Johnny in his phenomenological world that produces a sense of 
immediacy:42 to him Zampanò is there in the text before him, and 
even that distinction between textual presence and ‘real’ presence is 
blurred. As Johnny makes clear early on: ‘from my perspective, 
having to decide between old man Z and his story is an artificial, 
maybe even dangerous choice’ (31); he considers even the ‘written 
errors’ by Zampanò as ‘markers’ that lead him into Zampanò’s 
‘personality’ and ‘soul’ (31).43 

 
40 It would be a very interesting challenge, one that I hope to take up in another 
study, to link this idea of ‘the presence of something other/same’, this sense of 
what could be described as a ‘parallel other’, and how this relates to one’s sense 
of self (significant also, especially, in Wallace’s fiction), to the work of Emmanuel 
Levinas, I believe. Unfortunately this falls beyond the scope of the present 
analysis. 
41 If Johnny were a real person instead of a fictional character/narrator, and if I 
would be a psychiatrist, I would perhaps simply say Johnny is suffering from a 
psychotic breakdown – with which, perhaps, still nothing much is said or 
explained. 
42 I think it makes more sense to speak of things in one’s phenomenological 
world than of ‘things in the world’ in general whereby world stands for some sort 
of objectively present outside world. In this I side with those who ‘claim that no 
worldly object can ever be available, in an unmediated way, to human bodies and 
human minds’, in the words of Gumbrecht. This more or less ‘constructivist’ 
assumption also underlies most narrative psychological approaches. 
43 Gumbrecht makes a point of distinguishing the reactions to ‘presence effects’ 
from any form of empathy: ‘The reactions [presence effects] provoke have 
nothing to do with Einfühlung’, with ‘imagining what is going on in another 
person’s psyche’ (xv), he claims. But why not? In fiction, in any case, what is 
usually meant by another person’s psyche is as ‘tangible’ as a tree or a car, at least 
for the reader, since each of these are existents functionally situated on the same 
plane, inasmuch they are all written. Fiction may be the only realm in which access 
to another person’s psyche is so easily obtained, although that is debatable. From 
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When Johnny eventually recognizes his own ‘written’ status, it 
becomes even more possible and plausible for him (and for us, 
analyzing Johnny) to elevate what was mere text to the status of 
existentially ‘real’, producing a sense of immediate presence. This 
realization changes how Johnny sees his task and his relation to 
Zampanò’s work: 
 

More and more often, I’ve been overcome by the 
strangest feeling that I’ve gotten it all turned around 
… A moment comes where suddenly everything 
seems impossibly far and confused, my sense of self 
derealized & depersonalized, the disorientation so 
severe I actually believe … that this terrible sense of 
relatedness to Zampanò’s work implies something that 
just can’t be, namely that this thing has created me … 
where I am nothing more than the matter of some 
other voice, intruding through the folds of what even 
now lies there agape, possessing me with histories I 
should never recognize as my own; inventing me, 
defining me, directing me until finally every 
association I can claim as my own … is relegated to 
nothing; forcing me to face the most terrible suspicion 
of all, that all of this has just been made up and what’s 
worse, not made up by me or even for that matter 
Zampanò. 
Though by whom I have no idea. (326) 

 
Is this a character ‘in search of its author’, a character that becomes 
dimly aware of his ‘master’s voice’ (namely that of the real author), a 
clever postmodern narrative twist that was explained by Brian 
McHale as functioning ‘as a kind of master-trope for determinism – 
cultural, historical, psychological determinism, but especially the 

 
yet another perspective (zooming out), propositions such as ‘he is sad’ and ‘the 
car is red’ are perhaps intuitively not read as being of the same logical order, but, 
as Wittgenstein in his Philosophical Investigations attempted to make clear, our 
intuition in such cases is not always to be trusted. It depends very much on one’s 
conception of a person’s psyche: do we think of it as a secluded container for 
private thoughts and feelings, or are one’s thoughts and feelings more public? 
(See also Chapter 2.) 
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inevitability of death’?44 Perhaps Johnny indeed recognizes here that 
he is ‘written’ in that sense, although I believe that this explanation 
will not cover all the intricacies of the construction of Johnny’s sense 
of self. He does become aware though that he is not so much his 
own person as he once believed to be, and also that he is not the sole 
author or narrator of his own life story, but that there is ‘some other 
voice’ operating somewhere in the background. And this realization 
comes indeed with a price, as the narrator of “Octet” had warned his 
reader: Johnny experiences a sense of derealization and 
depersonalization; his paradigm of experience collapses or is folded 
upon that of an other’s. But we need to delve deeper into an analysis 
of what we are to understand by this ‘other voice’ to be able to reach 
a possible conclusion as to whether or not Johnny is able to exercise 
a form of narrative agency, still. 

This ‘other voice’ is not necessarily a ‘master’s voice’ and therefore 
a determining or dictating voice, I believe. As I stated earlier on, I 
will argue that House of Leaves is directed at striking that delicate chord 
of finding a possible harmony in and between different voices that 
cannot be structured hierarchically in such a way that to speak of a 
master’s voice makes much sense. But first I will have more to say on 
one particularly important ‘other voice’ that starts to intrude Johnny’s 
narrative more and more, and that is his mother’s voice. 
 
 
THE MADMOTHER IN THE ATTIC 
In the last footnote of Johnny, written at ‘the end of March’ of 1998 
(410), he writes about his decision to set off on a journey ‘back east’ 
(413), only to return (in the book) in Chapter XXI, now scribbling in 
a diary instead of in the margins of Zampanò’s text. His first entry is 
dated October 25, 1998, and all through the end of October, as the 
diary shows, Johnny is in a terrible state: he sleeps in sleazy hotels or 
under park benches, has terrifying nightmares, and is haunted by a 
terrible ‘horror’ (494) and ‘rage’ (496). He continues to ‘scribble like a 
maniac’ in his notebook (495), but his narrative is extremely unstable, 
his ‘memory’s in flakes’, and he has ‘lost sense of what’s real and 
what’s not. What I’ve made up, what has made me’ (497). Some 
horrifying scenes are ‘remembered’ by Johnny, but we cannot trust 
that they actually took place. Nevertheless, as we were already 

 
44 McHale, Postmodernist Fiction 122, 23. 
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informed in the Introduction, what is real or not does not matter 
much since Johnny suffers the ‘consequences’ anyhow. 

On October 30, Johnny notices that the first page of his diary is 
dated May 1 (and not October 25), which means he has lost ‘months 
and months of journey’ (498), he believes. Next we are offered his 
notes from May 1, and so retrieve, with Johnny, his lost steps. He 
apparently has tried to visit the places mentioned by Zampanò in his 
manuscript, which amounted to ‘months of travel’, as Johnny writes 
on May 1 (which is impossible if he really left at the end of March). 
Some chunks of his travel-narrative are reiterated in his journal, but a 
‘quick re-read of all this’ makes him see ‘I’m tracing the wrong 
history’, since the places he went may have had some significance for 
Zampanò, but they do not necessarily mean much to him: ‘I’m 
following something else. Maybe parallel. Possibly harmonic. 
Certainly personal’ (502), he realizes. And then, for the first time, 
Johnny sees clearly what that ‘something else’ is for him: 
 

I cannot tell you why I didn’t see her until now …My 
mother is right before me now, right before you. 
There as the docent, as the interpreter, maybe even as 
this strange and tangled countryside … She is here 
now. She has always been here. (502) 

 
But this is not yet the cathartic moment we may think it is, this 
recovery of the repressed presence of his mother.45 June and July 
bring more darkness, anger, sadness and loneliness, although there is 
scarcely a note saved from that period. He does remember, on July 1, 
that on May 4 he visited the psychiatric institute where his mother 
had lived, even sat in her former room where she committed suicide 

 
45 Although Katherine Cox, who devotes a whole essay to Johnny’s bond with his 
mother, seems to believe it is: ‘Truant’s practice of transcribing the found text 
functions as a means of initiating a painful re-engagement with his past and, 
specifically, with his mother’; to her it is obvious that ‘Located at the core of his 
existence are his mother and her narrative: she stands both as life-giver and 
potentially as life-destroyer. Escape from Truant’s labyrinthic entrapment is 
apparently achieved when he accesses his repressed memories of Pelafina’, and 
Cox concludes that Zampanò’s manuscript ‘whether real or imagined, is a means 
by which Truant can unlock his history, as it is Truant’s initial severance from his 
past that has to be remedied’. Katharine Cox, “What Has Made Me? Locating 
Mother in the Textual Labyrinth of Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves,” 
Critical Survey 18, no. 2 (2006): 7, 9, 13. 
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(exactly nine years earlier, as becomes clear from a letter in one of the 
appendices from the ‘director’ of the Whalestoe Institute (643) 
informing Johnny of his mother’s death), but he finds no ‘relief or 
explanation’ (504) there, and also his childhood home cannot absolve 
him of his traumatic memories; the house no longer exists. What 
traumatic memories, then? 
 
Johnny has a hard time disentangling memories from stories, but 
supposedly his mother accidentally threw a pan of boiling oil off the 
stove whereby the oil flushed over Johnny’s outstretched arms. After 
this memory or story has come back to him, he begins to ‘recall 
something else, only perceive it perhaps’ (the difference between 
‘recalling’ and ‘perceiving’ is significant here), which is ‘the way my 
father had growled, roared really … an ear shattering, nearly inhuman 
shout, unleashed to protect me’ (506). And then, ‘hiding down some 
hall in my head, though not my head but a house, which house? a 
home, my home?’, he finds ‘something’, and, as he grapples to 
retrieve his lost memory, it becomes obvious how his memory or 
story is shot through with elements of Zampanò’s manuscript: 
‘perhaps by the foyer, blinking out of the darkness, two eyes … 
flicking its long polished nails, and then before it can reach – another 
cry … a roar to erase all recollection, protecting me?’ (506) So 
suddenly the beastly roar is recast as a signal of the despair of 
Johnny’s parents over their inability to protect him, and the ‘beast’ 
that was roaming his mind was probably the distorted after-image of 
his repressed memory of his mother’s madness. He realizes she was 
‘there’ all along, and, likewise, the reader may come to realize at this 
point that there have been obscure references in Johnny’s footnotes 
that may have hinted at Pelafina’s influence over Johnny’s storytelling 
all along. 
 
Flares of Johnny’s traumatic childhood had already occasionally 
scooted up from his narrative in his footnotes. Already somewhere in 
the beginning of the text Johnny recounts how he used to woo 
women with made-up stories about the scars on his arms: ‘they’re 
only stories’, he admitted then, and he had ‘a number of variations’ 
(20) of them with which he entertained his audience in the bars and 
nightclubs that he visited with his friend Lude on a daily basis before 
he became so intensely involved with Zampanò’s manuscript. ‘I also 
think it’s somewhat of a relief not to hear the true story’, Johnny 
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contemplated the function of his storytelling: ‘My stories actually 
help them to look away. Maybe they even help me look away’ (20). 
But the more he is absorbed by the work on Zampanò’s text, the less 
he can continue to look away. This ‘true story’ is difficult to extract 
from Johnny’s narrative; he never appears to be in full narrative 
control of this so-called true story. Zampanò’s text does offer him 
narrative ingredients and tools to re-tell what has happened to him, 
which is the redemptive aspect of his reading and interpreting, 
although it initially feels much more forceful and intrusive to him: 
‘Words filling my head. Fragmenting like artillery shells … Tearing 
through it all in a very, very bad perhaps even irreparable way’ (71), is 
how he perceives it before he deciphers the nightmarish memories or 
stories from his past that he eventually comes to see as his ‘true’ 
story. 

Not only words were continually fragmenting his self-narrative, 
also images intruded his normal frame of mind, such as ‘The shape 
of a shape of a shape of a face dis(as)sembling right before my eyes. 
What wail embattled break’ (71). This cryptic language use of Johnny 
is food for readers with a taste for cracking codes and discovering 
obscure clues. Here the word ‘wail’ probably refers to the Whalestoe 
Institute, the psychiatric institution his mother had to spend the last 
years of her life in. The shape of the shape of the shape of the face, 
as it is put in the cadence of that famous Gertrude Stein sentence, 
would then by all likelihood refer to his mother’s face. Images or 
certain phrases are repeated often in House of Leaves, building up to an 
excess of connotations. In the course of the novel, the different 
possible meanings of certain references are converging somewhat, 
but never can we distill the ultimate and conclusive true story. 

Even if we can conclude that perhaps Johnny in the end succeeds 
in reconstructing or recovering (I think ‘perceiving’ or re-presenting’ is 
the better word) his own past, this does not magically resolve the 
whole novel. There are obviously different levels on which to 
interpret Johnny’s transformation, his de-realization followed by new 
insights (a realization in a way). If we try to put the pieces together, we 
can reconstruct parts of Johnny’s repressed traumatic childhood 
experience involving his mother (her accidental disfiguration of 
him,46 the forced separation between mother and son when she was 
sent away to a psychiatric ward). We can then note how elements of 

 
46 But then later Johnny believes nothing has happened at all (517). 
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Navidson’s story turn out to be manifestations of Johnny’s repressed 
memories. But since memories and stories are so mixed up, we can 
never really be sure this is Johnny’s ‘true story’. I also do not think 
that reading House of Leaves on this level is the most interesting way of 
approaching the text (because, basically, why would we care about a 
fictional figure’s repressed memories?). More interesting is the process 
of the transformation of the self that is laid out in the novel, however 
vaguely or cryptically. 

The influence of the mother figure then becomes relevant in the 
sense that she fulfills the role of ‘docent, interpreter’, as an 
omnipresence inhabiting Johnny’s space – the way she is present in the 
long dark ‘hallways’ of his head, as an internalized presence, as well 
as a surrounding external presence (as in: ‘as the countryside’). The 
‘slow and subtle shifts going in all around you’ and ‘more importantly 
shifts in you’ that Johnny mentioned in his Introduction can then be 
interpreted as the result of this omnipresence of another’s 
interpreting voice, more in general. 
 
This is not a master’s voice per se. Although his mother is indeed 
conceived by Johnny as the ‘docent’, she does not completely dictate 
or master Johnny’s own narrative voice. His tone and his prose style, 
especially the excessive lyricism, are certainly influenced by his 
mother’s prose, which can be surmised if we compare Johnny’s text 
and Pelafina’s letters in the appendix. Also Johnny’s knowledge of 
poetry, philosophy and myths is not something he has only just 
picked up from Zampanò’s manuscript, but is informed by his 
mother’s interest in these matters that she flaunts in her letters to her 
son (e.g. ‘As old Goethe wrote’, 589). But Pelafina does not act as a 
strong and stable authority figure in Johnny’s life. In fact, such an 
authority figure (as was the case with the protagonists in the other 
two books) appears to be completely absent. His father died in a 
tragic accident, his mother was sent away to a psychiatric hospital 
when Johnny was about seven years old. As Pelafina herself is well 
aware: ‘You’ve … lost faith in your qualities … [and] the only one to 
tell you otherwise is a mad woman locked up in a loony bin’ (605). 
Pelafina only ‘mothers’ her son from a distance through her letter 
writing, letters sent between 1982 and 1989 (when Johnny was in his 
teens). And these are very strange and distorted letters, not at all 
written by someone of a clear and stable mind. 
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Pelafina poses herself in these letters more as a loving advisor than as 
a strict authority figure: ‘have no fear, you will find your way’ (587), 
‘My spirit unpaired speeds to your side, protects you from harm and 
forever and ever lights your darkest moments’ (594), ‘please do not 
misconstrue my advice as anything other than the deeply felt aspects 
of my affection’ (601). Almost every letter contains such a mixture of 
advice and fear of imposing herself too much; these letters are also 
always full of often overstated declarations of affection or love. 
According to Katherine Cox, the relationship between Pelafina and 
her son Johnny is ‘a particularly twisted and detrimental version of 
love between a son and his mother’, a relationship that has 
‘mythological grandeur’, especially since Pelafina ‘elevates [Johnny] 
Truant to the status of deity and likens herself to the mother of 
Christ’47 – as in the quote from one of her letters in which she 
proclaims: ‘I remain your only Mary’ (611). The way she destines her 
son for great things also seems to hint at this underlying idea of 
Johnny as Messiah/Messenger:48 ‘you will come into possession of 
untold glory’ (588), ‘You are exceptional … Time will grant you a 
place’ (590). 
 
In Cox’s view, Pelafina seems to impose herself as an ‘unbalanced 
lover rather than a mother’: ‘The extent of her motherly love … 
appears abnormally intense and extreme’ and is often cast in 
‘destructive’ terms,49 like when Pelafina hints at her involuntary 
disfigurement of her son or her supposed attempt to strangle him to 
‘protect [him] from the pain of living … the pain of loving’ (630). 
But the destructive aspect of their relationship is not so much that 
Pelafina in psychotic episodes may have harmed her child physically 
and reiterates and relives it in her letters to him, but that she 
continues to cling to her son for nothing less than absolution and 
salvation, I believe. It burdens Johnny with the task of saving the one 
person who could or perhaps should save him.50 Her letter dated 

 
47 Cox, “What Has Made Me? Locating Mother in the Textual Labyrinth of Mark 
Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves,” 6, 10, 11. 
48 We should remember also that Johnny’s typeface is ‘Courier’. 
49 Cox, “What Has Made Me? Locating Mother in the Textual Labyrinth of Mark 
Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves,” 12. 
50 The ‘Director’ of the Whalestoe Institute actually seems to have said that much 
to Pelafina when he, in her own account in one of the letters, ‘brought up the 
matter of these letters, suggesting I might be writing too much and burdening you! 
Burdening you! Imagine that!’ (611). Yes, imagine that… 
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January 3, 1988, that for the most part consists of the repeated 
sentence ‘forgive me’ (627), printed in layers on top of each other,51 
is a poignant example of the kind of emotional burden his mother 
lays on Johnny. The kind of emotional strain that such a stance 
toward the child can cause was already beautifully analyzed in a letter 
by ‘Marlon Bain’ in Infinite Jest, in which the relationship between Hal 
and his mother was vigorously spelled out. What to do when your 
only ‘authority figure’ inserts herself as being so extremely vulnerable 
to your (as yet unformed, because child-like) opinions? 
 
The mother’s voice, that elusive presence that haunts Johnny, is, as a 
trope, much more complex than a ‘master’s voice’. It carries aspects 
such as care and unconditional love, but also transmits implicit 
demands (such as ‘you can do great things!’) that are difficult to live 
up to, and, because of their implicitness, impossible to rebel against. 
And rebelling against a mother who so obviously has her own 
troubles to deal with is even more impossible. But this maternal 
voice also, metonymically we could say, signals a more symbiotic 
relationship than the ostentatiously other voice of a ‘master’ ever 
could: an intertwining or ambiguous entanglement of self and other 
that cannot be clearly and hierarchically defined. In her analysis of 
Toni Morrison’s Beloved, Jean Wyatt connects the mother figure to 
presence, a presence stipulated as beyond the scope of language, and 
related to a sense of connection that defies individualization and 
separation.52 While Beloved of course deals with a very different 
theme, also in House of Leaves we get the sense that the mother’s voice 
speaks of a sense of connection that symbolic language can only 
distort.53 The lyrical excess in Pelafina’s letters and in Johnny’s own 
 
51 The layout of the letters, with text printed in such layers, or crisscrossed across 
the page, poses some problems as to who ultimately ‘narrates’ these letters, since 
it is unlikely, within the realm of the storyworld of Pelafina, that Pelafina could 
have managed to pull this kind of graphical stunts at the psychiatric institution. 
The organization and layout of the letters, as with the layout and organization of 
Zampanò’s TNR (for example in the Labyrinth chapter), has to be attributed to 
Johnny then. 
52 Jean Wyatt, “Giving Body to the Word: The Maternal Symbolic in Toni 
Morrison’s Beloved,” PMLA 108, no. 3 (1993). 
53 In a psychoanalytical, Lacanian register, the mother can be connected to the 
‘imaginary’ realm, the phase before ‘the law of the Father’ has set in, before the 
child had to enter the ‘symbolic order’. In this pre-symbolic phase there is a sense 
of bodily self-presence that is entangled with the bodily presence of the mother – 
pre-individualization. 
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narrative may be a form to deal with the felt inadequacy to verbalize 
this sense of presence and connection, epitomized by the mother-
child relationship. After their forced separation, when not being 
physically present any longer in each other’s lives, ‘silence’ becomes 
almost a sin – as Pelafina writes to her son: 
 

I cannot understand your lasting silence … do not do 
me the discourtesy of underestimating my ability to 
interpret you, catch your signs, crack your codes. You 
are my flesh. You are my bones. I know you too well. 
I read you too perfectly. (600) 

 
Here Pelafina models a form of interpreting, of ‘reading’ the other, 
that takes its authority from a sense of sameness or un-separateness: 
‘You are my flesh … my bones.’ Of course, a reading of the novel 
itself (full of signs and codes itself) can only mirror this kind of 
understanding or interpreting imperfectly. 
 
In the end of his journeys, literally and figuratively, Johnny comes to 
perceive his mother’s voice as ‘the saddest call of all – reaching for 
me, her voice sounding as if it would shatter the world’ (517). This, it 
turns out, is the ‘roar’ (517) that had drummed his inner ear. The roar 
he had repressed, signaling the painful and premature absence of his 
mother from his life, the ultimate and most basic separation that left 
him ‘numb’ (517). His work on TNR has made him feel again, and 
such feelings, as we saw, overwhelm and start to haunt him long 
before he can grasp what they are actually about.  

When Johnny, in the end, recovers (or re-presents) the repressed 
memories of his mother being taken away to the Whalestoe Institute, 
he burns the book TNR, ‘A strange light scans each page, 
memorizing all of it… Had I meant to say memorializing?’ (518). 
Apparently the book has done its work. This is the end of Johnny’s 
narrative, after which he has ‘nothing left’ (518). Except a strange 
anecdotal, anonymous story he inserts about a mother caring for her 
dying baby-boy, against all hopes, which ends with the words ‘the 
child is gone’ (521), Johnny’s last words in the book. This can of 
course be read allegorically, in that Johnny had lost his sense of being 
a child at too young an age, then remembered or relived his 
childhood trauma through his work on TNR, and now, after having 
‘memorialized’ it all, can finally let go. Pelafina’s narrative voice in the 
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letters oozes despair, a clinging demand for salvation, a sense of 
overbearing love, a desire to be symbiotically connected to her son, 
and also helplessness and confusion. This instable mixture, often 
psychotically rendered, may very well have detonated Johnny’s secure 
sense of self. His direct response had been to retreat emotionally, to 
become ‘numb’. TNR somehow has triggered him to set forth on a 
parallel journey to the one described in the manuscript, to explore 
the instable foundation of his life, which was his relationship with his 
mother. 

That Johnny in the end interprets this voice of the other, which 
inserts itself in the narration of his life story, as ‘the saddest call of all’ 
is significant also on another level, not just to get a clearer 
understanding of Johnny’s personal life story. The something or 
someone ‘other’, that at first was perceived as threatening, turns out 
to be a vulnerable other and not a knowing, controlling, totalizing 
Other. ‘I need, need, need you’ (616), Pelafina at one point writes to 
him. Johnny’s existential problematic, the emptiness and loneliness 
‘inside’, is ultimately resolved when he comes to understand this 
reciprocal ‘need’ – or perhaps not really understand it so much as 
perceive it: the presence of an other that comes before any loneliness can 
settle in, the loneliness not being an ontological a priori, but an effect 
of having retreated emotionally from the constant and chronic 
demand of the other. This demand can be too much to bear and 
invoke a whole different kind of ‘hell’ than Sartre imagined; 
nevertheless, within the book House of Leaves the presence of the 
other is reconceived in this way: from being perceived as a 
threatening intrusion, to being cast as a shimmering presence, as a cry 
in the dark, vulnerable, and in need of being recognized or simply 
received. 
 
That much also seems to be suggested by Johnny’s final words in the 
book, in the last pages of his diary, when he remarks that: ‘Of course 
there always will be darkness but I realize now that something 
inhabits it’ (518), after which comment he lists a number of allusive 
and very personal memories, words and images, traces of the 
presence of others, most significantly, for him, the presence of his 
mother. He then adds what can be read as the (or at least Johnny’s) 
final conclusion: 
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Of course these are only images, my images, and in the 
end they’re born out of something much more akin to 
a Voice, which though invisible to the eye and 
frequently unheard by even the ear still continues, day 
and night, year after year, to sweep through us all. 
Just as you have swept through me. 
Just as I now sweep through you. (518) 

 
These words have a whiff of New Age spirituality in them, or at least 
they seem to hint at a form of transcendence that resists 
verbalization. But I believe that this idea of ‘sweeping through’ is an 
attempt to describe the most fundamental or elementary process 
activated in the text resulting in the transformation of one’s sense of 
self, at least in the case of Johnny. I will next, in the final part of this 
chapter, more closely analyze this process of ‘sweeping through’, 
which starts off with ‘deep piercing reactions’ to another’s words and 
in the end amounts to stories ‘running parallel’ and even to a possible 
‘harmony’ between different voices. 
 
 
FOLLOW THE FEELING: ECHOLOCATION 
House of Leaves is a densely woven web of possible paths to approach 
a ‘kind of emptiness’, a ‘disconcerting void’, to use Johnny’s words. 
This absence or emptiness is projected first as a concrete and 
architectonic figure: the enigmatic space at the foundation of 
Navidson’s house, an external space to be explored with a scientific 
mind. That space then turns out to be related to each explorer’s 
psyche: resisting objective measurements it can only be experienced 
subjectively. At that point the correlation between the exploration of 
external space and internal (psychological or existential) space 
becomes obvious. But it appears to be difficult if not impossible to 
navigate that space alone: each individual determined to (quite 
literally) get to the bottom of it ends up lost inside – lost inside that 
house but also lost ‘inside’ their own mind. 

Navidson, on his last exploration, ends up floating, captured in a 
kind of free-fall with no beginning or end. As he makes his way 
deeper and deeper into the house, he at last finds a window, climbs 
through it and steps unto a small platform and there ‘confronts that 
grotesque vision of absence’ (464). When he turns back, the window 
has disappeared and also the platform dissolves – Navidson then 
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‘turns his attention to the last possible activity’, which is reading the 
book he brought along, ‘the only book in his possession: House of 
Leaves’ (465). The book thus makes an appearance not only in 
Johnny’s world but also in the embedded world of Navidson. That 
the window Navidson crept through is ‘replaced’, we could say, by 
the book (the book House of Leaves moreover) may be a subtle or not 
so subtle hint that a book, or more in particular this book, is to 
perform that function ascribed to windows: ‘windows offer vision’ it 
had just been stated in the text (464). After his ‘final act of reading’ 
(467),54 Navidson floats, with ‘“no sense of anything other than 
myself”’ (471). He then deliriously recalls some traumatic memories 
from his past and ultimately finds some peace, just before he is 
magically rescued from that space by a light (which turns out to be 
Karen’s flashlight). His reading of (his version of) House of Leaves has 
thus made Navidson acutely aware of his repressed memories, fears 
and needs, just like the reading of The Navidson Record ultimately has 
this redemptive effect on Johnny. The therapeutic aspect of working 
one’s way through a text is unmistakably highlighted here. 
 
The text, like Navidson’s window, thus offers a vision of absence. 
This vision is apparently only grotesque if one tries to take ‘it’ in all at 
once, from a position above or outside the text. In Chapter XV we 
are given a transcription of a little movie Karen herself made while 
waiting for Navidson (at that point still busy performing 
measurements), called “What Some Have Thought”. It is a collection 
of short statements by renowned cultural critics, scientists, therapists, 
architects, writers and filmmakers asked by Karen to comment on 
their ideas about some of the tapes shot inside their house that she 
edited. As a caricature of themselves, figures such as Douglas 
Hofstadter, Harold Bloom, Stanley Kubrick and the like, provide the 
commentary one would expect considering the critical discourse they 
are associated with (Derrida supposedly mumbled some words about 
‘The other. [Pause] Or what other, which is to say then, the same 
thing. The other, no other. You see?’, 365). To Johnny they are 
nothing but ‘So many voices’ (365) and they offer nothing of a 

 
54 Navidson, after he has used up his last matches, can only go on reading the 
book by burning the pages he has already read, so that ultimately the book quite 
literally (like the window) disappears after it has been ‘used’, we could say. 
Navidson thus burns the book like Johnny did, again after it supposedly has done 
its work, has offered ‘vision’. 
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solution when it comes to the real or ultimate meaning of the house 
or documentary. This parody of critical voices inserted here in House 
of Leaves shows that such critical voices cannot resolve anything, the 
comments only loop back to an already existing ‘theory’ or discourse, 
while what is needed, it seems to be implied, is someone like Johnny 
who is willing to personally invest in what he is trying to understand. 
 
I believe the book attempts to offer a vision of ‘absence’ that is non-
generic. The emptiness experienced by so many figures in this novel 
is not an abstract form of Absence, but a very personal sense of lack. 
The experience of this lack is colored by highly personal associations, 
images, stories and memories, and this would seem to suggest that 
each individual alone has to deal privately with this terrible awareness 
of existential loneliness. But the personal in House of Leaves is actually 
not presented as an enclosed, limited space – the personal is 
reconfigured in this book as shared space. And the construction of the 
story of the self is likewise an endeavor that cannot be taken on 
alone, but is an interactive process that in House of Leaves is conceived 
spatially, through what one may call a form of echolocation. 
 
Johnny parallels his own experiences with those narrated in the text 
before him, and so comes close to sharing Zampanò’s and also 
Navidson’s phenomenological world. This is not a very conscious or 
deliberate strategy of Johnny, at least not at first. Often does he use 
the phrase ‘out of the blue’, like in: ‘Wow. Out of nowhere. Out of 
the blue. Where had she come from?’ (52) or: ‘for some reason, out 
of the blue, I changed the plan’ (105). Feelings, but also memories, 
words, ideas, and images pop up in his mind as if out of nowhere, 
but they are often triggered by what he at that particular time is 
reading in the manuscript. A fragment of text can thus suddenly 
transpose him to another (or maybe we should say another’s) state of 
mind. In the whole novel the word ‘house’ is printed in blue (in the 
color edition)55. The ‘house’, or that enigmatic space, could thus 

 
55 Different editions have been published, as it reads on the copy page: a Full 
Color edition in which ‘the word house is in blue; minotaur and all struck 
passages in red’ and this edition also includes ‘Braille and color plates’; then there 
is a two-color edition, in which ‘either house appears in blue or struck passages 
and the word minotaur in red’, a black and white edition and an ‘Incomplete’ 
edition. I use the black and white edition. 
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stand for some sort of reservoir of feelings, images, thoughts, and 
ideas, which are difficult to ascribe to one single person. 

We can also compare the structural organization or 
disorganization of different experience worlds in House of Leaves with 
the ‘linking’ structure of the Internet (the use of the blue color 
printing, resembling ‘links’ on the Internet of course underscores this 
analogy), where ‘worlds’ are equally structured non-hierarchically. 
They are linked or connected, but not logically; there is no clear 
ontological hierarchy between them. Also, no one has complete 
oversight over the whole structure, since continually new links can be 
generated. The novel too keeps open this possibility of potential new 
links or connections, with ‘your’ experience world for example 
(exemplified already by the musicians that Johnny meets, who have 
added their own personal stories in the margins of his manuscript). 
 
The house, or maybe even the text House of Leaves, seems to function 
as an externalized or sharable psychic reservoir, stuffed with 
everything that we are used to associate with the private, isolated 
mind, as container of thoughts and feelings. A reservoir, though, that 
is charged with predominantly negative or at least confrontational, 
repressed, thoughts and feelings – with ‘dirt’, as the narrator of A 
Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius perhaps would have called it. In 
this sense of being a psychic reservoir of some sort, House of Leaves 
comes to resemble the kind of ‘shareware’ that Dave in AHWSG 
pictured as ideal. To Dave, his past, his memories, his fears, feelings, 
ideas and secrets should not be seen as owned by him, as ‘private 
things’ that define his identity (AHWSG, 215-16); instead he offers 
everything that is thought to be private, so that others can take from 
it what they need: ‘I do not claim exclusivity. Have it. Take it from 
me. Do with it what you will. Make it useful. This is like making 
electricity from dirt’ (AHWSG, 216). He is accused of exhibitionism, 
and we could also say that Johnny’s sharing of his fears and thoughts, 
his sexual encounters and his traumatic youth, of his diary notes and 
stabs at writing poetry, are a form of exhibitionistic writing. But in 
the context of the novel as a whole, his openness exemplifies not so 
much a narcissistic preoccupation with himself (as remained the case 
with Dave), but is the effect of his intense engagement with an other 
man’s stories.56 To be able to make sense of the text it apparently is 
 
56 Though Dave Eggers recently published a book that can be said to be more 
empathetic in nature than A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius, namely What 
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necessary that Johnny opens himself up; a more detached and less 
self-involved approach would make it impossible to find any 
connection and to trace the ‘something parallel’. 

It is this approach to texts or stories that is fostered in House of 
Leaves, and also the reader or ‘you’ is encouraged to participate in this 
way. Johnny says at some point that to him this process is like 
‘listening in my way by comparing in his way’ (42), that is: the 
approach that is laid out is a form of empathy without loss of one’s 
‘own way’ of looking at things. In the beginning Johnny is 
overwhelmed by how he is affected by Zampanò’s words, and the 
‘deep piercing reactions’ and ‘terrible empathy’ he feels are confusing 
him. The immediate effect of his sense of relatedness to Zampanò’s 
state of mind is that he feels he is losing himself somehow, is ‘lost 
without contrast’. Johnny identifies too much with the literal text 
before him and casts his own fears as props into the story of an other 
man. He had made Zampanò’s stories ‘the center of everything’ 
(324), but eventually learns that it is not about those particular 
stories, that he will not find any resolution in Zampanò’s text per se; 
he has his own creature darkness to confront, ‘waiting there deep 
within me, outside of me’ (516). 
 
That what Johnny has to confront is difficult to locate either ‘inside’ 
or ‘outside’ points to the permeability of his sense of self. His intense 
engagement with TNR has made him feel more, see more, hear more – 
in short, has made him more alert to what is ‘beyond the perimeter’ 
(180) of his normal frame of mind. He perceives this ‘beyond’ as a 
beastly presence at first, lashing out at him. It is almost as if Johnny 
was living in a kind of ‘flatland’ before – a world so beautifully 

 
is the What, that recounts the story of Valentino Achak Deng (who as a child in 
Sudan was a Lost Boy and later in life went to live in the U.S.), supposedly 
narrated in Valentino’s voice – as the Preface by Valentino reads: ‘I told my story 
orally to the author. He then concocted this novel, approximating my own voice 
and using the basic events of my life as the foundation’. See Dave Eggers, What Is 
the What: The Autobiography of Valentino Achak Deng: A Novel (San Francisco: 
McSweeney’s, 2006) 5. Of course it is praiseworthy to bring this story (or this 
reality) to the attention of readers who would otherwise perhaps not know about 
the atrocities described in this book, but I do have difficulty with what can still be 
called the appropriation of an other’s voice, with however good intentions it may 
be carried out. (A very cynical person can even call it an act of neo-colonialism, 
perhaps.) 
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described in that most curious nineteenth century story by Edwin 
Abbott, wherein two-dimensional figures (such as circles and 
triangles) are suddenly awakened to the existence of a third 
dimension by a square who is one day visited by ‘a Presence’: ‘I felt a 
Presence,’ the square informs his wife, but they cannot take in the 
presence of their visitor, who is a perfect three dimensional sphere – 
‘Monster’, the befuddled square shrieks.57 Similarly does the 
‘presence’ that figures in Johnny’s world fall beyond the grasp of his 
imagination, and thus he tries to make sense of it in more familiar 
terms, as mythic ‘beast’, and then, later, he assumes this presence to 
be his mother’s presence, ‘always there’.  

But in the book as a whole, and also in Johnny’s final conclusion, 
this ‘presence’ remains undefined; if anything, it takes on epic 
proportions, as ‘the creature we all are’ or as a ‘Voice’, which ‘sweeps 
through us all’. The particularities of what this presence is seem to 
have become irrelevant in the end. More important is the way it 
functions as an indexical sign, pointing toward a ‘something more’ or 
‘something other’ that perhaps can not be further specified. (In 
Chapter 6 I will further discuss this sense of something ‘more’ or 
‘beyond’ as possibly a defused attempt to reincorporate (in a very 
sophisticated and contemporary narrative) a sense of transcendence, or 
maybe just a desire for it, also notable in the other two novels.) 
 
Within the book this ‘presence’ allows a broadening of the concept 
of self, whereby the ‘self’ comes to include something ‘other’ or 
simply something of the other. In that light the long discussion of the 
workings of echoes, in Chapter V of TNR, takes on a new meaning. 
Echoes ‘reveal emptiness’, it is said there, but echoes also imply that 
‘there is still something else out there, something to stake out in the 
face of nothingness’ (46), which is almost comforting, it is suggested, 
because the nothingness then does not mean complete loneliness. 
‘An echo, while implying an enormity of a space, at the same time 
also defines it, limits it, and even temporarily inhabits it’ (46). Like 
that epic ‘Voice’, an echo thus is said to inhabit darkness as a now 
reassuring presence. 

In the beginning of this chapter I quoted a short ‘verse’ cited by 
Zampanò that posed the question: ‘Why did God create a dual 
universe’ – the answer in that verse was: ‘So he might say, “be not like 
 
57 Edwin Abbott Abbott, Flatland: A Romance of Many Dimensions, Dover Thrift 
Editions (New York: Dover Publications, 1992) 53, 62. 
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me. I am alone. And it might be heard.’ In his commentary on this 
verse, Zampanò notes that it signals the importance of ‘how the 
voice is returned – or figuratively echoed – not with an actual word 
but with the mere understanding that it was received, listened to, 
or… “heard”’ (45). Zampanò also adds that what is not really clear is 
‘how such an understanding might be attained’ (45). Indeed, that is 
the great mystery that also remains unresolved in House of Leaves, 
although bringing forth this kind of ‘understanding’ is, I believe, the 
most important aspect of the whole novel. 

This kind of understanding is otherwise described as a process of 
‘sweeping through’. I think it is most obviously and clearly 
effectuated in the novel on the level of narration, by the creation of 
what Palmer called ‘doubly embedded narratives’, his term for the 
result of ‘the overlapping and intertwining’ of different aspectual, 
subjective ‘narratives of character’s minds’.58 Johnny and Zampanò 
(but also Navidson and for example Pelafina) are clearly embedded in 
each other’s narratives of their respective fictional minds, to the 
point that it is impossible to disentangle their ‘subjective’ narratives 
or their separate minds. Furthermore, in House of Leaves the blurring 
between ontological levels, whereby even fictional beings of different 
ontological levels become a ‘presence’ in each other’s frame of mind, 
leads to an intricate web of inter-subjective relations that could now 
also include ‘you’. 

A ‘lack of doubly embedded narratives,’ Palmer points out, 
‘demonstrates some very solipsistic states of mind’.59 Although there 
are certainly moments in the book that speak of utter loneliness and 
of being completely encapsulated in one’s own mind (or ‘story’), 
these moments are signs of a temporary crisis. Also, when Johnny 
feels like ‘an incredible loneliness has settled inside me’ and wonders 
‘what … haven exists for this kind of emptiness’ (493), he is still 
sharing these feelings, most notably with a ‘you’. This ‘you’ is always 
on his mind. This ‘you’ is his projected audience, perhaps, or simply 
his own echo. Flipping through the copy of the book that the 
musicians found on the Internet, knowing then he has been read or 
‘heard’, he takes it in as ‘an echo from across the years’ (514). But an 
echo, as it is conceptualized in this novel, appears to be something 
more than a simple distorted copy of one’s own voice. 
 
 
58 Palmer, Fictional Minds 184. 
59 Ibid. 234. Emphasis mine. 
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The voice first has to travel through space, space that actually only 
comes to exist (to become imaginable somehow) because the voice 
‘returns’ as echo. It is only after the voice has returned as echo that 
some room opens up, that an in-between-space is created, between 
speaker’s position and something else, or between self and ‘other’. It 
is, in other words, only after the self has found some resonance that the 
self becomes ‘present’ to itself, locatable in space, in an endless 
existential terrain that in House of Leaves is an sich pictured as pure 
absence and darkness. 

The book seems to make a case for what Palmer calls an 
‘externalist view of the mind’, or the ‘intersubjective first’ position (to 
which Palmer himself ‘firmly belong[s]’), which entails that one 
always approaches the self as situated in a social context, and not as a 
self-enclosed individual whose mind can be studied in isolation (the 
‘internalist’ or ‘subjective first’ position).60 This of course also aligns 
with my own position (see Chapter 2). In House of Leaves we have 
seen that the individual characters are so much connected or related 
to each other that it becomes impossible to study each of these 
fictional minds in isolation. On a less pragmatic level, what the text 
exemplifies are forms of relatedness that escape rationalization. 
Indeed it seems that the relatedness between them precedes each 
individual character’s development. But this becomes clear only after 
progressing through the text. This connectedness is apparently 
something that has to be brought to light (to the ‘senses’), and not a 
simple given that is acknowledged from the start by the human 
figures that populate House of Leaves’ storyworlds. It is a struggle, and 
it takes a crisis cutting to the core of his presumed self-concept 
before Johnny realizes this sense of relatedness is not something that 
will totally dissolve his sense of self or identity. At first it does feel 
that way. His struggle is to find a way to recognize this relatedness 
and even sameness between himself and someone else (between his 
own story and that of others) and still not lose his own sense of self. 
 
After a short discussion of the myth of Echo in Ovid’s Metamorphoses 
Zampanò concludes: the voice of Echo ‘has life. It possesses a 
quality not present in the original, revealing how a nymph can return 
a different and more meaningful story, in spite of telling the same 
story’ (42). Zampanò then, in a footnote, copies a fragment of 

 
60 Ibid. 130. 
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Cervantes’s Don Quixote and adds a fragment by ‘Pierre Menard’, who 
had written a ‘passage (an echo of Don Quixote…)’ which 
supposedly ‘earned him a fair amount of literary fame’ (42). 
Zampanò treats Paul Menard – who is a character in Borges’s short 
story “Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote” – as a ‘real’ author and 
Danielewski thus borrows Borges’s trick here. The fragment by this 
Menard, which Zampanò praises as ‘an exquisite variation’ on the 
passage from Cervantes’s tale, is literally the same text, ‘both passages 
are exactly the same’ (42), as Johnny notes in frustration. It is 
interesting to pause for a moment and see what exactly Borges’s 
story is about, because I believe it holds a very important clue for 
better understanding the approach to texts – to reading, writing and 
interpreting – expounded in House of Leaves. It will also clarify the 
form of relatedness envisioned in this book. 

The narrator of Borges’s story also treats Pierre Menard as real. 
This Menard is claimed to have set himself the task not ‘to compose 
another Quixote – which is easy – but the Quixote itself … His 
admirable intention was to produce a few pages which would 
coincide – word for word and line for line – with those of Miguel de 
Cervantes’ (39). Significant is that this Menard first contemplated to 
‘be Miguel de Cervantes’ but dismissed that option (‘as too easy’): ‘To 
be, in some way, Cervantes and reach the Quixote seemed less 
arduous to him – and, consequently, less interesting – than to go on 
being Pierre Menard and reach the Quixote through the experience of 
Pierre Menard’ (40).61 Here we have an almost programmatic outline 
of the empathetic approach to texts that Johnny has gradually come 
to practice and that we may suspect is asked of the reader of House of 
Leaves also. The idea is not to identify completely, to project oneself 
imaginatively unto a narrator or character in an existing story of 
someone else (to become one and the same, that is), but to reach out 
for the text (and the other) from one’s own experience, in one’s own 
way. 
 
Even without scribbling in the margins of the book (as the musicians 
did), without literally altering or adding to the text, the reading alone 
will already result in an ‘infinitely richer’ version of the book (as the 
narrator in Borges’s story expresses his admiration for the work of 

 
61 “Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote”, in: Jorge Luis Borges, Donald A. 
Yates, and James East Irby, Labyrinths: Selected Stories & Other Writings, New 
Directions Paperbook; 1066 (New York: New Directions, 2007) 36-44. 



 305 

Menard) simply because the story is taken up in another context, is 
re-embedded, in the experience world of someone else who has her 
own set of associations, images, voices, and ideas. This is not really a 
new idea of reading literature I suppose, but the way it is presented in 
House of Leaves is interesting. Because this very simple approach to 
texts, and also this basically very simple concept of inter-subjectivity 
or relatedness that is espoused in House of Leaves, shine through a very 
dense conglomeration of critical discourses and theories, and thus 
survive the avalanche of other, more ‘informed’ or sophisticated 
approaches and ways of conceptualizing. All such approaches (that 
are knowingly incorporated in the text) fail to make sense, on the 
level that really matters. The alternative is, simply, to try to find a 
connection or link to another’s story, to look for the ‘something 
parallel’. 

This does not entail that one should take the ‘other’ text to be a 
blank screen on which to narcissistically project an image of oneself. 
Instead one has to navigate, in one’s own way, the textual space that 
opens up if one is willing to trace the echoes of other voices. One’s 
engagement with the text then becomes much more like a 
conversation, spatially conceived, between many different voices,62 
that perhaps eventually will allow one to recognize one’s own voice 
(one’s position, one’s presence). Through this form of echolocation 
Johnny eventually forms an idea of himself. What he passes on, 
through the annotated manuscript, is ‘imperfect’ and ‘incomplete’, as 
he himself recognizes when confronted with the musicians’ copy 
(514), but that is exactly what allows these others to read it all in their 
own way. That his stories have been received, understood, is what 
ultimately, as Johnny realizes in the end, makes his work ‘absolutely 

 
62 This may possibly remind one of Bakhtin’s concept of ‘polyphony’ – see for 
example M. M. Bakhtin and Caryl Emerson, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Theory 
and History of Literature; V. 8 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984). 
and M. M. Bakhtin and Michael Holquist, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, 
University of Texas Press Slavic Series; No. 1 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1981). Although the concept of the ‘possible harmony’ in House of Leaves between 
‘many voices’ (poly-phony) is not the same as what Bakhtin intended with his use 
of the term polyphony, I would say, since one cannot simply transpose a 
Dostoyevskian aesthetic (and problematic) to a 21st century novel such as House 
of Leaves, which is premised upon extreme individualism and solipsism (and the 
isolation and disconnectedness of the individual voice) for which a solution is 
sought. 
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complete, every error and unfinished gesture and all that inaudible 
discourse preserved and intact’ (514). 
 
The novel as a whole actually presents not so much a vision of 
absence but of incompleteness. An incompleteness that is first rendered 
as something frightening and threatening, but in the end there is the 
realization that this incompleteness leaves room for someone else’s 
voice. House of Leaves does not have one dominant narrator but many 
co-narrators, whose stories are intricately and intimately connected. 
Each story in isolation does not ‘work’, but together they are to 
resonate with each other as ‘exquisite variations’ that ideally tell a tale 
that supersedes each individual’s story’s particularistic concerns, 
which would explain the ‘ancient and epic’ dimensions of the 
‘incomplete meaning’ (516) that Johnny glimpses at, ‘something 
stronger’, ‘something still undiscovered’ (516). Johnny eventually 
comes to perceive the presence of the many other voices that co-
construct his self-narrative not as diminishing but rather as 
reinforcing his sense of self. And there is apparently always room for 
one more voice. 
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PART III: CONCLUSIONS AND CONNECTIONS 
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CHAPTER 6 
THE POST-POSTMODERN SYNDROME 
 
 
SYMPTOMS 
Literature should be ‘exploring what it means to be human today’, 
David Foster Wallace has stated emphatically. I tend to agree, and my 
goal in the previous chapters has been to bring these explorations to 
light by analyzing the way that the self in three contemporary novels 
is presented in its search for meaning. More specifically, my curiosity 
as to how the self was presented in the work of a generation of 
writers who can be considered the ‘contemporary descendants’ of 
‘the early postmodern writers’ as Wallace himself phrased it, led me 
to focus on how the sense of self in these works might differ from a 
postmodern conception of the self or subject. I am primarily 
interested in how the self in these works is situated in various socio-
cultural settings of which many carry characteristics ascribed to 
contemporary (postmodern) life worlds, and in what kinds of 
problems seem to issue from this situation. I believe that certain 
postmodern conceptions of the self and community, at least in the 
way these are incorporated in the fictional settings in the three 
novels, are posing problems for the self to arrive at a meaningful 
sense of self. The friction, between certain cultural conceptions and 
values that can be labeled postmodern, and a cluster of feelings and 
needs that cannot be articulated within postmodern discursive 
communities, is what can trigger, I believe, a search for alternative 
ways of presenting the self. This is most obvious in the work of 
David Foster Wallace, but also in Danielewski’s work and that of 
Dave Eggers it is possible to point out this friction and to trace the 
exploration of a new sensibility that I have labeled, for now, a post-
postmodern sensibility. 
 
In this final chapter I will analyze in more detail the particular issues 
or problems, distilled from the previous close readings of the 
separate works, which the fictional selves in the work of these 
authors have to deal with. The post-postmodern sensibility can, at 
present, perhaps best be approached as a ‘syndrome’, as a cluster of 
related feelings, needs, and problems, which the human figures in 
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these works are having difficulty making sense of (and that make it 
difficult for the presented fictional human beings to make sense of 
themselves) in as far as they do not ‘fit’ familiar postmodern paradigms 
of experience.  
 
I have clustered the different problems the selves in these novels are 
confronted with into three related ‘symptoms’. Firstly, in all three of 
the works the problematic I will summarize as a perceived lack of 
decision making tools is highlighted. Confronted with a plethora of 
possibilities and freedoms, the self in these novels continually 
threatens to implode to the point of indecision and passivity. In this 
section I will touch upon larger issues of agency and authority, 
structures and rules (or perceived lack thereof). The distinction, 
which was made explicit in Infinite Jest, between a ‘freedom-from’ and 
a ‘freedom-to’ is important in this respect. An apparent freedom 
from traditional, external constraints shifts the burden of decision-
making unto the sole individual. But in these novels the individual 
feels unequipped to deal with this existential freedom and almost 
seems to crave for some guidance – or, as Wallace once put it: ‘is there 
actually something about authority and rules that we need?’1  
 
Secondly, the selves in these novels seem to share an ambiguous 
feeling that I will describe, borrowing the phrase from Hal Foster, as 
‘it hurts, I can’t feel anything’. Especially since in postmodern 
conceptions the self (or ‘subject’) appeared to be divorced from 
feelings – feelings having become ‘free floating’ in for example 
Frederic Jameson’s view – it is important to note how much the 
selves in these contemporary novels are overwhelmed by feelings 
they can hardly make sense of. 

As Bertens noted, while indeed ‘emotion is largely absent from 
postmodern art (literary art, that is)’, this is actually not as 
unsurprising as many take it to be: 
 

it does, in the first place, not necessarily follow that 
the deconstruction of character that we see in a good 
many postmodern novels should inevitably lead to an 
absence of emotion. The deconstruction of character 

 
1 McCaffery, “An Interview with David Foster Wallace,” 150. See also Chapter 4. 
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may equally well lead to a proliferation of emotions, 
just as the deconstruction of a text leads to a 
proliferation of meanings rather than an absence of 
meaning. One can agree that postmodern characters 
lack stability but such a lack of stability does not 
preclude emotion; it is, on the contrary, a wellspring of 
– usually contradictory – emotions.2 

 
Why, then, was ‘postmodern fiction … astonishingly reticent in its 
display of emotions compared to contemporary public culture’?3 To 
Bertens this reticence signals a ‘gap between a highly discursive, 
intellectualistic postmodern fiction and an equally figural, libidinous, 
emotional postmodern culture’ which ‘has its origin in a classic 
generation gap’, since the so-called postmodernists actually grew up 
not in a postmodern culture but in a ‘far more inhibited, 
conservative, and comparatively speaking discursive general culture 
of the earlier postwar period’, which we may suspect has had a large 
influence over how they regarded the public display of emotions in 
postmodern culture.4  

Wallace, Eggers, and Danielewski did grow up in a postmodern 
culture. And I believe that the gap Bertens refers to is perhaps finally, 
in the post-postmodern novels considered here, partially bridged or at 
least made explicit, by showing how different standards of how to 
deal with emotions (for example in Infinite Jest: the self-help culture’s 
demand of getting ‘in touch’ with one’s feelings versus the ironic, 
world-weary pose fostered among the sophisticated and young) affect 
how these characters or narrators come to see themselves. How 
traces of both pop-cultural and more intellectual approaches of the self 
in relation to emotions inform these novels will be further explained 
when I discuss the second symptom. Although these novels at times 
still ‘ironize’ and ‘caricaturize’ a popular postmodern culture just like 
postmodernist fiction did,5 they seem to do so with less disdain, with 
less distance. (Eggers’s mixed feelings about joining a popular real 
life show is a good example of the way these characters and narrators 

 
2 Bertens, “Why Molly Doesn’t: Humanism’s Long, Long Shadow,” 28. 
3 Ibid, 29. 
4 Ibid, 36-7. 
5 Ibid, 34. 
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feel perhaps too complicit to take an elitist standpoint vis-à-vis 
phenomena of popular culture.) 

The problem of ‘it hurts, I can’t feel anything’ has to do with the 
fact that the selves in these novels find it difficult to appropriate 
feelings, while feeling them nevertheless. This confusion about where 
to situate feelings points, as I explained earlier, to insecurities about 
what exactly are the limits of the self, or to the question of how to 
delimit the self. Ideas about what is private and ‘inner’ versus what is 
public and ‘outside’ or ‘other’ appear to be changing, and this, I 
believe, is very much related to the second symptom. Also, the 
elusive use of the word ‘it’ will be considered here; in particular the 
function it may fulfill as a possible index pointing toward a possible 
form of inter-subjectivity (‘Do you feel it too?’). I will argue that a 
coherent self-narrative in these contemporary novels eventually 
seems to be structured not around a centered and stable self-concept, 
but is constructed, primarily, around a feeling, or ‘it’, which, once 
shared, can lay the foundation for beginning to make sense of ‘what 
it means to be me’. 

As was argued in Chapter 2, what counts as ‘coherent’ is culture-
specific and may be subject to change, all the more so when there are 
certain aspects of one’s experience world that do not seem to fit the 
dominant ways of presenting oneself, which may trigger a search for 
more ‘fitting’ ways to story-tell the self. And in this search the self 
may show a degree of what I call narrative agency. As Dan McAdams 
concluded from his research in the 1980s and the beginning of the 
1990s, ‘[a] well-formed, well-functioning identity in contemporary 
Western society is a “good story”,’ which exhibits ‘such traditionally 
valued features of Western narrative as coherence, credibility, 
richness, openness and integration’.6 But I believe that some of these 
‘traditionally valued features’ may no longer be the most adept for a 
younger generation in today’s world – meaning that in a very 
contemporary culture, ‘coherence’ as traditionally understood (as 
‘unity’ that is) is perhaps unattainable and not even a functional 
feature of self-narratives any longer, unfit to make sense of one’s 
experiences.  

Polkinghorne, in Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences, also 
stresses features such as coherence and unity, and perceives the 
 
6 Dan P. McAdams, “What Do We Know When We Know a Person?,” Journal of 
Personality 63, no. 3 (1995): 385. 
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‘ordering process’ of narratives along causal and linear lines,7 but he 
nevertheless observed that ‘[t]he realm of meaning is an open system 
in which new forms of organization can emerge and new meaning 
systems can be developed’.8 That is exactly what I hope to show, that 
new meaning systems are in the process of being developed; that 
from the novels I selected we can conclude that new forms of 
structuring meaningful stories out of one’s experiences are tried out 
and tested which are not necessarily ordered along linear and causal 
lines, in a temporal dimension. Moreover, making sense of oneself is 
a process that in these novels is staged as an inter-subjective effort, not 
so much structured around private experiences but around an elusive 
feeling a ‘you’ and ‘me’ may (hypothetically) have in common. 
 
This brings us to the third symptom, which I will characterize (using 
Hal Incandenza’s words) as a ‘structural need for a we’. As the narrator 
in A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius admitted, he has ‘an innate 
sense that ideas of “community” are silly and soft’9 and this can make 
it difficult to express any desire for connectivity in non-ironic terms. 
In this section I will discuss what I consider to be the main problems 
of the fictional selves in these works, and that is their solipsism – a 
peculiar form of solipsism moreover: without a self-secure solipsist 
present. These fictional figures have the feeling of being imprisoned 
in their own minds, a feeling of being cut off somehow from the 
world and others, while at the same time they don’t seem able to 
trust this ‘private’ mind as a stable and secure compass that could 
direct the self in its course through life. Hal expresses feeling empty 
inside; Johnny equally describes his ‘inner’ feeling as ‘a kind of 
emptiness’10; Dave is afraid he will forever remain trapped in his own 
‘haunted house of a brain’11. All three of them are suffering from 
what in Wallace’s novella “Westward” was described as a very 
‘contemporary flaw’, namely the ‘solipsistic delusion’: having the 
sense that one is ‘the only person in the world who feels like the only 

 
7 Polkinghorne, Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences 17-18. 
8 Ibid. 16. 
9 Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius xxxiix. 
10 Mark Z. Danielewski, House of Leaves, 2 ed. (London: Anchor, 2000) 493. 
11 Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius 201. 
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person in the world’.12 They all need some confirmation they are 
actually there, that they are present. And their extreme self-obsession 
cannot reassure them of this, paradoxically. The self-obsession is 
rather a slippery, infinitely regressive thinking process that never 
arrives at a core or center self. In this final part of the chapter I will 
discuss issues such as a lack of trust and faith, the role of irony, the 
particular form of solipsism presented in these novels, and the 
explorations of new forms of sociality and connectivity that could 
possibly counter the feeling of entrapment in an empty self. 

The specific symptoms burgeoning the selves in these fictional 
texts are analyzed against the background of theoretical accounts of 
the dead-ends of postmodern approaches of the self and recent 
theoretical and methodological attempts to ‘re-humanize’ the subject.  
 
 
LACK OF DECISION MAKING TOOLS 
‘On the level of the self, a fundamental component of day-to-day 
activity,’ Anthony Giddens stresses, ‘is simply that of choice’ – and ‘in 
conditions of high modernity … we have no choice but to choose’.13 
That is, unlike in societies in which tradition ‘orders life within 
relatively set channels’,14 in a late modern or postmodern society 
people have to continually create their own sense of ‘order’ by self-
consciously choosing what they want to do and be. In discussing the 
‘dimensions of postmodern uncertainty’ Zygmunt Bauman comes to 
the conclusion that ‘living under conditions of overwhelming, 
perpetual and self-perpetuating uncertainty is an unnerving 
experience; one shivers in front of the endless possibilities as one 
hesitates when facing choice’.15 

Choosing can become problematic when clear motivational 
grounds on the basis of which one can begin to select options seem 
absent or at least destabilized. I will focus both on the lack of a 
shared external frame of reference and on an apparent lack of any 
stable internal frame of reference – the combination of which I have 
described earlier as a ‘double deconstruction’. A lack of a shared 

 
12 From “Westward the Course of Empire Takes its Way”, Wallace, Girl with 
Curious Hair 304, 05. 
13 Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age 80, 81. 
14 Ibid. 80. 
15 Bauman, The Individualized Society 87. 
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external frame of reference, such as ‘tradition’ or other 
conventionalisms, allows the self more freedom to make individual 
choices. But without a strong and stable sense of self to begin with, it 
becomes unclear how the individual can intentionally make a decision 
and motivate her personal choices and preferences.  
 
There is a strange paradox, exemplified in the novels and I believe 
most clearly in Infinite Jest, that the more freedom people have to act 
as they please, the more passive they seem to get. It is an issue that 
David Foster Wallace has tackled in much of his work, also in his 
nonfiction. In his essay “E Unibus Pluram: Television and U.S. 
Fiction” for example he already discusses the lack of ‘guides to why 
and how to choose among experiences, fantasies, beliefs, and 
predilections’, in ‘U.S. culture’.16 The problem, he believes, is that 
 

when all experience can be deconstructed and 
reconfigured, there become simply too many choices. 
And in the absence of any credible, noncommercial 
guides for living, the freedom to choose is about as 
‘liberating’ as a bad acid trip17 

 
It is this ‘overstimulated stasis of too many choices and no chooser’s 
manual’, as Wallace summarized it,18 that I will focus on here. 
 
What is the consequence of this overabundance of possibilities for 
the construction of a meaningful story of the self? How indeed does 
one ‘choose among experiences’ to include in this narrative to form a 
relatively coherent sense of self? In the U.S. culture of Infinite Jest 
‘individual choice’ is ‘utterly sacrosanct’19 – but the question being 
posed in this novel is: what if people do not know how to choose? 
There is hardly any room for feelings of helplessness and loneliness 
in a culture ingrained with the idea that it is imperative that every 
individual can ‘make it’ on its own. Even the self-help culture as 
presented in this novel is pinned on this notion of a fully 
autonomous individual – the ‘God’ one is to surrender to is only a 

 
16 Wallace, “E Unibus Pluram: Television and U.S. Fiction,” 76. 
17 Ibid, 79. 
18 Ibid, 80. 
19 Wallace, Infinite Jest 424. 
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‘God as you understand it’, leaving it up to the individual to construe 
in his or her own isolated mind a subjective version of a 
hypothesized external authority figure. But the fact that such self-
help groups are so prominently present in this U.S. culture shows 
there is an apparent need for at least some form of safety net or 
shelter, or for some form of ‘help’ more in general. Such self-help 
groups function as a kind of appendix to the official culture, 
attending to certain problems that appear to spill over from normal 
day-to-day life in society. Although overall, within the novel, the 
narrative format (with its specific concept of a self-narrative) invoked 
at meetings in such groups is not presented as the ideal alternative, 
certain aspects of this self-help group culture are positively singled 
out, such as the value placed on empathy, on ‘identifying’ with 
someone else (instead of ‘comparing’). 

In the last part of this chapter I will have more to say on these 
aspects. For now, it is important to point out, once again, how 
specific cultural or social settings allow and also do not allow for 
certain needs, feelings, and desires to be expressed. In a culture set to 
glorify individual choice, in a culture that is explicitly anti-authorial 
(at least as presented within these novels), a craving for at least some 
form of guidance to make decisions may very well seem 
inappropriate – but it is obviously, as can be surmised from all three 
of the novels, a very pressing need. 
 

~ 
 
The agony of having to constantly choose between an almost infinite 
seeming range of options has become somewhat of a hot topic in the 
media in recent years, following an upsurge in psychological and 
social science studies concerning this issue. In a publication by the 
American Psychology Association a selection of this research was 
reviewed, concluding that ‘too many choices can … overwhelm us to 
the point where we choose nothing at all’.20 An oft-quoted book on 
this matter is The Paradox of Choice: Why More is Less by Barry 
Schwartz, published in 2004, which conveyed his conclusions drawn 
from his own and from others’ research on the effects of too much 
choice in popular and accessible terms (even bordering on the format 

 
20 Tori DeAngelis, “Too Many Choices?,” Monitor on Psychology 35, no. 6 (2004). 
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of a self-help manual).21 The publication was quickly picked up by 
the popular press,22 and it is safe to assume that there is apparently a 
market for books dealing with this problem that many people in a 
contemporary consumer market will be familiar with: being 
overwhelmed to the point of paralysis by having many, too many, 
choices. This (over)abundance of choice has been considered by 
some to be the defining feature of contemporary, Western cultures.23 

‘It is a common supposition in modern society that the more 
choices, the better … this belief pervades our institutions, norms, 
and customs’, is how Iyengar and Lepper begin their research article. 
Although they concede that ‘this supposition seems well supported 
by decades of psychological research theory’ in which was ‘repeatedly 
demonstrated, across many domains, a link between the provision of 
choice and increase in intrinsic motivation, perceived control, task 
performance, and life satisfaction’,24 their own experiments lead them 
to a more nuanced conclusion. They set out to test the effects of 
what they label a ‘choice overload’ – instead of simply comparing having 
a limited range of options with having no choice, as was often the 
case in previous studies.  

A choice overload is defined as a situation in which there is a very 
large range of alternatives that do not differ all that much from each 
other, and in such a situation people tend to get ‘demotivated’, 
Iyengar and Lepper conclude from their experiments. People initially 
do like having all these options to choose from, it appears to them as a 
desirable situation, ‘but [they] also feel more responsible for the 
choices they make, resulting in frustration with the decision-making 
 
21 Barry Schwartz, The Paradox of Choice: Why More Is Less (New York: Ecco, 2004). 
22 See for example Virginia Postrel, “Consumer Vertigo,” Reason 37, no. 2 (2005); 
Sebastian Mallaby, “Trouble with Choices,” The Washington Post, December 19 
2004; Christopher Caldwell, “Select All: Can You Have Too Many Choices?,” The 
New Yorker, March 1 2004. 
23 See for example the (mostly) upbeat account of contemporary life in Edward 
C. Rosenthal, The Era of Choice: The Ability to Choose and Its Transformation of 
Contemporary Life (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2005). For Rosenthal it is 
obvious that ‘over the past century or so there has been an explosion of choice in 
our personal lives’ (8) and he claims that ‘our newfound presence of choice better 
defines our contemporary culture than do the usual theories of modernism and 
postmodernism’ (13). 
24 Sheena S. Iyengar and Mark R. Lepper, “When Choice Is Demotivating: Can 
One Desire Too Much of a Good Thing?,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 
79, no. 6 (2000): 995. 
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process and dissatisfaction with their choices’.25 Significantly, the 
choice overload in an overwhelming majority of cases resulted in 
people not choosing at all. People were more likely to choose from a 
limited set of alternatives than from what was experienced as an 
overwhelming amount of choices. These empirical results seem to 
suggest, as Iyengar and Lepper offer, that when confronted with an 
overload of choice people are not so much enticed but rather 
‘burdened by the responsibility of distinguishing good from bad 
decisions’.26 Things would have been more easy and satisfying for 
them in the end if someone had already made some pre-selection. 

Schwartz et al., in an empirical research study conducted in 2002, 
likewise tackle the question of ‘can there be too much choice’; they 
wanted to find out whether having an extensive range of choice is 
experienced negatively. They equally do not dismiss the findings that 
‘greater choice can provide benefits for the chooser’,27 as the many 
psychological studies Iyengar and Lepper already referred to showed 
(so having a choice is not presented as somehow inherently bad), but 
Schwartz et al. are interested in the effects on well-being of having too 
many choices. In an earlier study Schwartz had already concluded that 
‘the proliferation of options can have a variety of negative effects on 
well-being’, because, among other reasons, ‘as options expand, 
people may come to believe that any unacceptable result is their fault, 
because with so many options, they should be able to find a 
satisfactory one’.28 From this more recent study Schwartz et al. 
conclude that it is especially people opting for a maximizing result that 
suffer the most from these negative effects – that is, those who strive 
for the very best outcome instead of the ‘satisfying’ (good enough) 

 
25 Ibid.: 1003. 
26 Ibid.: 1004. 
27 Barry Schwartz et al, “Maximizing Versus Satisficing: Happiness Is a Matter of 
Choice,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 83, no. 5 (2002): 1178. 
28 Ibid.: 1179. The quotation is a summary of the conclusions Schwartz drew in 
Barry Schwartz, “Self-Determination: The Tyranny of Freedom,” American 
Psychologist 55, no. 1 (2000).: ‘The more we are allowed to be the masters of our 
fates in one domain of life after another, the more we expect to be. … With all 
the choice available, people should never have to settle for things that are just 
good enough. In short, life is supposed to be perfect. Excessive emphasis on self-
determination has, I believe, contributed to these unrealistic expectations.’ (85) 
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result.29 They also, interestingly, suggest, as Schwartz had done 
earlier, a possible link between the rise in depression in the last 
hundred years and an overwhelming increase in choices in every day 
life. An increase in options makes people expect more, plus, if they 
fail to get the very best, they have only themselves to blame (one 
should have selected a better option!) – and this combination may very 
well prime them, especially the maximizers, for depression.30 
 
Recall how Steeply summarized for Marathe the ideology of America 
in Infinite Jest: 
 

‘The United States: a community of sacred individuals 
which reveres the sacredness of the individual choice. 
The individual’s right to pursue his own vision of the 
best ratio of pleasure to pain: utterly sacrosanct … 
You are entitled to your values of maximum 
pleasure.’31 

 
It is exactly this underlying rationale, that people are able to make 
such rational, optimizing calculations autonomously, that has been 
put in doubt by studies such as the ones mentioned above (and also 
by Marathe, as we have already seen in Chapter 3). Steeply’s views 
can be said to align perfectly with the assumptions of what is called 
‘rational-choice theory’, summarized by Schwartz as follows: 
 

rational-choice theory has tried to explain human 
preference and choice by assuming that people are 
rational choosers … After making the comparisons, 
people choose so as to maximize their preferences, or 
values, or utilities. Well-being is understood to involve 
maximizing the possibilities for choice, maximizing the 

 
29 Schwartz et al, “Maximizing Versus Satisficing: Happiness Is a Matter of 
Choice,” 1193-94. 
30 Ibid.: 1194. See also: Schwartz, “Self-Determination: The Tyranny of 
Freedom.”: ‘not only do people expect perfection in all things, they expect to 
produce this perfection themselves. When they (inevitably) fail, I believe that the 
culture of individualism biases them toward making causal attributions that focus 
on internal rather than external causal factors … this kind of causal attribution is 
just the kind to promote depression’ (85). 
31 Wallace, Infinite Jest 424. 
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number of available options. A self is just the bundle 
of preferences that happen to coexist inside a single 
skin, and self-determination is just the unfettered 
pursuit of those preferences.32 

 
This description by Schwartz of ‘a self’ as just a ‘bundle of 
preferences’ by the accounts of rational-choice theory comes close to 
Best and Kellner’s summary of the self in postmodern theories, a self 
reduced to a ‘desiring monad’, ‘a decentered desiring existence’.33  
 
But, as many critics have observed, in postmodern conceptions of 
the self an uneasy mix is concocted between on the one hand a still 
very liberal ideal of the individual as an autonomous rebel against 
constraints and on the other hand a self perceived as nothing but an 
indeterminate node in a differential network of desires.34 We could 
say that a kind of aestheticized version of liberal individualism is 
invoked in postmodern perspectives, presupposing a free and 
detached individual now not so much directed by its own rational 
mind but driven by perhaps ‘free floating’ feelings or desires. But this 
centurion image is problematic, because where do we situate ‘the 
control center’, so to speak, over this individual self? Indeed, that 
appears to be what is deeply problematic for the individual selves 
particularly in Infinite Jest: who or what, if not a rational mind, could 
discern what is the best ratio of pleasure to pain? The ‘lethal 
Entertainment’ of course capitalizes on this confusion about ‘who 
desires’, or who controls these desires. This film, I believe, taps in on a 
generalized form of ‘demotivation’ that pervades the culture 

 
32 Schwartz, “Self-Determination: The Tyranny of Freedom,” 81. For another 
summary of rational-choice theory’s maxims see also Meir Dan-Cohen, 
“Conceptions of Choice and Conceptions of Autonomy,” Ethics 102 (1992): 222. 
33 Best and Kellner, Postmodern Theory: Critical Interrogations 284, 90. 
34 Take for example Worthington’s assessment that ‘it may be argued that 
essentially humanistic values such as personal liberty, independence, privacy, and 
democracy underscore many poststructuralist accounts of subjectivity; certainly 
these values are frequently evoked in order to legitimize the deviant 
experimentation of many postmodern texts … Appeals to these values are not 
always overt, but they are none the less prioritized by evoking the horror and 
terror of contrary concepts such as determinism, repression, and institutional 
control.’ Worthington, Self as Narrative: Subjectivity and Community in Contemporary 
Fiction 35-36. 
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presented in Infinite Jest, a thoroughgoing fatigue that is the result of 
having to choose constantly without knowing how to. It appeals, 
ultimately, to an overall desire not to choose, to lose any striving for a 
form of control that could not be properly conceived anyway. 
 
Schwartz believes rational-choice theory to be seriously flawed as a 
heuristic tool to explain human decision-making. For one thing, it is 
impossible for a person to have ‘complete information’35 – to weigh 
all the information necessary to make a completely informed decision 
when choosing from an extensive range of options. Also, people 
tend to let their decision-making be influenced, either consciously or 
unconsciously, by other forces, such as norms imposed by cultural 
institutions, or they are simply driven by their habits.36 So not every 
decision is under constant scrutiny of an autonomously functioning 
and rational mind. Nevertheless, Schwartz argues, this is still 
proposed, and ideologically imposed perhaps, as ideal: there is still the 
expectancy of having full control over what to choose, in almost every 
domain, including choosing which kind of ‘self’ one wants to be.37 
 
This certainly seems to be the case in the storyworlds of Infinite Jest, 
A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius and House of Leaves. All three 
protagonists in these novels at least seem burdened by this 
expectancy that they need to be able to choose what they want, what 
they need, and who they are even, all on their own. Could this 
cultural norm then, coupled with what is called a ‘choice overload’, 
be related to the depressed states the characters in these novels are in 
 
35 Schwartz, “Self-Determination: The Tyranny of Freedom,” 82. 
36 Dan-Cohen argues that the dominant conception of ‘choosing’, derived from 
rational-choice theory, is less appropriate in many situations than what he 
explains with the term ‘willing’ – that is: people do not always choose between a 
range of comparable options which can be hierarchically scaled, but are often 
somehow driven to their ‘choice’ without considering alternatives, because what 
one ‘decides’ on has sometimes more to do with one’s values than with 
‘preferences’: ‘different items either do or do not satisfy a value, but they cannot 
do so more or less. We can say that unlike preferences that are a matter of 
comparative valuations, values issue in categorical valuations.’ (228) He offers the 
example of love, of deciding on who to spend the rest of one’s life with. That 
often does not (although nowadays we cannot be sure) entail making a preference 
list and than deciding rationally the best ‘pick’. See Dan-Cohen, “Conceptions of 
Choice and Conceptions of Autonomy,” 226-29. 
37 Schwartz, “Self-Determination: The Tyranny of Freedom,” 80. 
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at one point or another, if not constantly? In AHWSG the ‘paradox’ 
discussed by Schwartz that people seem to become less happy when 
they are given more choice over their lives is explicitly spelled out 
when Dave presents the case of his old friend John, who ‘has 
everything’, ‘has a complete sort of freedom’, with ‘no real 
obligations, can go everywhere at any moment … move at will, and 
still he is wasting everyone’s time with this’,38 ‘this’ being John’s 
depression and suicidal urges. Indeed, that is the paradoxical situation 
that not only John but also Dave himself is caught up in, although 
Dave forces himself to counter his darker moods with hyperactivity 
so as to ward off the threat of passivity that is always looming large. 
And also Hal, who is equally privileged and who is gifted with 
exceptional capabilities, prefers to be done with it all and just simply 
lie down forever. Both have a difficult time finding the intrinsic 
motivation to direct their course through life: ‘tell me what to fucking 
do!’, is how Dave exclaims his desire for ‘feeling useful’39 – that is, it 
is restated as a demand; his default state apparently is being trapped in 
passivity and indecision. 
 
With Johnny in House of Leaves things are a little different. Before he 
involved himself with Zampanò’s manuscript, it seemed as if he had 
simply settled in a state of being permanently adrift. There was 
nothing much to anchor his life and so he just constructed and 
reconstructed the stories of his life before the various female 
audiences in nightclubs (or in his bed) that were willing to pay him 
some attention. No great value was attached to these different 
variations of his self-narrative. But when he obsessively starts to 
work on Zampanò’s text, Johnny is confronted with an urgency to 
find out what he really wants, what he needs, and also to find out 
who he actually is. This causes him great confusion, to the point that 
all the fake reassurances break down and he has to acknowledge he 
feels ‘lost inside’.40 In Johnny’s case the confusion as to what he is 
and what he feels, undercuts his phenomenological world so gravely 
that he experiences what I called experiential hick-ups, illustrated in 
scenes in which he cannot even register what is fact or what is 
delusional. How things are is permanently just out of reach for him. 

 
38 Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius 279. 
39 Ibid. 46M. 
40 Danielewski, House of Leaves 300,. 
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So his indecision does not only apply to what to do or think, but is 
ontological in nature: Johnny’s whole phenomenological world is 
instable, there is no threshold of reality in his world, not even 
concerning the reality of his ‘self’. 

His situation is different from Dave’s, and maybe also from Hal’s, 
since in Johnny’s experience world there always appears to be an 
intrusive ‘other’ presence that has some power over how he feels and 
acts and thinks, ‘inventing me, defining me, directing me’, as he 
experiences it.41 This ‘other’ presence is first presented in the novel 
as a magical realistic entity (a ‘beast’ of some sort) only to be 
reconfigured in the end as possibly his mother’s presence. The 
presence of a mother’s authority is less materialized in the lives of 
Hal and Dave, although these protagonists too eventually 
acknowledge the influence of this implicit authority of the mother. 
 

~ 
 
The indecision brought to fore in these novels affects almost every 
domain in life and is also multi-leveled: the protagonists do not know 
what to do and think and feel, but also do not know how to evaluate 
afterwards what they have done, thought and felt. This indecisiveness 
actually even affects them right in the middle of doing and thinking 
and feeling. As for example in the scene where Dave is throwing his 
mother’s ashes in the lake: ‘I can’t decide if what I am doing is 
beautiful and noble and right, or small and disgusting’.42 These 
fictional human beings appear to be under constant scrutiny of 
themselves, whereby this self is extremely anxious and unsure of 
what to think of it all. It is as if there is some abstract superego 
always supervising their lives, but they’re unsure even of this 
superego’s expectations – or, to put it differently, everything is 
relative, but relative to what is very unclear. 

Michelle Crossley, in her introduction to narrative psychology, 
linked this phenomenon of ‘constantly reflecting back and 
monitoring the meanings, reasons and motivations underlying … 
thoughts and actions’ with the specific ‘therapeutic culture’ that 
people nowadays live in: ‘individuals in therapeutic-type cultures 
begin to “internalize” the process of self-surveillance’ that is fostered 
 
41 Ibid. 326. 
42 Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius 399. 
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in such a culture that is characterized as being very much under the 
influence of the psychological or therapeutic profession.43 People 
have learned and incorporated, one could say, the therapeutic 
language and have thus come to expect that everything must make 
‘sense’, must be explainable and resolvable. The trouble is, I would 
say, that the ‘norms-ideals’,44 as Zizek labeled them, one has to live 
up to in a such a contemporary society are much more abstract and 
vague than in a relatively traditional society, leading to a chronical 
dissatisfaction and insecurity as to whether one is ever doing ‘good 
enough’. In the three novels discussed here we can certainly see the 
effects of not having a clear and concrete picture of what is ‘right’ 
(the right choice for example). Thoughts are constantly undercut by 
meta-thoughts ad infinitum. These are fictional minds on overdrive, 
but without moving toward something specific. 
 
Hal at one point finds himself almost unable to speak because ‘there 
were too many potential responses’ (908) and ultimately he has ‘to 
choose almost at random’ (908), not able to make a motivated 
either/or decision. He also suffers from ‘thought-prophylaxis’ (907), 
as he calls it, his mind imploded to the point where every thought is 
immediately cancelled out by a possible alternative thought. At other 
times in the book, this symptom is labeled ‘analysis paralysis’ (203, 
1002), an excessive and compulsive addictive thinking pattern that 
results in complete indecision and paralysis and will not lead the 
‘autonomous’ mind to a resolution or decision at all. The scene near 
the beginning of Infinite Jest, with Ken Erdedy having to decide 
between opening the door or answering the phone (both could signal 
the arrival of his much desired stack of marijuana) is paradigmatic of 
this problematic, I believe. It ends with Erdedy standing 
 

splay-legged, arms wildly out as if something’s been 
flung, splayed, entombed between the two sounds, 
without a thought in his head.45 

 

 
43 Crossley, Introducing Narrative Psychology: Self, Trauma, and the Construction of 
Meaning 161. 
44 Zizek, Het Subject En Zijn Onbehagen: Vijf Essays over Psychoanalyse En Het 
Cartesiaanse Cogito 42-43. Translation mine. 
45 Wallace, Infinite Jest 27. 
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The image also conveys beautifully the evacuation of the self in such a 
situation of utter indecision: the inertness that feels like being 
permanently stuck in-between, in an everlasting not-yet. In a scene 
near the end of the novel Hal withdraws into what he refers to as ‘my 
tight little sarcophagus of space’, which shows how Hal too comes to 
an almost complete standstill, entombed in a state of indecision 
much like Erdedy was.46 This inability to bring oneself to master the 
decision-making process parallels the feeling of ‘helplessness’ that 
characterizes depression.47 It is a ‘failure’, at least when considered 
from the perspective of the dominant ideology, to control oneself, to 
direct one’s thoughts and actions; a failure that the selves in these 
storyworlds are indeed likely to attribute to themselves. Because who 
else to blame? 
 
As Dave knows all too well: ‘We’ve had advantages’: Dave and his 
friends have been living in ‘a luxury of place and time’ and so Dave 
feels it is ‘criminal … to pause … to wallow … to complain … to 
not be happy’.48 They simply must be happy and satisfied and fulfilled, 
because how could one ever explain that they are maybe not so 
happy, with all those opportunities and choices and possibilities 
stretched out right before them? Zizek’s analysis that I referred to 
earlier applies well here. He argued that the subject in a postmodern 
society most likely would not feel guilty because of not complying 
with some set of rules (since there simply are not all that many 
explicit rules left), but would rather feel guilty because of not being 
‘happy’.49 The ideal of self-determination implies that everybody can, 
in principle, strive for the very best – so not reaching this blessed 
state can then only be blamed on oneself.  

The result is what Cushman summed up as ‘a self that is, 
fundamentally, a disappointment to itself’.50 What such analyses by 

 
46 Ibid. 902. 
47 The psychologist Martin Seligman developed a theory of ‘learned helplessness’, 
which, in short, explains depression as a result of of people thinking ‘(1) that they 
no longer have control over the reinforcements in their lives and (2) that they are 
themselves responsible for this helpless state.’ See Ronald J. Comer, Fundamentals 
of Abnormal Psychology, 3rd ed. (New York: Worth Publishers, 2002) 172. 
48 Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius 146-47. 
49 See Chapter 3. 
50 Cushman, “Why the Self Is Empty: Toward a Historically Situated 
Psychology,” 608. 
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Zizek and Schwartz (and many others) of contemporary culture and 
the contemporary psyche converge on is the observation that being 
freed from external constraints does not necessarily make people feel 
free, because without anyone advising you as to what is wise or good, 
you have to figure out everything by yourself, and that can cause 
extreme anxiety and even depression. So it is not so surprising then, 
perhaps, that in all three of the novels some version of a ‘docent, 
interpreter’ (as Johnny described his mother’s presence) makes a 
rescuing appearance, almost as a deus ex machina, to absolve the 
protagonists from their isolated and lonely search for meaning and 
offer some form of guidance. 
 

~ 
 
Or maybe instead of deus ex machina I should write dea ex machina, 
because in many cases the authority figure that presents itself is 
female (often the mother) or at least feminine, if I may invoke a 
cliché distinction. That is to say: guidance comes in the form of caring 
and not so much in the traditionally understood form of a strict 
upholding of explicit rules and laws. Gately in Infinite Jest is a good 
example of this alternative version of an authority figure: both strict 
and nurturing, tough and loving, he looks over the residents of the 
halfway house to ensure they have at least some sense of boundaries, 
but without them having to give up their individual quirks. It is a 
form of soft molding, offering a model but without pressing too hard 
and enforcing a form of complete sameness. This kind of guidance is 
offered in the form of a mirroring process, we could call it, just like the 
way children learn from the behavior of their parents. The whole 
Alcoholics Anonymous program is of course set up like this, with the 
‘veterans’ acting as role models. As Gately had learned himself: ‘it 
didn’t matter … what he thought or believed or even said. All that 
mattered was what he did. If he did the right things, and kept doing 
them for long enough, what Gately thought and believed would 
magically change. Even what he said.’51 It is as if one has to 
temporarily bracket one’s disbelief and skepticism and proceed under 
some form of hypothetical trust (‘what if this is the right way to go?’). 

 
51 Wallace, Infinite Jest 466. 
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This stance goes against, or perhaps beyond, what was coined by 
Paul Ricoeur as a ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’, we could say, and is 
more in line with what he described with the notion of ‘attestation’: 
 

attestation appears to be less demanding than the 
certainty belonging to the ultimate foundation. 
Attestation presents itself first, in fact, as a kind of 
belief. But it is not a doxic belief … Whereas doxic 
belief is implied in the grammar of ‘I believe-that,’ 
attestation belongs to the grammar of ‘I believe-in.’ It 
thus links up with testimony … inasmuch as it is in the 
speech of the one giving testimony that one believes.52 

 
It is a form of ‘Gewissen’, as Ricoeur explains, and based on ‘a kind of 
trust’.53 I believe it conveys exactly the kind of fragile commitment 
that is necessary for the fictional minds in the three novels to step 
out of the endless spiral inwards of their own solipsistic thinking 
patterns. 
 
Necessary for the process of learning by mirroring is a feeling of 
attachment of the child to its parent.54 In a similar vein, we could say 
that in all three novels what is banked on is a sense of relationship or 
a form of connection to an other being – hypothetical at first, 
sometimes more concrete later on – that is to guarantee a willingness 
to take the other’s advice or guidance. That is why for example in 
AA, as is explained in Infinite Jest, ‘identifying’ is so important. 
Without there being at least some thread of connection and similarity 
between the self and an other, the self will forever be thrown back 
onto itself, doomed to figure out what to do and be all on its own. I 
will have more to say on this in the last part of this chapter when 
discussing the ‘structural need for a we’, but for now I just want to 
stress that ultimately, and in contrast to the cultural norm even 

 
52 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another 21. Ricoeur developed this notion in the context of 
explaining his version of a ‘hermeneutics of the self’ (23) that would go beyond 
the ‘hyperbolic doubt’ (15) introduced by Nietzsche. 
53 Ibid. 22. 
54 For an introduction to the concept of ‘attachment’, see for example Ross 
Vasta, Marshall M. Haith, and Scott A. Miller, Child Psychology: The Modern Science, 
3rd ed. (New York: Wiley, 1999) 463-72. 
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within these storyworlds, what is highlighted in these novels is that 
perhaps the individual does not need to ‘make it’ all on its own any 
longer. 
 
The presence of a mother figure, which turns out to have a hold on 
the direction of their lives after all, is not a simple blessing though in 
the lives of Hal and Dave and Johnny. We should make a clear 
distinction here between the metaphor of the mother figure and the 
‘real’ mother figure. As a metaphor for an alternative form of an 
authority figure that can help delimit and process the burden of 
existential freedom these characters experience, the mother figure 
underscores a range of constructive characteristics and aspects (the 
importance of caring; empathy, and identifying with; unconditional 
love; feelings of trust; providing a sense of protection; being a model 
to mirror one’s own behavior on, and so on). The role of the ‘real’ 
mother in the novels is a bit more complicated. 

As Aleid Fokkema concluded in her study of postmodern 
characterization, many realistic ‘codes’ do still apply even to 
postmodern characters: biological codes for example, meaning they 
tend to have two arms and two legs, are born of parents and eat and 
sleep like ‘normal’ people; or social codes (they live in a house, take 
part in social structures, et cetera).55 So accounts that a postmodern 
character is nothing but a shifting signifier were perhaps somewhat 
exaggerated.56 Likewise, Hal and Dave and Johnny, however 
postmodern they may be – they are presented as having no direction, 
no guidance, a sense of being absolutely free to be who they want to 
be, and are constantly monitoring and reinventing themselves – they 
are still embedded in, and somewhat tied to, more conventionalisms 
than they at times imagine. They feel, as Dave at one point exclaims, 

 
55 Fokkema, Postmodern Characters: A Study of Characterization in British and American 
Fiction 75, 186. 
56 For the view that in postmodern works of literature the ‘I exists only in 
language, but is also immediately erased in language’, see Bart Vervaeck, Het 
postmodernisme in de Nederlandse en Vlaamse roman, Tekst En Tijd Nr. 01 (Brussel: 
VUBPress, 1999) 71. (The translation from Dutch is mine.) As Fokkema 
explains, postmodern novels in which ‘characters are completely rooted in 
language to the exclusion of any reference to an extralinguistic reality’ represent 
‘only one aspect of postmodernism’, and even in such extremely metafictional 
texts ‘some vestiges of representation occur’. Fokkema, Postmodern Characters: A 
Study of Characterization in British and American Fiction 182-83. 
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that there are ‘no rules!’ But they nevertheless turn out to have 
absorbed more of the rules already in existence before they could or 
needed to construct their own, than they at first seem aware of. 

For example, Dave’s mother was bent on keeping ‘everything a 
secret’, which rule Dave, by his own admittance, has inherited. Hal’s 
mother (who is, incidentally, phobic of keeping secrets) has tried to 
ingrain her children with the idea they are ‘internally worthy’, that her 
love for them is ‘not contingent’ on them being the best in 
everything they do, but all the while she has exposed them to her 
own all too high standards of excellence, which has resulted in Hal 
constantly but unconsciously ‘performing’ for her.57 Johnny received 
more letters full of (often hysterical) advice by his mother than he 
could stomach, and was told repetitiously by her that he was loved 
and that he could (or should?) do great things: ‘As long as you keep 
striving, inspecting and exploring, you will come into possession of 
untold glory’, ‘don’t despair. You are exceptional’.58 Especially with 
Hal and Johnny, although there were no obvious do’s and don’ts that 
restricted their lives, the extremely high expectations channeled 
mostly through their mothers appear to be too much to live up to, 
for both of them, so that only a sense of failure and worthlessness 
could have ensued. 

So it is not so much explicit rules, but rather all the implicit 
expectations that influence Hal’s and Johnny’s but also Dave’s self-
assessments. The only explicit rule they have incorporated is that 
there are no rules. And that is the confusing part. There are no 
explicit rules, but many implicit rules in play – much in accordance 
with the general culture in these works of fiction, I should add, a 
culture in which there are supposedly no external constraints (a 
complete freedom-from) but many high expectations, the most 
detrimental of them, perhaps, the expectation of being able to 
achieve ‘happiness’. Detrimental because: can one ever be happy 
enough? (How to be sure?) This maxim to be happy, and related 
implicit expectations such as ‘choose what you think is best’, ‘be the 
best you can’, and ‘make the best of your life’ – all such abstract 
ideals without explicit standards and norms, will almost surely drive a 
person to extreme anxiety, self-doubt and a chronic sense of failure, 
it seems. (If all the empirical studies by social scientists and 
 
57 Wallace, Infinite Jest 694, 999. 
58 Danielewski, House of Leaves 588, 90. 
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psychologists do not already signal that much, then surely these three 
contemporary novels are making this point painstakingly clear.) 

Now, do these three protagonists eventually regain a sense of 
control over their life, over the decision-making process that informs 
their course through life? They seem to do, but, importantly, the 
form of agency they regain is not founded upon a concept of the self 
as a fully autonomous being, but rather hinges upon a sense of self 
that is inherently part of an inter-subjective structure. This structure 
revolves around sharing feelings, as I will argue in the next section. 
 
 
IT HURTS, I CAN’T FEEL ANYTHING 
‘Where I was is filled with noises and voices – and there’s … a huge 
emptiness there that I used to fill’. These are the words of Joanna, 
who is trying to explain to her doctor her current state of intense 
confusion. She is diagnosed as schizophrenic, and her case is one of 
the four case histories that are discussed in a special issue of journal 
Philosophy, Psychiatry and Psychology, in which several contributors try to 
come to grips with the concept of a narrative self in relation to 
psychopathology. Psychiatrist James Phillips poses the question of 
‘Who is this narrator announcing a loss of self?’ and concludes that 
there is ‘still present a speaking I’ although eventually, when Joanna’s 
condition deteriorates further and she no longer shows any real 
‘emotional response’, he feels that her self hardly ‘qualifies as a 
narrative self’ any longer.59 

In the three novels, each protagonist at one point or another, if 
not chronically, suffers from a sense of internal emptiness or at least 
is confused about whether there is a stable core self that can direct 
and unify their phenomenological perspective. It would seem that 
what is diagnosed as pathological in the patients analyzed in this issue 
of PPP is a rather ‘common’ condition in the novels – although I 
should add that this condition or state is not at all presented as 
unproblematic. Can this problem be properly analyzed from a 
narrative psychological perspective? The conclusions drawn from the 

 
59 Phillips, “Psychopathology and the Narrative Self,” 319, 20. Joanna’s statement 
can be found on page 319. 
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analyses of the cases of ‘real’ people may prove to be informative 
here.60 
 
‘I’m a privileged white seventeen-year-old U.S. male. I’m a student at 
a tennis academy … I eat, sleep, evacuate, highlight things with 
yellow markers, and hit balls. I lift things and swing things and run in 
huge outdoor circles’.61 Hal’s self-description offered to his brother 
over the phone seems devoid of emotional investments. As was 
discussed in Chapter 3, Hal ‘hasn’t had a bona fide intensity-of-
interior-life-type emotion since he was tiny’.62 He feels empty inside 
because of this, and therefore we may question whether we can even 
speak of a self present in Hal’s case. 

In her discussion of the role of emotions in the construction of 
self-narratives, Valerie Gray Hardcastle states that ‘it is our affective 
reactions that drive our personal life narratives’, that ‘without 
emotional reactions, we have no stories and hence no self at all’, 
since our emotions function as a kind of ‘tagging system’ that allows 
us to select what is significant enough to include in the story of our 
life which we construct out of the constant and endless flow of our 
experiences.63 She offers the example of including in her self-
narrative what kind of work she does or that she is a mother, but not 
that she sleeps at night or that she brushes her teeth, because she 
identifies herself with her work and her family and not with how she 
brushes her teeth. Hal’s self-description lacks exactly this, these kinds 
of emotional reactions and a sense of being able to identify oneself 
with one’s experiences. A description is not necessarily a narrative. 
Can we actually say Hal’s self qualifies as a narrative self? 

Borrowing Dennett’s concept of the self as a ‘center of narrative 
gravity’, Hardcastle believes that ‘our emotional reactions are just this 
thing’, that ‘our idiosyncratic desires’ that ‘guide our existence’ are 
what make up this hypothetical ‘core’: ‘Because we react similarly to 
similar inputs, we gain a sense of unity across our thoughts, actions, 

 
60 I should point out that the contributors to the special issue of PPP that I am 
referring to here draw their analyses from already reported case studies, that is: 
from narratives, we could say – and not from real interaction with live patients. 
61 Wallace, Infinite Jest 1016. 
62 Ibid. 694. 
63 Valerie Gray Hardcastle, “Emotions and Narrative Selves,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, 
& Psychology 10, no. 4 (2003): 353, 54. 
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and reactions. This unity is then reflected in our narrative stories of 
self’.64 So, following Hardcastle’s reasoning, Hal would not count as a 
self, since he appears to be lacking the necessary emotional tagging 
system. Nevertheless, a reader of Infinite Jest is surely able to see or 
recognize Hal as a ‘self’, albeit not as a unified and emotionally 
coherent and stable self. How can that be? Is Hal’s self simply not a 
proper ‘narrative self’ then, but something else (whatever that may 
be), or should we perhaps find a solution in another direction and 
come up with a more adept concept of what counts as a ‘narrative’? 
 
As Phillips points out in his review of several cases of patients 
suffering from psychiatric illnesses: 
 

there is, except in the most extreme cases, a narrative 
unity in these disordered lives, but the latter do press 
the bounds of narrative unity to its limits. They do this 
not only in the general sense of challenging simple 
notions of a conscious self that is present to itself in all 
its meanderings. They also, with their scattered, 
disorganized experiences, challenge the notion of a 
narrative identity that can be organized coherently65 

 
The reported cases of multiple personality disorder, schizophrenia, 
and dissociative disorder, challenge the idea of a unified self ‘present 
to itself’, and so some contributors conclude that in such cases 
narrative ‘fails’ because we can perhaps no longer speak of a narrative 
self in cases like these in which experiences cannot be ordered 
coherently from a unified perspective. But Woody, in reaction to 
such conclusions, feels that explaining the ‘experiences of the loss of 
self’ in these cases as ‘narrative failure’, a failure to construct a 
coherent self-narrative, is not very informative; to him this inability 
to form a coherent self-narrative is simply a ‘symptom or 
consequence of emotional and qualitative incoherence’, and that, 
moreover, there are ‘other forms of self-representation’ besides 
narratives that could work when narrative fails, ‘non-discursive forms 
of art’ for example.66 I agree wholeheartedly that lack of narrative 

 
64 Ibid.: 354. 
65 Phillips, “Psychopathology and the Narrative Self,” 325. 
66 Woody, “When Narrative Fails,” 337-38, 44. 
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unity does not necessarily mean that there is no self present or 
present to itself (which are already two different notions). Not only 
for moral reasons, because this reasoning would entail denying the 
illiterate or the mentally ill a sense of self, but also because of the 
normativity implicit in the term ‘unity’. 

We should not forget that the ideal of ‘unity’ is a socio-cultural 
and historical construct. It invokes or presupposes a certain picture 
of the self, informed by romanticist and modern or modernist 
notions.67 I believe that in the novels analyzed here we can still speak 
of a ‘narrative self’, although this is not necessarily a unified self. The 
narrative failure, or narrative breakdown, that especially Johnny and 
Hal, and to a certain extent Dave too, suffer from, is indeed regarded 
by me as a ‘symptom’ and not as the problem, a problem that could 
supposedly be solved if only they would find a way to construct what 
is considered to be a ‘good story’ out of their experiences according 
to a conventionalized cultural ideal. Most interesting in these novels 
is how the selves react against these cultural norms, how the friction 
between their sense of self and cultural models of the self is resolved. 
In what follows I will therefore focus on the emotional incoherence 
that underlies their difficulty to form a conventional (coherent and 
stable, unified and thus ‘proper’) story of the self. An emotional 
incoherence or ambivalence that is best summed up by what Hal 
Foster described as: ‘It hurts, I can’t feel anything.’ 
 
The challenge will be ‘to any narrative notion of the self’, as Phillips 
posed it, ‘to give adequate expression to emotion and suffering’ 
because: 
 

narratives do not capture very well in the verbal 
account … the quality of the suffering and its impact 
on the individual’s sense of self. Further … they do 
not do well at capturing the ways in which the 
suffering disrupts the narrative.68 

 

 
67 For an overview of romanticist and modernist (and postmodernist) notions of 
the self, see for example Gergen, The Saturated Self: Dilemmas of Identity in 
Contemporary Life 227-29. 
68 Phillips, “Psychopathology and the Narrative Self,” 323. 
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‘It hurts, I don’t feel anything’; ‘I feel empty inside’ – one can simply 
say these things, but do these statements really convey what is at 
stake? The short story “Octet” by Wallace is again a case in point. 
Again and again the narrator attempts to express a ‘certain feeling’, 
and he tries this first of all by offering several very short stories that 
may, by way of analogy, express this feeling that he feels is so 
important. The narratives fail, by this narrator’s own account, and so 
he disrupts the stories by meta-comments, which together form the 
last attempted story to convey this ‘certain something’. Still, he 
remains unsure as to whether he has succeeded with his storytelling 
in expressing what is so deeply felt as important. In the end it is the 
reader who is to decide: ‘So decide’69. And this ‘conclusion’ is very 
relevant here, because it allows for an alternative way of conceiving 
of what counts as a good story and what counts as a coherent self-
narrative. I will argue that for the protagonists in the three novels I 
am discussing here, to make sense of their emotional suffering we do 
not need a closed-off, unified story of their selves. It is exactly 
through a kind of feedback loop that they themselves come to grips 
with what they are feeling, a feedback loop that runs via a ‘you’, and 
that ultimately allows them to make some sense of who they are. The 
‘narrative self’ in these novels is not an autonomous self in full 
control of its ‘story’, but a self constructed through feedback on 
initial attempts to construct such a story. Without recognition, 
without a ‘listener’, they are lost. Lost ‘inside’. 
 

~ 
 
Hal Foster invoked his description of ‘it hurts, I can’t feel anything’ 
in his assessment of the emotional undercurrent in the visual arts at 
the end of the twentieth century. He described the then current 
situation in postmodern art as ‘bipolar’, since after a manic phase that 
evoked an ‘ecstatic structure of feelings’ he signaled that in more 

 
69 In Wallace, Brief Interviews with Hideous Men 136. Importantly, the addressee of 
this short story is a hypothetical fellow writer, or alter ego of the narrator, implied 
by the beginning of the ninth ‘pop quiz’: ‘You are, unfortunately, a fiction writer’ 
(123). What is offered, therefore, is advice as to how to narrate this elusive 
‘feeling’, a model of narration that is (infinitely) recursive by its final statement: 
‘So decide’ (i.e. ‘You decide’ – ‘you’ being both a future fiction writer (could be 
the current narrator) and addressee of this narration). 
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recent art a ‘melancholic structure of feelings dominates’.70 And at the 
time of his writing he concluded: ‘Today this bipolar postmodernism 
is pushed toward a qualitative change’, which change is summed up 
in the title of his book, as ‘the return of the real’.71 Foster lists several 
factors that may have contributed to this development toward art 
that now appears to be in a constant ‘oscillation’ between ‘pure 
affect, no affect’ (‘it hurts, I can’t feel anything’), art that is fascinated 
with trauma as a way to secure something ‘real’ enough. These 
factors I will briefly reproduce here: 
 

– ‘dissatisfaction with the textualist model of culture as well as 
the conventionalist view of reality – as if the real, repressed 
in poststructuralist postmodernism, had returned as 
traumatic’ 

– ‘disillusionment with the celebration of desire as an open 
passport of a mobile subject – as if the real, dismissed by a 
performative postmodernism, were marshaled against the 
imaginary world of a fantasy captured by consumerism’ 

– and specific socio-historical ‘forces’, such as ‘the broken 
social contract’72 

 
Can we detect the same dissatisfaction and disillusionment in the 
novels by Wallace, Eggers and Danielewski? Foster’s analysis is very 
much informed by psychoanalytical concepts, but some of the 
tendencies signaled by Foster do seem to run through the novels I 
am analyzing here – although I would phrase them perhaps 
somewhat differently. The ‘real’ in a psychoanalytical discourse has a 
rather specific meaning that does not completely correspond to the 
colloquial use of the term. It is often aligned with the traumatic, or, 
more in general, it is defined as that which escapes symbolization. If 
there is a ‘return of the real’ in the novels analyzed here, it is not the 
traumatically real per se, I would say, but it does carry the 
connotation of that which cannot be easily absorbed in existing 
symbolization systems, cultural ‘languages’ or discourses, so in that 
broader sense I believe Foster’s account of the return of the real, the 

 
70 Foster, The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century 165. 
Emphasis already in the text. 
71 Ibid. 166. 
72 Ibid. 
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reaction in the visual arts at the end of the twentieth century to 
earlier instances of postmodern art, can be informative for my 
analysis of the three novels. In the texts by Wallace, Eggers and 
Danielewski there is definitely a fascination with a level of experience 
that seems to resist being put into words, into a narrative that aligns 
with existing narrative frameworks of meaning or dominant 
‘paradigms of experience’ as Holstein and Gubrium phrased it. 
Comparing Foster’s assessment with what can be surmised from the 
novels, we can at least find that: 
 

– Despite the still very ‘textualist’ model invoked in a work 
like House of Leaves for example, with its poststructuralist 
themes, there is an excess of the real in this novel, we could call 
it – as in the ambiguously presented ‘real’ presence that 
disrupts the interpretative stance and pushes narrator and 
reader both beyond a hermeneutics of suspicion, to use 
Ricoeur’s term. This led me to bring in Gumbrecht’s 
concept of ‘presence effects’ (see Chapter 5). Infinite Jest, 
which is very much influenced by postmodern or 
poststructural theorizing about the real versus simulacra 
(consider the ‘spect-opts’ for example, or the accounts of 
the demise and rise of advertisement in this world), is 
invested in exactly those moments of interaction between 
the fictional beings that reveal something more real than 
clever theory can ever explain, and this is most often a 
painfully real. The circumscription of a core psychic pain as 
‘it’ in this novel also hints at a level of experience ‘that 
cannot be conveyed’, as it says in the text. ‘This is a feeling,’ 
as Kate Gompert grapples to explain, ‘It’s like I can’t get 
enough outside it to call it anything’.73 In AHWSG we can 
hear the narrator rant against those interpreters who have, 
mistakenly in his view, labeled his work ‘postmodern’ 
because of the supposed gimmickry and irony in it, and 
cries out, in reaction: ‘please, please: trust the motives and 
hearts of your makers of things’. (In effect, the narrator 
here takes up the same position as a person appearing on 
Oprah, expecting sympathy and trust because he or she is 

 
73 Wallace, Infinite Jest 696, 73. 
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telling such a painful and difficult story. We will get back to 
this later on.)74 Of course the scene in AHWSG in which 
the narrator attempts to describe how he experiences the 
suicide attempt of his friend John is a clear (and also funny) 
example of how Dave tries to supersede both a textualist 
and conventionalist model of reality, when he knowingly 
reiterates the ‘lamenting of unmediated experience’ but 
nevertheless attempts to ‘show the core’ (that ‘can’t be 
articulated. Only caricatured’, he decides, which sums up his 
narrative tactic to present the ‘black, blinding, murderous 
rage and sorrow at the core’ of his story).75 

 
– In Infinite Jest there is certainly disillusionment with ‘the 

celebration of desire’ as if that could be the one force that 
can free the subject from external constraints. And in 
AHWSG one can equally detect a sense of dissatisfaction 
with an existence driven purely by self-satisfactory desires. 
It is not so much the highs of ecstatic feelings (Foster) or ‘a 
peculiar kind of euphoria’ (Jameson) that characterize the 
‘mood’ of these works, but rather a depressive state is at the 
base of these works, interrupted (or countered) by 
temporary highs or bursts of hyperactivity, as in Eggers’s 
memoir for example. The excessive lyricism combined with 
silenced despair in Johnny’s narrative can also be seen as an 
example of the ‘oscillation’ between pure affect/no affect 
Foster refers to. And it is of course, in House of Leaves, very 
much the case that Johnny’s excessive, desire driven (but 
superficial) life that he lived before working on the 
manuscript (drugs, women, bars, drifting), is evaluated from 
the perspective of the novel as somehow not real enough. 
The larger and more important issues concerning his 
identity and his relation to others are explored by Johnny 
only after his encounter with what is perceived as a 

 
74 That memoirs more in general (and ‘true stories’ and reality shows, and the 
like) are so popular in contemporary culture can be taken as a clear sign that 
people are craving for something that is somehow more real amidst an ‘imaginary 
world of a fantasy captured by consumerism’. 
75 Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius, 269-71; xxx. See also Chapter 
4. 
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terrifyingly real presence, something which intrudes his 
experience world and tears down all his ‘carefully conceived 
denials’; ‘old shelters – television, magazines, movies – 
won’t protect you anymore’, he warns the reader, when face 
to face with ‘the creature you truly are’.76 

 
– In Eggers’s memoir as well as in Infinite Jest the ‘broken 

social contract’ or a lack of sociality is one of the main 
themes. In House of Leaves this theme is more implicit, but 
the necessity to restore some sense of being-with is also very 
relevant in this text. 

 
In summary, in all three novels there is a search for something ‘more 
real’ than what either the textualist model of culture or an imaginary, 
superficially desire-driven consumer culture can offer. 

This something ‘more real’ (dare we say ‘authentic’?) is situated in 
these novels, I believe, on the experiential level, in how things are 
experienced or how they feel, more so than on the interpretative level 
(i.e., in what things mean). Traces of an elusive ‘certain something’ 
that is somehow more real seem to continually elude but also disrupt 
all existing ‘meaning systems’, the models of interpretation dominant 
in the presented local cultures in these novels. 
 
‘[F]or many in contemporary culture’, Foster concludes, ‘truth resides 
in the traumatic or abject subject’,77 and there is ‘across artistic, 
theoretical, and popular cultures … a tendency to redefine 
experience, individual and historical, in terms of trauma’. 
 

On the one hand, in art and theory, trauma discourse 
continues the poststructuralist critique of the subject 
by other means … in a psychoanalytical register, there 
is no subject of trauma; the position is evacuated … 
On the other hand, in popular culture, trauma is 
treated as an event that guarantees the subject, and in 
this psychologistic register the subject, however 
disturbed, rushes back as witness, testifier, survivor. 
Here indeed is a traumatic subject and it has absolute 

 
76 Danielewski, House of Leaves xxiii. 
77 Foster, The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century 166. 
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authority, for one cannot challenge the trauma of 
another: one can only believe it, even identify with it, 
or not. In trauma discourse, then, the subject is 
evacuated and elevated at once.78 

 
Hence: ‘it hurts, I can’t feel anything’. In theory, so to speak, there is 
no subject of trauma, but nevertheless trauma is experienced. How to 
explain this? I believe we can perhaps best explain this paradoxical 
state by reversing the common sense order or relation between a self 
and feelings. There is, first, ‘it’ that hurts, but no presiding ‘I’ that 
comes before the feeling of hurt. The ‘I’ thus becomes an effect of 
acknowledged hurt (or ‘feelings’ more in general): it is only after this 
feeling of being hurt is recognized or, better said, believed in, that the 
self is guaranteed an identity. The process underlying this, I believe, is 
sharing stories; not so much stories centered around a pre-existing 
core self, but stories revolving around feelings that are not ‘free 
floating’ but in-between – in-between a self and an other, with both this 
‘self’ and this ‘other’ identifying primarily with a ‘certain something’, 
as the narrator of “Octet” referred to ‘it’, and only secondarily 
(vicariously) identifying with each other.  
 
I think AHWSG clearly demonstrates the identity-formation process 
in popular culture outlined by Foster that revolves around the 
(manqué) display of the traumatic: the narrator of AHWSG positions 
himself very directly as a subject of trauma. It is exactly his traumatic 
past that is to secure him an audience and, via the acknowledgement 
of such an audience, an identity. Dave banks on sympathy derived 
from the trauma he experienced, and does this knowingly, self-
consciously (more smartly than a person appearing on the Oprah 
show perhaps) and also self-critically – but he does so nevertheless. 
Hal on the other hand has suppressed the trauma of his father’s 
suicide, as Johnny has repressed the loss of his parents, but 
eventually their traumas come back to haunt Hal and Johnny both, 
until finally some sort of resolution is found in the integration of 
their loss into their self-narratives. 

But such a reading unfairly reduces these novels to sad tales of 
specific traumatic (in these cases parental) loss. More interesting to 

 
78 Ibid. 168. 
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me is the culturally induced trauma of the loss of a secure sense of 
self, and more specifically the loss of the ability to appropriate one’s 
experiences and feelings, that is salient in these contemporary novels. 
A sense of ‘loss’ that has more to do with specific socio-cultural 
contexts (and their specific ‘models’ of culture and self) than with the 
particularities of familial circumstances. This is also more in the spirit 
of Foster’s account. These novels are not exemplary tales of how to 
overcome the trauma of loosing a parent, although some readers can 
surely read them that way, but to me they are exemplary because they 
tell us something about how to possibly overcome the three 
problems or ‘symptoms’ I signaled out in the beginning of this 
chapter - ‘it hurts, I can’t feel anything’ being one of them. This 
paradoxical state of being hurt without being able to appropriate this 
feeling is what is at issue here. 
 
Foster connects this state of pure affect/no affect with a 
contemporary cultural milieu in which specific models of the self 
circulate. What is relevant for my discussion here is that he 
distinguishes between two registers with each invoking its own model 
of the self: one a theoretical discourse (the psychoanalytical, or 
‘poststructuralist’ register, as Foster refers to it elsewhere) that 
proposes the evacuation of the self, and the other a popular 
psychological discourse (the ‘psychologistic’ register) that ‘elevates’ 
the self almost to an absolute authority. Interestingly, all three of the 
novels appear to draw from a highly theoretical, poststructuralist 
register, as well as from a ‘psychologistic’ register. Their starting point 
seems to be the ‘evacuation’ of the subject. There is a knowing 
awareness of the ‘death of the subject’, we could say. But from a 
psychologistic register they seem to borrow some sense of ‘elevation’ 
of the subject, although not exactly in the way described by Foster. 

The self in these novels is indeed on occasion granted ‘absolute 
authority’ because of feelings of hurt or because of some traumatic 
story it has to offer, as is the case with Dave as we saw, and also with 
Johnny when he mesmerizes women with stories about his scars for 
example (and although it doesn’t happen with Hal, it does happen in 
the self-help groups presented in Infinite Jest). But this I take merely as 
a sign that these novels are attuned to contemporary cultural 
practices. It is not the most interesting aspect of these texts. It does 
not signal a new sense of self per se; it simply mirrors discursive 
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processes in contemporary culture.79 What is new is how these novels 
combine the different registers to come up with an alternative 
discourse of the self. In Infinite Jest, for example, the pop-
psychological register of the self-help group is invoked to allow ideas 
that are too sappy or corny from an intellectual standpoint, to be re-
introduced, such as the importance of being ‘in touch’ with one’s 
feelings. Such sentimental or ‘more real’ aspects are thus embedded 
in a text that is of itself much more self-conscious and ‘knowing’ of 
recent cultural theory than such a local culture, with its pop-
psychological register, could ever be expected to be. The self-help 
group in Infinite Jest does not stand metonymically, pars pro toto, for the 
narrative vision of the whole novel, but functions as a kind of 
narrative injection – this self-help culture with its way of perceiving 
things injects even the most cynical person in Infinite Jest with a hint 
of a possible, hypothetical, less cynical or nihilistic view of the self. 
 
At first the combination of different registers, from both high and 
low culture, seems to lead up to the paradoxical state of ‘it hurts, I 
can’t feel anything’ that makes no sense. Either you have a self that 
hurts, or you have no self, that could thus feel no hurt. The way out 
envisioned in these texts is neither granting the self absolute 
authority (which perhaps can be summarized as ‘I hurt therefore I 
am’), nor concluding ‘there is no self present to do the feeling’ 
(Jameson), but rather to tentatively sort out what the feeling could 
mean by asking: ‘Do you feel it too?’ (Wallace). ‘Do you feel it too?’ 
is something different than ‘identify with my feeling’. It hinges on 
what comes first: the feeling or the self. In these novels it seems that 
the feeling (‘it’) comes before the secure sense of self. 
 
‘It’, as I explained in part in Chapter 3, can function as an index, 
pointing toward a ‘certain something’, a feeling, a level of experience, 
that each individual alone has difficulty with expressing. It is 

 
79 But, with this, these novels do go beyond the critical or ironical detachment of 
the postmodern novel with regard to a pop-cultural investment in emotions, 
drawing, as they do, from a ‘psychologistic register’. But if they would use only 
this register, they perhaps would have to be read on the same plane as simple 
romance novels, that owe their success to an appeal to easily recognized emotions 
and conventionalized drama (however ‘contemporary’ they may be, as for 
example a book like Bridget Jones’s Diary). 
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experienced as very real; more present than one’s own sense of self 
even. The self in these texts feels empty inside, as if there is no 
phenomenological core self that can organize experiences from a 
unified perspective. But the feeling persists despite this sense of 
emptiness. Without a discernible ‘I’ that has the feeling though, it can 
hardly be made sense of. It hurts, I can’t feel anything. 

Feelings in these novels, I believe, should be situated in an ‘in-
between’ space, rather than considered free floating. The absence of 
a ‘container’ self, or the ‘conception of the subject as a monadlike 
container, within which things felt are then expressed by projection 
outward’, as Jameson described the pre-postmodern conception of 
the self, has not brought about a ‘waning of affect’ as he predicted 
(the idea that feelings ‘are now free-floating and impersonal’).80 Not 
at all have feelings become impersonal, I would argue, in the novels 
under consideration here, they have become inter-personal. And 
furthermore, these novels do not primarily point to the absence of 
the self any longer, the self is re-presented in these texts and the 
persistent interruption of feelings that need to be accounted for, 
somehow is exactly what heeds the process of regaining a sense of 
presence. 
 
Maybe we should picture this in-between space in which to situate 
these feelings as a reservoir of some sort, like the un-interpretable 
space at the core of the house in House of Leaves functions as a 
psychic reservoir. This enigmatic space produces ‘presence effects’, 
as we saw, appealing mostly to the senses rather than to the rational, 
interpreting mind. It is a strange surplus space that cannot be 
attributed, as some sort of outward projection, to one single fictional 
mind. I think it can be considered to be a physical manifestation of 
the much more difficult to perceive or grasp sense of sharing an 
experience world at the heart of this novel (for example the way Johnny 
experiences ‘deep piercing reactions’ to Zampanò’s stories, or the 
way Johnny is overwhelmed by the presence of some ‘other’ being in 
his phenomenological world). This ‘sense of sharing’ is difficult to 
analyze hermeneutically, within the text (for Johnny) but also for the 
interpreter of the text. 

 
80 Jameson, Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism 16. 
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In AHWSG this reservoir is pictured not as some form of magical 
realistic space, but as ‘shareware’. Dave re-conceptualizes all that is 
traditionally viewed as private and inner (‘embarrassing or private 
things … secrets, our pasts and their blotches … our habits or losses 
… details, stories, whatever’, 215) as a ‘skin’ that needs to be shed. 
That is, these supposed individualistic particularities are not seen as 
necessarily contained inside the private mind but are situated at the 
outer (bodily) limit of the self, at the surface – out there where the 
self comes in contact with the other. Dave turns himself inside out in 
an attempt to get a better grasp of what he feels and who he is. His 
narrative is punctured with insecurities as to how to see things, how 
to see himself, and how to make sense of what he feels exactly. By 
offering his ‘staggering’, stumbling attempts of constructing his self-
narrative to a ‘you’, he can perhaps, through a feedback loop, make 
more sense of it all. ‘It is everyone’s. It’s shareware,’ he offers. 

In Infinite Jest it is a psychic pain, ‘it’, that appears to be the central 
‘existent’ of the novel, more so than any of the 171 individuals 
characters that make an appearance in this text, including Hal, 
although Hal does feature as an example case in point, as an empty 
self that supposedly has no ‘interior’ feelings but is at the same time 
overwhelmed beyond speech by a persistent feeling of loss and 
loneliness. This psychic pain is what the characters have in common, 
although, through the ‘logic’ of what Wallace has named the 
‘solipsistic delusion’, they do not know this, yet. It is what binds 
them. But they cannot get ‘outside’ it, this lonely feeling, enough to 
‘call it anything’. But maybe that is not the point, finding an 
expression for it. Maybe simply referring to ‘it’ will do, as long as at 
least two people are willing to tap into this shared reservoir of 
feelings: ‘Do you feel it too?’ 

In other words, an emphatic stance is required. As the narrator of 
“Octet” is well aware, such a stance makes one vulnerable: ‘it’s going 
to make you look fundamentally lost and confused and frightened 
and unsure about whether … other people deep inside experience 
things in anything like the same way you do’.81 Only by situating the 
‘deep inside’ at the border between the self and the outside world, 
letting it erupt as an indexical sign that can signal some form (or 
zone) of contact with an other, will one ever find out. 

 
81 Wallace, Brief Interviews with Hideous Men 136. 
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There is a common concern in all three of the texts with what is 
unexplainable at least for the characters in these novels, and this 
difficult to grasp ‘certain something’, I believe, is a strange sense of 
the presence of the other in one’s own, empty solipsistic world. A 
sense of presence of the other that makes no sense, at least not when 
one tries to understand it with accepted notions of how to see a self 
and the relation between self and other.  

In his sketch of the development from a modernist to a 
postmodernist ‘cultural pathology’, Jameson takes Munch’s painting 
(The Scream) as exemplifying the effect, ‘the heavy price’ as he calls it, 
of a modernist conception of the individual as self-contained 
‘monad’: 
 

when you constitute your individual subjectivity as a 
self-sufficient field and a closed realm, you thereby 
shut yourself off from everything else and condemn 
yourself to the mindless solitude of the monad, buried 
alive and condemned to a prison cell without egress.82 

 
But the solipsism that is in effect described here by Jameson as 
typically modernist is still, in the three novels under discussion here, 
a very prevalent ‘condition’, I would say. As we saw, in Infinite Jest 
there is constant reference to the ‘cage’ of the self, and in Eggers’s 
memoir solipsism is even explicitly mentioned as ‘ubiquitous’, a 
ruling condition among his peers.83 What Jameson considers to be a 
modern preconception of the self thus still has a strong influence 
over how the selves in these three very contemporary literary texts 
see themselves. 
 
The problem of ‘it hurts, I can’t feel anything’ can perhaps best be 
explained as a clash, or uneasy mix, between a modern and a 
postmodern conception of the self. The result is what I earlier 
described as a form of solipsism without a solipsist present. That is, 
there is on the one hand the feeling of being encapsulated or 
imprisoned in one’s own mind, while on the other hand there is a 
feeling of being ‘empty’ inside, a feeling that the self is absent – at 
least there is no discernable strong ego or ‘I’ that can stabilize one 
 
82 Jameson, Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism 15. 
83 Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius 200-02. 
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individual’s experience world. One can conclude therefore that traces 
or residues of both modern and postmodern ideas about how to see 
a self or subject still inform the presentation of selves in these novels. 
But where a typical postmodern novel was constructed in opposition to 
what were believed to be illusional modernist ideas about what 
counts as a self, which led to radically fragmented renderings of 
‘selves’, these post-postmodern novels are dealing with the effects on 
the experiential level of trying to integrate both strands of 
conceptualizing the self: the idea that the self is to be a self-sufficient 
monad and the idea that the self is nothing but a node in a 
differential desiring network. Both ideas (or perhaps we should say 
ideals, in the sense of socio-cultural expectations) have a pull on the 
fictional beings in these novels such as Hal and Dave and Johnny and 
this is what seems to force them into such a strange split: ‘it hurts, I 
can’t feel anything’. The novels take this paradoxical experience as 
their starting point, mostly zooming in on how it feels like and not 
directly on how to ‘explain’ it, and in this way implicitly pose the 
question of how to go on from here, how to resolve this paradoxical 
state. This is where the construction of a new sense of self begins. 
Not in opposition to postmodern ideas of the self or subject per se, 
but more as an attempt to make sense of experiences that neither fit 
modernist nor postmodernist paradigms of experience. 
 
One factor that I believe may help account for the changing sense of 
self that these novels testify to is that ideas about privacy in 
contemporary Western societies are changing. This is noticeable also 
in the novels themselves. Dave is the most outspoken when it comes 
to a re-conceptualization of what is private versus what is public, as 
we saw in his description of his life and life story as shareware. Hal 
on the other hand is extremely secretive (which can be explained as a 
subconscious reaction against his mother’s ideal of keeping 
everything in the open), but the self-help groups in the culture as 
presented in the novel are all about ‘sharing’, sharing your most dark 
secrets and problems. Both Hal and Dave are initially uneasy with 
sharing their feelings, used as they are to an ironic stance toward 
both others’ and their own ‘real’ feelings. Dave, in AHWSG, 
counters this ironic default reaction, tries to overcome it, or tame it 
(in the subsection ‘Irony and Its Malcontents’ in the addendum he is 
trying to explain this in extenso). His forced reaction is to go against 
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his impulses for secrecy and take the stand as a modern day Messiah. 
Hal too, eventually, has to break through this protective shield of 
irony, and in the end acknowledges straight out that he has 
‘experiences and feelings’ (11), and is now willing to ‘tell you all you 
want and more’84 (although nobody understands him). Johnny, who 
was used to making up stories so as to hide his true feelings, ends up 
being an extremely open, almost exhibitionistic narrator in the 
footnotes to Zampanò’s text and moreover in the diary fragments 
included in the novel. 

All three overcome their tendency to hide and keep secrets and 
seem to have concluded that ‘more is more is more’ as Dave 
explains, ‘more bleeding, more giving’ (215). And this latter part is 
significant: ‘giving’. It appears they have come to the idea that 
keeping everything to oneself equals stasis, equals being entrapped in 
one’s own solipsistic mind in which one is ‘lost’, and that giving or 
sharing can function as some sort of way out, a way out of this cage 
of the self. Dave considers his own so-called private stories to be 
‘fuel’. If not fuel for a better world (as he in his most hysterical 
outbursts seems to envision), then at least fuel for the construction 
of a ‘lattice’ or network. Sharing thus firstly seems to effectuate a 
sense of connection, and maybe that is the primary goal. 
 
Perhaps expectations about what is to be private are changing simply 
because people have to give up larger and larger portions of their 
privacy and private information to be able to function at all in 
modern day society (security cameras, electronic devices that track 
people’s movements in public transportation, mobile phones that can 
at all times be traced, et cetera). The fact is that many aspects of a 
person’s life that were previously considered to be private are now 
out in the open. One can lament this development, but there are also 
interesting side-effects or parallel developments. Take for example 
the Internet, with its countless blogs and forums on which people 
treat a potential audience of millions as an intimate setting with like-
minded others. The same attitude runs through Eggers’s memoir: the 
narrator treats his potential readers as like-minded peers, as if they 
were all exactly like him. Johnny too addresses the reader in an 
intimate way, the way you would address your closest friend. In both 

 
84 Wallace, Infinite Jest 9. 
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works a ‘you’, as addressee, plays an important role. It is as if these 
narrators create an ersatz or hypothetical sense of intimacy that 
paradoxically stretches out to potentially thousands or maybe 
millions of others.85 These narrations are intimate qua tone and 
function primarily on a hypothetical basis of trust. ‘Please, please: 
trust the motives and hearts of your makers of things’,86 Dave states 
in capitals in his addendum. 

Why would we trust them, these narrators? I believe the demand 
for trust, in Eggers’s memoir especially, is supposed to be based on 
the way the narrator positions himself: as honest against the grain, as 
‘open’ despite the acknowledged anxiety over such openness. But 
more importantly, this trust is based on a sense of like-mindedness, in 
the way the narrator positions himself as being just like ‘you’. (Even 
the narrator of Infinite Jest, who is usually very covert, talks about a 
‘we’.87) The potential exclusivity (instead of inclusivity) that may 
result from such an implicit (or in Dave’s case very explicit) 
expectation that the other is of the same mind, I have tried to explore 
already in my analysis of Dave in Chapter 4. Nevertheless, the 
underlying drive seems to be a desire for an inclusive community in 
which the self can take part. Dave’s story or message is exactly about 
waking up this dormant ‘we’, this potential structure of inter-
subjectivity. 
 

~ 
 
Jennifer Radden, in her contribution to the issue of Philosophy, 
Psychiatry and Psychology on narrative identity, makes the significant 
remark that: ‘some of the task of attributing and constructing self-
identity may be one that can be undertaken by others when the 
patient’s own identity-constructing capabilities are compromised’.88 

 
85 I say ‘ersatz’ because there is of course no ‘real’ contact, no face-to-face 
contact. In some sense, we could say, an aspect of isolation continues to inform 
this hypothetical intimacy, making it ‘safe’ in a way to share secrets because one 
does not have to stare the listener in the face; the audience is covert and does not 
‘talk back’. Maybe this is the degree to which one can nowadays just about handle 
intimacy? 
86 Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius 34M. 
87 Wallace, Infinite Jest 694. 
88 Jennifer Radden, “Learning from Disunity,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, & Psychology 
10, no. 4 (2003): 359. 
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These capabilities indeed seem compromised in Infinite Jest, AHWSG 
and HoL, not only for those officially diagnosed as ‘patients’ but for 
almost every (fictional) being appearing in these texts. ‘It has long 
been recognized that self-identity is not really the single-authored 
product that some philosophical descriptions suggest’, Radden 
continues,89 and these three novels, I believe, can be taken to testify 
to that insight, against the still reigning idea (even within these 
storyworlds) that we are to be in full control of the story of our life. 
 
 
A STRUCTURAL NEED FOR A WE 
The concept of a narrative self thus does not necessarily imply a view 
of the self as autonomous narrator or author of an individual life 
story. On the contrary, it may strongly invite a re-conceptualization 
of the self as ‘relational’. Kenneth Gergen is one of the most 
outspoken social scientists who aligns a narrative view of the self 
with what he calls ‘relational theory’. While narrative psychologists 
sometimes still invoke a somewhat traditional view of the self, 
focusing on the individual’s effort to construct a narrative out of 
life’s experiences,90 Gergen takes the ‘self as narrative’ to be 
intelligible only ‘within ongoing relationships’.91 In making this point, 
Gergen also outlines exactly the kind of intermediate position in the 
ongoing discussion about whether we should see the self as either an 
autonomous agent or determined by cultural practices and ideologies 
that I wished to explore in my work here and that I believe the three 
novels themselves render acuity to. Gergen’s approach, as he 
explains, 
 

joins with those that emphasize the socio-cultural 
origins of narrative construction, though it is not 
intended to endorse a cultural determinism – it is 
through interacting with others that we acquire narrative 
skills, not through being acted upon. It also agrees 
with those concerned with personal engagement in 

 
89 Ibid. 
90 See Chapter 2. 
91 Kenneth J. Gergen, Realities and Relationships: Soundings in Social Construction 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1994) 185. 
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narrative, but it replaces the emphasis on the self-
determining ego with social interchange.92 

 
It is the same re-conceptualization of self versus society that others 
who are interested in what Rimmon-Kenan described as the project 
of ‘rehumanizing subjectivity’ (after the heydays of poststructural 
theorizing of the self) are working toward.93 We can observe this 
tendency to re-humanize the subject in different academic domains – 
in for example social and psychological theory, narrative theory and 
also in meta-theory or philosophy – and also, as I claim here, in the 
contemporary, post-postmodern novel. Often, as Rimmon-Kenan 
states, these re-conceptualizations are ‘mediated by the notion of 
narrative’.94 To her, it involves viewing narration as ‘access’, instead 
of as a pre-formed conventionalized structure. Implied in her 
concept of narration is ‘otherness’: 
 

Otherness is necessary not only for the constitution of 
subjectivity through narration but for the very 
existence of a narrative situation. Narration is 
impossible without a narratee (a ‘hearer’), and when 
one is alone … it is the self-as-other that one 
addresses … But the converse is also true: without 
narration there is no company.95 

 
The concept of narrative thus implicates an other or otherness 
necessarily situated in an inter-subjective relation (narrator-narratee), 
while the concept of ‘text’ preferred in more poststructural theorizing 
seemed always to invite a capitalized other that somehow determined 
or subjectivized this ‘textual subject’. The idea of a narrative self, as was 

 
92 Ibid. 188. 
93 See for example Worthington, Self as Narrative: Subjectivity and Community in 
Contemporary Fiction 10.: ‘It is one of my central claims in this book that we do not 
have to accept either the bleak determinism of theories which subscribe to 
constructivist notions of subjectivity, with the attendant dangers of ideological 
subjection and moral and political ennui, or the vague (not to say dangerous) 
utopianism which wishfully imagines we can simply step outside the webs of 
social interaction and interpersonal discourse to attain “undetermined” selfhood 
which is still meaningful.’ 
94 Rimmon-Kenan, A Glance Beyond Doubt: Narration, Representation, Subjectivity 17. 
95 Ibid. 103. 



 349 

already reasoned in Chapter 2, thus comes to function as a more 
‘humanized’ version of a textual subject without regression toward 
the classic humanist position that grants the self full autonomy. It still 
implies a mediated self, but this form of mediation is brought back 
into the practical sphere of more day-to-day encounters between 
selves. The focus is shifted from the hypothesized, abstract form of 
mediation theorized in postmodern or poststructural theories toward 
an account of how sense-making operates on an intermediate level. 
Sense-making from such a perspective takes place neither ‘inside’ the 
self (as autonomous and private endeavor) nor ‘outside’ the self (as a 
form of ideological or abstract linguistic imprinting), but instead 
involves exactly the kind of ‘give and take’ that for example the 
narrator in AHWSG craves for, a feedback process between a self 
and an other (a listener, a ‘you’), a dependency also that is perhaps best 
illustrated by that last line with which the narrator of “Octet” closed 
(but actually opened up) his narration: ‘So decide’. 
 
Rimmon-Kenan set out, in A Glance Beyond Doubt, to analyze ‘the 
ways in which changing attitudes to representation and subjectivity 
are enacted by specific strategies of storytelling’.96 My intent, with the 
analyses of the three novels, has equally been to trace how a changing 
sensibility, a new sense of self, can be shown to be ‘enacted, 
dramatized, and lived out, explicitly or implicitly, structurally and 
thematically’ as Rimmon-Kenan sums up her focal concerns.97 I 
agree with her that one can regard novels as a kind of ‘laboratory’ 
where conceptual problems may be addressed that possibly run 
parallel to theoretical writings on the same issues. In this concluding 
part of the chapter I will thus conduct a comparative analysis, 
synthesizing conclusions that can be drawn from the analyses of the 
novels on the issue of ‘a structural need for a we’ and I will bring 
these conclusions in contact with recent theoretical attempts to ‘re-
humanize’ the subject that focus on a concept of the self as 
relational, to see whether what is ‘enacted’ in the novels may 
converge with what is worked out in theory on this issue.  
 

~ 
 
 
96 Ibid. 4. 
97 Ibid. 3. 
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Dave intentionally constructs the story of his life as ‘shareware’: 
‘Take it. Do with it what you will. Make it useful.’98 It is by 
addressing an other (or via a demand on the other we should say) that 
he believes some sense can perhaps be made out of his experiences. 
‘I need community, I need feedback, I need love, connection, give-
and-take’, Dave cries out in despair.99 To him this is the only way to 
get his ‘message’ across, via an inter-subjective structure that he has 
labeled ‘the lattice’. But what this message actually entails is not very 
clear, not even to him. As Dave states in the addendum regarding 
their intent with the magazine Might: ‘we honestly did want people 
banding together’, but ‘what was important first was the alliance. An 
agenda, if we needed one, would come later.’100 The magazine and 
also the novel itself ultimately do not carry any political-ideological 
agenda; the ‘issues’ the book is concerned with are not social issues in 
the traditional sense (such as fighting against social injustice) and this 
may of course have something to do with the privileged position of 
its narrator and his peers, as Dave himself realizes all too well. But 
there is a real or ‘honest’ concern with ‘banding together’, with 
recreating a ‘connective tissue’, with waking up a dormant structure 
of sociality. 
 
Scott Lash, in “Difference or Sociality”, believes that ‘sociality – 
dialogical and rooted forms of communication’ is ‘deracinated and 
under attack’ in today’s society and feels that perhaps only ‘a break 
with representational modes of signification for non-representational, 
dialogic modes’ may allow a re-evaluation of sociality.101 What is 
needed, he expounds, is 
 

a break in our modes of existing from a self-enclosed 
monologically representing, productionist body to a 
body which instead is not self-enclosed, but open … 
and vulnerable; not involved in monological 
‘representation’ but dialogical ‘presentation’, and 
whose aesthetic sensibility is not primarily 

 
98 Eggers, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius 216. 
99 Ibid. 237. 
100 Ibid. 29M. 
101 Scott Lash, “Difference or Sociality,” in Towards a Theory of the Image, ed. Jon 
Thompson (Maastricht: Jan van Eyck Akademie, 1996), 114. 
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productionist but receptionist. This entails that we 
should attempt partly to dismantle the notion of 
difference which has colonized our habituses … which 
has become too important a source of the 
contemporary self. To replace it with a category of 
‘sociality’ as fundamental to our habituses and the 
background assumptions of our systems of 
classification.102 

 
Lash’s topoi of the ‘open body’, ‘dialogical presentation’, and a 
signification through ‘reception’ figure in all three novels as well, I 
believe. Take for example the finale of the interview section in 
AHWSG in which Dave exclaims: ‘I will stand before you feeble and 
shivering. I will open a vein, an artery … Let me be the conduit … 
we are all of one body … I want to be the heart pumping blood to 
everyone’.103 Although this rather hysterical passage is later 
renounced in the addendum, as part of the section of AHWSG that 
is to be read ironically, the finale of the book as a whole is sung in 
much the same key: ‘Don’t you know I am connected to you? Don’t 
you know that I’m trying to pump blood to you, that it is for you’.104 
The book ends in despair over whether Dave has succeeded in 
reaching ‘you’, and he plastically narrates his sense of vulnerability 
(almost expecting to be ripped apart by the unwilling reader) as ‘I’ll 
stand before you and I’ll raise my arms and give you my chest and 
throat and wait … I want it fast and right through me – Oh do it, do 
it, you motherfuckers … finally.’105 
 
Lash’s concept of the ‘open body’ does not need to be taken so 
literally of course (although Dave’s narrative visualization of this 
openness comes close), but is intended to get across a fundamental 
vulnerability that results from a ‘refusal of reflexive self-
completion’.106 Dave again and again testifies to this refusal of 
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Chapter 1). 
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104 Ibid. 436. 
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of imaginary or symbolic suturing’. Lash, “Difference or Sociality,” 128. 
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reflexive self-completion – by offering his story as shareware for 
example, or by acknowledging his need for feedback. But in the end 
his narration is more closed off than the narrator seems aware of. He 
intends to be open in his storytelling (open in the sense of not 
holding back any secrets and open in the sense of being receptive to 
feedback), but seems unaware of the exclusivity his narration 
propagates. That is, it appears as if he preaches before an audience of 
only like-minded others. 

Solipsism and narcissism are what prevent the young adults in 
AHWSG from acknowledging the similarity between themselves and 
others. They do not know they have ‘everything in common’ yet, as 
Dave sees it, and so he assigns himself to this role of getting this 
message across. But, tragically perhaps, he does so in a narcissistic 
and solipsistic way. He pictures himself as the ‘perfect amalgam’ and 
just ‘like you’, but also as the ‘chosen’ one. He is supposed to be both 
part of the tissue of connectivity and the one who breathes life into 
it, as ‘the center of the lattice’.107  

As I concluded in Chapter 4, the form of sociality Dave envisions 
appears to be a phantasmagoric projection of like-minded others. He 
is a cannibalistic narrator, appropriating others’ stories and input and 
molding it so as to fit his own monological exemplary tale. The 
dialogism in his narration is often directed as if by a master puppet 
player. And although at some points in the narrative this is 
acknowledged, as in the passages in which Dave externalizes his self-
consciousness and lets others such as ‘John’ and ‘Toph’ criticize him, 
still AHWSG is not really a dialogical or ‘polyphonous’ (to use 
Bakhtin’s term) narration, and the structure of sociality envisioned in 
it is one of exclusivity, not inclusivity. 

It appears that AHWSG, which is the most overt about a 
structural need for a we, in the end does not succeed as well as the 
other two books do in coming close to a sense of sociality that could 
counter the solipsistic entrapment in one’s own (unlimited or empty) 
mind. In AHWSG the solipsistic mind is simply stretched to the 
point of swallowing up everything and everyone that is to fit into an 
already preconfigured form of communality as sameness. Although the 
problem of a need for a we is very sophisticatedly brought to light in 
AHWSG, and while the novel also very knowingly points to possible 
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causes for the solipsism inherent in this narration, it ends up being 
what we could call a polysolipsistic text, a narration populated by many 
of the same, all speaking the same language. It is as if the narrator 
uses others, other characters and also ‘you’, as external hard drives 
that are to be reset to store the overflowing contents of his own 
mind and then demands feedback from only this self-enclosed loop. 
 
In House of Leaves also a refusal of, or perhaps an incapacity for, 
reflexive self-completion is stressed. All fictional beings in this novel 
are in some fundamental sense incomplete in themselves. As Palmer 
claims, ‘a fictional character’s identity consists, not just of his or her 
own embedded narrative, but of all the doubly embedded narratives 
of which he or she is the subject’ – and with ‘doubly embedded 
narratives’ Palmer means: ‘a character’s mind as contained within 
another character’s mind’.108 But House of Leaves goes further than this 
common sense notion that we do not construct our identity in 
isolation but ‘are’, in a way, also what others think of us. A more 
thoroughgoing sense of connectedness is hinted at in this novel: not 
only on the interpretative level but already on the experiential level 
something or someone ‘other’ has an influence over the selves in this 
text. It is impossible to disentangle the different subjective narratives 
(of for example Zampanò, Navidson, Pelafina, and Johnny) and 
hence the different subjective fictional minds. But moreover, also 
experiences, before they are to be made sense of, are difficult to 
attribute to one single mind or existent. 

The experiential hick-ups that Johnny goes through are the most 
disconcerting examples of this – instances in which the presence of 
something not-self penetrates Johnny’s experience world and 
subverts his normal sense of time and place. The subversion of his 
sensory perception disorients him gravely. In Chapter 5 I analyzed 
these disorienting experiences with the help of Gumbrecht’s concept 
of ‘presence effects’: presence effects cannot be explained 
hermeneutically but can only be experienced directly and bodily; they 
just ‘happen’. I argued that for all the sophisticated appropriations 
and clever applications of cultural theory in House of Leaves, what is 
most acute in this novel is the apparent limit of any interpretative 
stance: there are some things that just cannot be explained but are 
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just there, the novel seems to point out – things, or certain aspects of 
the self, that cannot be explained rationally and that also cannot 
really be represented. They can only be ‘dialogically presented’ perhaps, 
to invoke one of Lash’s topoi. 

Johnny can only vicariously make sense of this ‘other presence’, an 
other presence that is rooted, it turns out, deep inside what he 
believed to be his self-enclosed narrative space. It is only after he 
involves himself with Zampanò’s manuscript and parallels his own 
experiences with what is going on in Zampanò’s stories that he 
begins to approach some fundamental issues concerning his identity. 
Johnny’s ‘deep piercing reactions’ to Zampanò’s words shake him up 
and tear down the ‘reassuring certitudes’ with which he used to 
control and contain his self-narratives. In the course of his work on 
Zampanò’s manuscript Johnny opens up, we could say, and while 
this ‘happens’ unwillingly, beyond his own control, initially 
disorienting him (the perceptual confusion even nauseating him) to 
the point of feeling completely ‘lost inside’, eventually it does have a 
transformative value: ‘Of course there will always be darkness but I 
realize now’, Johnny concludes his narrative, ‘that something inhabits 
it’ and this something then no longer takes the form of a beastly 
presence but is something ‘much more akin to a Voice, which … 
continues … to sweep through us all. Just as you have swept through 
me. Just as I now sweep through you.’109  
 
This feeling of ‘sweeping through’ I believe defies a clear rational 
explanation. It hints at the possibility of sharing experience worlds, a 
process that is perhaps most elegantly described by Gergen as 
involving a ‘recasting of “subjective experience” as a relational 
process’: 
 

If we are successful in recasting ‘subjective experience’ 
as a relational process, we are no longer invited to 
consider our subjectivities as isolated, cut away, or 
alienated from others, beyond the comprehension of 
others. Rather, we sense ourselves as both constituted 
by, and constituting, the other. In a certain sense, we 
are each other, our conscious experience born of each 
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other. For me to make sense here and now is in 
essence to duplicate you, to act as a partial replication 
of you … Individual subjectivity, then, is not a mark 
of differentiation, but of relatedness.110 

 
This comes very close to the way Johnny learns to reorient himself 
and equilibrates his sense of self by becoming receptive or more 
attuned to others that somehow are already present – in a narrative 
‘space’ that is not at all reflexively self-enclosed. There is clearly a 
form of reciprocity involved in the construction of self-narratives in 
House of Leaves: no one narrator or character is either completely 
constituted by the other or completely constituting the other. Instead 
the self-narratives appear to be more like an ‘exquisite variation’ of 
one another. 

The potentiality of such exquisite variations was described by 
Zampanò in the context of analyzing a ‘passage (an echo of Don 
Quixote)’ written by one Pierre Menard. This reference to the work of 
Pierre Menard (actually a character in a story by Borges) is significant, 
as was already argued in Chapter 5. Menard’s intent, as Zampanò 
notes, was not to identify himself completely with the author of the 
Quixote, to ‘be Miguel de Cervantes’, but ‘to reach the Quixote through 
the experience of Pierre Menard’. It comes down to a process of re-
embedding narratives or re-contextualizing narratives, which process 
also drives or fuels the novel House of Leaves itself – it underscores the 
importance of empathy to effectuate the structure of sociality that is 
envisioned in House of Leaves. 

This structure of sociality or connectivity is not based on a 
presumption of sameness or complete like-mindedness, as it was in 
AHWSG (wherein only to be Dave seemed to guarantee one a place 
in the lattice), but is more open in character, or more undefined. 
There is no ideal of ‘people who have everything in common … 
know all the same things and truly hope for the same things’, as Dave 
pictured this social structure at one point; the sense of connectedness 
that pervades House of Leaves cannot be spelled out like this. Johnny 
actually has nothing in common really, with the old blind man 
Zampanò; the man and his text puzzle Johnny. The sense of 
connectedness thus does not spring from preformed subjectivities or 
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identities (as was perhaps still the case in Dave’s narration, however 
confused Dave’s identity may be); it works the other way around. It 
is exactly the feeling of being connected that allows Johnny to 
construct an identity at all. He does not create such an identity for 
himself as some sort of mirror image of for example Zampanò, nor 
does he use Zampanò’s narrative as a blank screen on which to 
narcissistically project himself. All the echoes of other voices that 
reverberate in Johnny’s mind or that, more accurately, ‘sweep 
through’ him – whose presence is not so much understood but felt – 
are not taken to be distorted copies of his own isolated voice either. 
The effect of the presence of other voices instead is that they create 
or open up space – a possible in-between space. 
 
This in-betweenness manifests itself in House of Leaves as a shared 
narrative space which functions as some sort of psychic reservoir and 
is ‘inhabited’ by many traces of others’ voices. This narrative space is 
not ordered in a traditional causal and linear fashion and does not 
spring from one self-enclosed rational mind making sense on its own, 
but is explored tentatively, through a form of ‘understanding’ the 
lonely cries of another human being. This is not a hermeneutic 
understanding but much more akin to perceiving: it springs from a 
sense of receptiveness. Remember the verse Zampanò cited that asked 
‘why did god create a dual universe?/ So he might say/ “Be not like 
me. I am alone.”/ And it might be heard.’111 Johnny’s self-narrative is 
also ‘dual’ in this paradoxical sense. It is ‘dialogically presented’, as 
Lash would have it, in partial response to what Johnny comes to see 
as the ‘saddest call of all – reaching for me’.112 

In House of Leaves there is no God-like narrator controlling the 
construction of narratives in the traditional sense. Instead the 
hierarchy between narrator and narratee has collapsed; the 
relationship between all the different characters and narrators in this 
text is based on dependency. The fictional human beings in House of 
Leaves are indeed ‘partial replications’ of each other, to paraphrase 
Gergen. This dependency is first experienced by Johnny as 
threatening, as a loss of self-control or autonomy (what the narrator 
of “Octet” refers to as a ‘kind of death’, and also Johnny at one point 
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states: ‘I feel dead’) but eventually this sense of connectedness is 
experienced as reassuring and comforting in a way. 
 
The long exposé on the workings of echoes in House of Leaves is one 
way of approaching, through analogy, this notion of being present to 
and via one another. Although technically, of course, an echo does 
not really imply an other, in the novel it says that there is an ‘eerie 
quality of otherness inherent in any echo’.113 It is only by finding 
some resonance that the self becomes present to itself in the text, even 
if this sense of resonance can perhaps only be explained as a mind 
trick or a leap of faith. As is explained, with regard to the workings of 
echoes: 
 

Delay and fragmented repetition create a sense of 
another inhabiting a necessarily deserted place. Strange 
then how something so uncanny and outside the self, 
even ghostly … can at the same time also contain a 
resilient comfort: the assurance that even if it is 
imaginary and at best the product of a wall, there is 
still something else out there, something to stake out 
in the face of nothingness.114 

 
This allusive description of the perception of an echo can be read as 
holding an important clue for the way Johnny comes to reorient 
himself in an endless existential domain that exceeds his rational and 
self-reflexive control. It is by situating the ‘something … outside the 
self’ as if within his own perceptual or experiential world, while at the 
same time retaining a sense of externality or otherness, that Johnny 
ultimately finds his way – by ‘recasting subjective experience as a 
relational process’, in Gergen’s words. 

Still, we should note how a perception of the self as an enclosed 
mind is not effaced and does still inform the novel; notions such as 
‘inside’ and ‘outside the self’ are still employed. The relationality or 
sociality envisioned is mostly rendered metaphorically – ‘as if’. By 
default the self still seems to be cut off and alienated form others. 
Also in Infinite Jest, the solipsistic state of mind of characters is 
presented as almost unsurpassable or to be superseded only by an 
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imaginary act. There is, most urgently, a need for a we, but this ‘we’ is 
difficult to conceptualize when one takes the self entrapped in its 
own mind as a starting point. Before I go on with showing how in 
Infinite Jest this situation may be resolved, first a few words need to be 
said about why actually the solipsistic delusion is so pervasive in all 
three of the novels – why it is such a ‘contemporary flaw’? What may 
have caused this delusion? What causes can be surmised from the 
texts themselves? 
 

~ 
 
To Dave in AHWSG, ‘a sort of pure, insinuating solipsism’ is ‘the 
main by-product of the comfort and prosperity’ he and his friends 
grew up with; an ‘absence of struggle against anything in the way of a 
common enemy’ which led them to focus instead on themselves, 
their own private minds.115 This can be compared with what, on a 
larger scale, is supposed to have happened to the U.S. in general in 
Infinite Jest: ‘there was no real Foreign Menace of any real unified 
potency to hate and fear, and the U.S. sort of turned in on itself and 
its own philosophical fatigue’.116 This inward turn thus is explained as 
stemming from a luxury position – it may even signal decadence 
(which is often associated with extreme individualism).117 The 
extreme self-obsession, Dave adds, was (or still is, as we have seen) 
further fueled by ‘the political-media-entertainment ephemera’, which 
had planted in their minds the idea that ‘anonymity is existentially 
irrational’. Solipsism, by Dave’s account, is thus mostly 
‘environmentally reinforced’, due to the particular socio-cultural 
contexts they grew up in and still live in.118 But already there is a 
paradox inherent in this account: they are extremely self-obsessed 
and have come to believe they are to be the unique and brightly 
starring center of the world, but for this to happen, they need to be 
recognized as such, for else they will forever sink back in anonymity, 
which equates not really existing at all. They need others to confirm 
their existence but may be too self-obsessed to recognize or 
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acknowledge the existence of others. This insidious paradox may 
explain why Dave comes to conceive of his audience as clones of 
himself, as only like-minded others – and hence the poly-solipsistic 
nature of AHWSG. 
 
The form of identifying with others propagated at AA meetings in 
Infinite Jest according to one critic of the novel exemplified not real 
empathy so much but rather reinforced a ‘narcissistic loop’: 
individuals in such groups basically identify not with others but ‘with 
their own story, with themselves’, Holland claimed.119 This is exactly 
the way Dave relates to others, we could say. But I disagree with 
Holland that the novel Infinite Jest itself remains stuck in this ‘loop’ (as 
I believe A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius does). As we will 
see, a different way of relating with others is ultimately worked out in 
Wallace’s novel that does allow the ‘something other’ (instead of only 
the ‘something same’) in other human beings to be recognized. But it 
is salient that in both AHWSG and Infinite Jest the same faux solution 
to the inherent solipsism and narcissism of the characters is brought 
to fore – it is a way of having your cake and eating it too, since this 
‘solution’ allows the self to retain a sense of specialness, only now 
shared with potentially millions of others who are ‘like me’. (With an 
other ‘like me’, one never has to feel lonely again!) 
 
House of Leaves does not deal as explicitly with the problem of 
solipsism as the other two novels do, but we may very well interpret 
Johnny’s state of mind and conception of the world before he starts 
working on Zampanò’s manuscript as solipsistic or at least 
narcissistic: he was never really interested in others, always 
preoccupied more with his own pleasures and pains. Johnny comes 
to realize this himself – most sharply when he evaluates his 
relationship with Thumper. At first she is his idealized ‘other’, a 
fantasy figure, a projection to fulfill his own needs. Only later does 
Johnny begin to care about ‘finding out who she really was, see if it 
was possible to mean something to her, see if it was possible she 
could mean something to me’.120 The kind of reciprocity Johnny talks 
about here signals a break from constant self-obsession, although it is 
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still based on a conception of individuality, one that presupposes 
closed-off, separate, and autonomous minds. Such a perspective on 
the individual in relation to others almost always collapses back on 
itself when the process of sharing meaning is considered. What 
seems to be lacking is a method of comparison, in Wittgenstein’s 
words.121 To recall, Wittgenstein wrote: ‘The essential thing about 
private experience is really not that each person possesses his own 
exemplar, but that nobody knows whether other persons also have 
this or something else.’122 Only when Johnny comes to see his private 
experiences and feelings as somehow always already infused by traces 
of others’ experiences and feelings, can he begin to make sense of 
them. It involves situating these supposedly private feelings not 
‘inside’ but in some sort of zone or shared space, to see them as 
possible points of contact. 

A way to break the spell of the solipsistic delusion, as I suggested 
earlier, may be to reconfigure ‘private experience’ as indexical, by 
letting ‘this’ stand as simply ‘this’ – instead of taking it to have a 
representational meaning which would entail first trying to search for 
private meanings (secluded somewhere inside the mind) that then, 
next, need to be compared somehow. We could take ‘this’, or ‘it’ (as 
the un-representable feeling is referred to in Infinite Jest), or ‘a certain 
something’ (in “Octet”) to be indexical signs whose primary function 
may be simply to establish or point out a shared space or world, or 
‘form of life’, as Wittgenstein would call it. 
 
In Infinite Jest solipsism is conceived as ‘death in life’, as James 
Incandenza (as ghost) explains his son Hal’s problem to Gately, as a 
‘withdrawal’ or ‘hiddenness’ that he intended to reverse by making an 
extremely compelling Entertainment that could bring his son ‘“out of 
himself”’ again.123 James links Hal’s solipsism with his anhedonia, 
Hal’s lack of showing any feelings. The Entertainment was to shake 
Hal out of this numb state. Emotional withdrawal is at other points 
in the novel explained as having to do with the ‘jaded irony’ that 
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pervades the culture and that has especially affected young people 
like Hal and his peers.124 Irony works as a protective shield to ward 
off ‘the hideous internal self, incontinent of sentiment and need, that 
pules and writhes just under the hip empty mask’, as Hal sees it.125 
James pictured his film as a ‘medium via which he and the muted son 
could simply converse’.126 We can conclude from this that, at least from 
James’s perspective, for communication to work at all it is necessary 
that those involved show some emotional responsiveness. 
 
If we take the novel as a whole, we can see that this emotional 
responsiveness is exactly what makes the narratives of all the 
different characters ‘work’. It is an emotional responsiveness on the 
part of the narrator (calling for a parallel emotional responsiveness 
on the part of the reader, I would say), attuning himself to each 
individual’s ‘brain voice’, that allows almost un-representable feelings 
to function as the ‘connective tissue’ (to re-use Dave’s words) 
between the wildly divergent characters. As Hal so ingeniously 
pointed out: ‘We’re each deeply alone here. It’s what we all have in 
common, this aloneness.’127 In accordance with James Incandenza’s 
notion of ‘radical realism’, which he applied to his films, the novel is 
built up as a compendium of different selves with each self being ‘the 
central and articulate protagonist of his own entertainment’ – no one 
is in principle left on the ‘narrative periphery’ as a mute figurant,128 as 
each is allowed to speak in his or her own language, however 
digressive the results may be. While this technique may keep each 
individual in itself trapped in its own narrative cage, the empathetic 
narrator, by stringing together the individual stories, can show that 
these individuals all have something in common, a certain feeling, a 
core sadness or loneliness, that connects the isolated selves. That is 
why I stated earlier that to me this feeling, or ‘it’, is the actual central 
(but distributed) existent in the novel, and not one individual character 
per se. 
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The solipsistic delusion is thus dissolved by an intervention that may 
only work in fiction, but in this, fiction is at least given back the 
redemptive value that Wallace felt lacking in some postmodern 
fiction (which to him seemed more interested in ‘striking a number 
of poses’129). ‘[T]rue empathy’s impossible’, Wallace commented in 
an interview. ‘But if a piece of fiction can allow us imaginatively to 
identify with a character’s pain’, he continued, ‘we might then also 
more easily conceive of others identifying with our own. This is 
nourishing, redemptive; we become less alone inside. It might be just 
that simple.’130 It might indeed. 

But in essence, the empathetic narrator who grants us access to 
another being’s ‘inside’ is not new or experimental at all, of course. 
And in presuming the self is in principle lonely and cut off from 
others, and can only be relieved from this state by vicariously 
identifying with narrativized selves, a still individualistic (and 
solipsistic) conception of the self is held up by the author of Infinite 
Jest. But I think that the novel itself does work as an attempt, albeit 
hesitantly, to move beyond such individualism. ‘Hal’s struck by the fact 
that he really for the most part believes what he’s said about 
loneliness and the structured need for a we here, and this … makes 
him uncomfortable’.131 The strength of Infinite Jest is that it conveys 
with such vivid and sympathetic detail this ambiguousness with 
regard to sharing feelings and also with regard to the potential ‘we’-
structure (in contrast to a serialized individualism, a ‘me+me’-
structure) that may be reinvigorated by daring to do so. 
 
In effect what is called for is perhaps a radical break with the 
traditional conception of the self and individualism – an attempt to 
‘refigure fundamental ontology’, as the philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy 
envisioned it perhaps, now to be grounded in ‘being-with’.132 In a 
similar vein, Gergen speaks of a ‘relational ontology’, which perhaps 
could equally dissolve the solipsistic delusion inherent in a more 
traditional individualistic account of experiences. To Nancy, ‘there 
has never been, nor will there ever be, any [real] philosophical 
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solipsism’, since the whole concept of a subject as a ‘closure in itself 
of a for-itself’ made no sense to him.133 But we are dealing here not 
primarily with how things theoretically are (to be) but with how 
things are experienced. And however delusional, the problem of 
solipsism still reigns in these novels for the fictional beings involved. 
It is a curious form of solipsism moreover, as I reasoned earlier, one 
without a solipsist present. Selves are trapped inside the cage of the 
self, but the self at the same time feels ‘empty’. But this paradoxical 
state may also hold the clue for a possible alternative way of picturing 
the self in relation to others. 
 

~ 
 
If these fictional beings are feeling ‘chained in the cage of the self, 
from the pain’, if they are ‘Unable to see anything or feel anything 
outside my pain’,134 as one character phrases it, it is almost as if their 
identity or sense of self has been replaced by this feeling of pain, as if 
they consist almost exclusively of these feelings that overwhelm 
them. As Hal pictures it, if all the masks were to be ripped off, 
people would be ‘incontinent of sentiment’, ‘really human’. This is, to 
Hal, a horrific image – which I suppose it is (Hal imagines ‘some sort 
of not-quite-right-looking infant … with big wet eyes and froggy-soft 
skin, huge skull, gooey drool’, in other words: being pathetically 
infantile).135 But maybe we could find a more constructive element in 
this conception of the relation between self, feelings, and others 
implied in Infinite Jest. This psychic pain, or feelings more in general 
as presented in Infinite Jest, are ‘external’ and ‘internal’ both; 
something that intrudes the self, and that forms its very essence, it 
seems like. As argued earlier, this may point to a fundamental 
permeability of the self. So perhaps a first move ‘from a self-enclosed 
monologically representing, productionist body to a body which 
instead is not self-enclosed, but open … and vulnerable’ may already 
be implied in the approach to presenting feelings taken in Infinite Jest. 
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(3), and ‘The understanding of Being is nothing other than an understanding of 
others, which means, in every sense, understanding of others through “me” and 
understanding “me” through others’ (27). 
134 Wallace, Infinite Jest 777. 
135 Ibid. 695. 



 364 

Maybe feelings can thus operate as the ‘certain something’ that may 
mediate relationality: do you feel ‘it’ too? 

Although the novel stops short of really presenting any non-self-
obsessed form of ‘identifying with’ (except maybe for the figure of 
Hal’s brother Mario), or a form of ‘being-with’ (as ontologically prior 
to being a self-enclosed individual entity), it does signal a strong need 
for such a ‘we’-structure. And it does effectuate such a structure on 
the level of narration (the narrator’s position vis-à-vis the experience 
worlds of the isolated individuals) – in contrast to Eggers’s first 
book, which is inclusive in only a limited sense, since it lacks a 
cacophony of truly different voices that could still communicate 
somehow (if only by the narrator’s interference). House of Leaves also, 
like Infinite Jest, constructs a structure of sociality mostly on the level 
of narration, by acknowledging the ‘other voices’ resonating in the 
narrator’s mind and vice versa. House of Leaves even hints at a sense of 
connectedness already on the level of experiences, as if each 
individual’s experience world is already and somehow necessarily 
‘inhabited’ by something or someone ‘other’. 

Incidentally, in both books an intervention we could call ghost-like 
is to account for a sense of ‘otherness’: in Infinite Jest James literally 
appears as a wraith, able to use someone’s brain voice; Johnny, in 
House of Leaves, perceives actual physical traces of something other 
(growls, claw marks, a Voice) that do not ‘really’ exist (or do they?). 
This may signal how inherently mysterious and strange this presence 
of the other (or perhaps, more specifically, the closeness of the other) 
still feels like, apparently – an almost magical realistic intervention is 
necessary to insert the really ‘other’ within these otherwise ‘radical 
realistic’ novels. Remember also how in House of Leaves the perception 
of echoes was described: ‘Strange then how something so uncanny 
and outside the self, even ghostly … can at the same time also 
contain a resilient comfort’. When James first appears to Gately, a 
similar stance toward this ‘eery otherness’ is articulated: ‘The wraith 
said Gately might as well stop trying to figure it out and just 
capitalize on its presence, the wraith’s presence in the room or 
dream, whatever’ – Gately should simply ‘appreciate it’, the presence, 
and enjoy that he can communicate in such an intimate fashion, or 
‘interface’, as James formulates it.136 

 
136 Ibid. 830. 
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Perhaps the word interfacing is indeed more apt here than 
‘communicating’, since it signals a sense of intimacy and closeness, 
whereas communicating connotes more a ‘representational mode of 
signification’ (in Lash’s terms) and a more detached stance: two 
differentiated individuals exchanging meaning. The narrative 
rendering of the ‘interface’ between Gately and James is a very good 
example of what Lash labeled a ‘dialogical presentation’: the 
respective contributions of Gately and James in this part of the book 
can hardly be disentangled – Gately himself often cannot even tell 
the difference between what he ‘realizes’ and what James is telling 
him. On another level, the many instances of free indirect discourse 
in Infinite Jest work the same way, effectuating in a blending of 
perspectives. In that sense, I believe that with Infinite Jest Wallace has 
found a more fitting narrative approach to bringing across the 
possibility of sharing experience worlds than Danielewski with his 
debut novel. In House of Leaves the different ‘languages’ or narrative 
voices are actually distinctly set apart, even typographically, while in 
Infinite Jest a form of rapprochement is exemplified by the narrator’s 
position vis-à-vis the characters. 
 
All three novels testify to the necessity of re-conceptualizing the 
enclosed and solipsistic universe as a ‘dual universe’ (House of Leaves), 
as ‘shareware’ (A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius), or as a 
potential ‘structure of we’ (Infinite Jest). In this they stress receptivity, 
reciprocity and a sense of ‘openness’ that signals a departure from a 
more postmodern preoccupation with a self-obsessed and self-
deconstructing subject (‘I doubt I am’)137. It shows that an attempt is 
made to ‘re-humanize’ the subject in these novels by granting more 
room, or narrative space, to ‘feelings’, to the experientially real, and 
to possible or potential forms of connections between self and other. 
In reconfiguring the relation between the self and others, and in 
exploring the mediating role that feelings may fulfill in this, these 
works of fiction enact a view that comes close to insights developed 
by several social constructionists, such as Kenneth Gergen, but also 
the work of John Shotter should not go unmentioned here. 
 

 
137 In: Barth, Lost in the Funhouse; Fiction for Print, Tape, Live Voice 45. 
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Shotter’s approach is inspired by Wittgenstein’s later work most 
notably, but also by the work of phenomenologists like Merleau-
Ponty, and for example the writings of Bakhtin, and that of the 
Russian psychologist Vygotsky. Like Gergen, Shotter is particularly 
interested in developing a ‘relational approach’ to the self and 
interaction. Important, he feels, is that we do not study either the 
individual psyche in isolation, nor on the other hand start off with 
studying socio-cultural contexts an sich, but focus first and foremost 
on what he calls ‘momentary relational encounters’ and the ‘responsive’ 
and pre-reflexive reactions that situate us in a life world.138 As 
Shotter argues: 
 

the expression of a thought or an intention, the saying 
of a sentence or the doing of a deed, does not issue 
from already well-formed and orderly cognitions at the 
centre of our being, but originates in a person’s vague, 
diffuse and unordered feelings – their sense of how, 
semiotically, they are ‘positioned’ in relation to the 
others around them. And the appropriate orderly 
expression of such feelings is ‘developed’ in a complex 
set of temporally conducted transactions between 
themselves (or their selves), the feelings, and those to 
whom such expressions must be addressed.139 

 
The two-step process made explicit here by Shotter, of, first, ‘diffuse 
and unordered feelings’ that can work as orienting markers (or 
indexical signs, as I would say) that situate a person in an inter-
subjective context, and then, next, the negotiating of what these 
feelings may mean, which involves attuning the self with an other’s 
position, is very much in accordance with the process of grasping 
meaning attempted by the narrator of “Octet”, I believe, a process 
also implicit in the three novels. “Octet” was set up as a narrative 
composition that was 
 

 
138 John Shotter, “‘Now I Can Go on’: Wittgenstein and Our Embodied 
Embeddedness in the ‘Hurly-Burly’ of Life,” Human Studies 19 (1996): 387. 
139 John Shotter, “Vigotsky: The Social Negotiation of Semiotic Mediation,” New 
Ideas in Psychology 11, no. 1 (1993): 63. 
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to compose a certain sort of ‘interrogation’ of the person 
reading them, somehow … i.e. palpations, feelers into 
the interstices of her sense of something … though 
what that ‘something’ is remains maddeningly hard to 
pin down, even just for yourself as you’re working on 
the pieces140 

 
Drawing from Bakhtin’s ‘responsive, nonreferential approach to 
language’ (which is contrasted with a Saussurian ‘paradigmatic 
account of the communicative situation … in which an immaterial 
idea or concept in the “mind” of one person … is sent into the mind 
of another, essentially similar person’, as he sums it up), and linking 
this approach to Vygotsky’s concept of ‘instruction’, ‘in which an 
embodied person of one kind “makes” something known to another 
of a (usually very) different kind (e.g., an adult to a child)’, Shotter 
concludes that: ‘everything of importance goes on in the gaps or 
zones of uncertainty … between utterances, at the boundaries 
between the different, unique positions in existence everyone and 
everything has and is answerable for’.141 

First we should note how Shotter’s view of constructing or 
sharing meaning has more to do with ‘interfacing’ as explained 
earlier, than with a more traditional communicative sender-receiver 
situation. Secondly, Vygotsky’s notion of instruction, through a form 
of modeling (much like the way ‘instruction’ by the new type of 
‘authority figures’ in the novels is carried out, as I argued in the 
section on decision-making), allows for a form of relating that is not 
necessarily based on pre-existing like-mindedness but instead can 
take place between very different people who do not already have 
‘everything in common’ as Eggers would have it. Furthermore, with 
his focus on ‘zones of uncertainty’, and by re-situating ‘inner feelings’ 
at the boundary between self and other, Shotter’s view may also help 
to shed light on what I have referred to as in-betweenness, an ‘in-
between space’ or a reservoir of some sort that I feel plays such an 
important role in these novels, although it remains a difficult to grasp 
notion. 

 
140 From “Octet”, in: Wallace, Brief Interviews with Hideous Men 123. Emphasis in 
the text. 
141 John Shotter, “Bakhtin and Vygotsky: Internalization as a Boundary 
Phenomenon,” New Ideas in Psychology 11, no. 3 (1993): 382. 
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Shotter has elsewhere called it ‘a relational-space’, 142 which we 
should picture neither as a pre-formed context already laid out, nor 
as a knotted collection of individuals’ perspectives on a situation, but 
more as a shifting ‘background’ that allows encounters to take place 
at all:143 
 

it is as if ‘it’ – the situation – is a third agency that 
‘calls out’ reactions, spontaneously, from us … there is 
something at work shaping our reactions … not in us 
as individuals, but, as it were, centered in the ‘space’ 
between us and our circumstances. Where, it could be 
said, that it is something ‘in that space’ that calls a 
reaction from us, i.e. the “internal relations” we 
constitute between us within it.144 

 
However abstract this may sound, it is actually a very normal-day 
phenomenon, this sense that there is already ‘something in place’ that 
limits our potentially infinite range of reactions, but does not 
necessarily predetermine our reactions. Though for a solipsist it 
would not be natural or normal at all, of course, to acknowledge this 
situatedness in a transactional, relational space. It involves a huge 
leap of faith, temporarily bracketing a lack of faith, which for the 
solipsist is a lack of trust in the presence of something or someone 
really ‘other’. But the alternative, being permanently trapped inside 
the cage of the self, lost ‘inside’, without being able to position 
oneself even in relation to one’s ‘own’ feelings, has been a strong 
incentive behind the attempt to act on a repressed structural need for 
a we in these novels, I believe. 
 
‘Yes: meaning something is like going up to someone’, Wittgenstein 
aphoristically stated; it is not like going up to something (‘a dead 
picture’).145 Meaning does not come about by a mysterious re-
 
142 Shotter, “‘Now I Can Go on’: Wittgenstein and Our Embodied 
Embeddedness in the ‘Hurly-Burly’ of Life,” 404. 
143 We can compare this concept of ‘background’ with Searle’s interpretation of 
the Background. See Chapter 1. 
144 Shotter, “‘Now I Can Go on’: Wittgenstein and Our Embodied 
Embeddedness in the ‘Hurly-Burly’ of Life,” 402-03. 
145 §457, §455, in: Wittgenstein and Anscombe, Philosophical Investigations; the 
German Text, with a Revised English Translation Third Edition 112e. 
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transplanting of inner pictures from one isolated mind into an other, 
but is rather shown in the responsiveness of an other being. The 
setting for such a responsive construction of meaning is neither a 
Cartesian theatre of the mind, nor an abstract Structure (Language, 
Ideology, Culture) already in place, but a ‘space’ opened up in 
‘momentarily relational encounters’, by saying ‘I am alone’ and have 
it ‘heard’ – a space explored by ‘feelers’ into ‘the interstices’ of 
someone’s ‘sense of something’. One could perhaps simply ask: ‘Do 
you feel it too?’ 
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SAMENVATTING 

Wat komt er na het postmodernisme? De term ‘postmodernisme’ is 
gebruikt om zeer uiteenlopende aspecten van de Westerse naoorlogse 
cultuur, vooral sinds de jaren zestig, te duiden, maar een heldere 
definitie van wat het begrip precies omvat bestaat eigenlijk niet en is 
ook misschien niet op te stellen, althans niet zonder grove reducties 
toe te passen. De afgelopen decennia heeft echter wel een vorm van 
canoniseren van het postmoderne denken en schrijven 
plaatsgevonden, een vorm van historiseren ook. Dat wil zeggen dat 
bepaalde kenmerken inmiddels als ‘typisch postmodern’ worden 
beschouwd (al blijft daar continu discussie over), en dat je zelfs 
misschien zou kunnen spreken van een postmoderne ‘traditie’, hoe 
paradoxaal dat ook mag klinken.  

Uitgangspunt in dit proefschrift is niet wat het postmodernisme 
precies is (er bestaan al genoeg genuanceerde overzichtswerken over 
dit onderwerp), maar wat er geworden is van het postmodernisme: de 
vorm waarin postmoderne manieren van denken, schrijven, praten en 
zien zijn overgeleverd. Het postmodernisme, kun je stellen, is in de 
afgelopen decennia verworden tot een cluster clichés. Maar het zijn 
juist deze clichés geweest die zo’n dominante invloed hebben gehad.  
 
Nog altijd wordt de term ‘postmodern’ gebruikt om daarmee 
inzichtelijk te maken hoe we ons verhouden tot de werkelijkheid, de 
ander en tot onszelf. Maar is dat wel terecht? En is het niet 
waarschijnlijker dat jongere generaties, die zelf (in tegenstelling tot de 
klassieke postmodernen) daadwerkelijk opgroeiden in de 
postmoderne tijd, een eigen, alternatieve visie zullen ontwikkelen, in 
reactie op de ‘erfenis’ van de postmodernen?  

In dit proefschrift wordt onderzocht in hoeverre (en op welke 
manier) deze erfenis van de inmiddels klassieke postmoderne auteurs 
en denkers doorwerkt in de hedendaagse experimentele romans van 
een generatie schrijvers die opgroeiden in de postmoderne tijd: David 
Foster Wallace (1962), Dave Eggers (1970) en Mark Danielewski 
(1966). Is er sprake van een nieuwe stroming of tendens in de 
hedendaagse literatuur die erop duidt dat het postmoderne 
‘experiment’ is uitgewerkt? En hoe kan dat het beste worden 
onderzocht?  
 



 386 

David Foster Wallace kan beschouwd worden als een sleutelfiguur. 
In zijn werk wordt expliciet en impliciet gezocht naar een houding 
ten opzichte van de postmoderne manieren van denken en schrijven 
van zijn literaire voorgangers. Aspecten die door hem beschouwd 
worden als typisch postmodern zijn bijvoorbeeld een ironische 
houding en distantie (nooit spreken over ware gevoelens), een gebrek 
aan authenticiteit, het continu deconstrueren van betekenissen (het 
naast elkaar geldig zijn van meerdere ‘waarheden’), metareflectie 
(denken over het denken, schrijven over het schrijven), en, vooral, 
een gebrek aan socialiteit (hyperindividualisme). Ook in het werk van 
Dave Eggers en Mark Danielewski spelen deze elementen een grote 
rol. Belangrijk echter om vast te stellen is dat deze kenmerken als 
problematisch worden voorgesteld in het werk van deze auteurs, als 
problemen waarvoor een oplossing moet worden gezocht.  
 
Het werk van deze auteurs is wel bestempeld als ‘postmodern’ omdat 
deze ‘postmoderne’ kenmerken nog zo duidelijk een rol spelen – 
hoewel ook door critici, enigszins aarzelend, werd vastgesteld dat er 
merkwaardig veel aandacht was in deze romans voor de 
belevingswereld van het individu (merkwaardig omdat in 
postmoderne romans het individu vooral als gefragmenteerde, talige 
constructie werd voorgesteld, in tegenstelling tot de traditionele 
‘psychologische roman’ waarin juist de psyche van het personage of 
de verteller centraal staat). Het werk van Wallace, Eggers en 
Danielewski werd dus vooral gezien als een hybride mengvorm: van 
postmoderne vormingrepen en een bijna traditioneel-realistisch 
aandoende aandacht voor het personage.  

In dit proefschrift wordt echter goed gekeken naar wat precies de 
functie is van de postmoderne elementen in deze romans. 
Geconcludeerd wordt dat wat zo ‘typisch postmodern’ is in deze 
romans vooral van belang is om een bepaalde sociaal-culturele setting 
of context neer te zetten. Het is binnen zulke (soms 
gekarikaturaliseerde) postmoderne culturele contexten dat de 
menselijke figuren in de romans zich moeten zien te handhaven. Dat 
dit problemen oplevert, dat er overduidelijk een frictie is tussen de 
postmoderne manieren van doen, denken en praten die zo dominant 
zijn in de verhaalwerelden, en de verlangens en gevoelens van de 
personages en vertellers die in deze verhaalwereld zich proberen te 
handhaven, is wat het werk van Wallace cum suis zo interessant maakt. 
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Precies op dit punt vindt namelijk het experiment plaats, wanneer 
wordt gezocht naar een alternatief ‘ervaringsparadigma’ waarbinnen 
onderdrukte verlangens en gevoelens die niet lijken te passen binnen 
een postmodern ervaringsparadigma weer tot uiting kunnen worden 
gebracht. 
 
Close readings van drie romans – Infinite Jest (1996) van David Foster 
Wallace, A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius (2000) van Dave 
Eggers en House of Leaves (2000) van Mark Danielewski – vormen het 
hart van het proefschrift. Daarnaast worden nog drie kortere 
verhalen van Wallace uitgelicht – drie verhalen die te lezen zijn als 
gefictionaliseerde manifesten die heel duidelijk een nieuwe richting in 
de literatuur aanduiden. In de analyses wordt vooral gekeken naar de 
wijze waarop de personages en vertellers hun zelfbeeld en identiteit 
vormgeven. Hoe geven ze zin en betekenis aan hun ‘zelf’? Wat 
betekent het om ‘mens’ te zijn in een postmoderne culturele en 
sociale context? Met welke (psychologische) problemen worden de 
personages en vertellers geconfronteerd? 
 
Dit wordt geanalyseerd met behulp van de methodologie van de 
narratieve psychologie. De narratieve psychologie is een relatief 
nieuwe tak van psychologie en nog niet eerder toegepast op fictionele 
menselijke figuren. De methodologie en uitgangspunten van de 
narratieve psychologie blijken zeer geschikt om een sophisticated 
vorm van psychologische literatuuranalyse te herintroduceren in de 
literatuurwetenschap. Lange tijd werd het psychologisch interpreteren 
van romans en romanfiguren beschouwd als ouderwets en enigszins 
naïef, maar aan deze houding ligt, zo wordt betoogd, een 
achterhaalde opvatting van wat het discours van de psychologie te 
bieden heeft ten grondslag.  

Om de geselecteerde romans non-reductief te kunnen 
interpreteren is een analysemethode nodig waarmee zowel de 
psychische problematiek die zich afspeelt op het ervaringsniveau van de 
fictionele menselijke figuren in de romans kan worden bestudeerd, 
als ook de processen waarmee betekenis en zin wordt gegeven binnen 
de roman (het niveau van het vertellen, de narratieve constructie). 
Bestaande literaire analysemodellen richten zich vaak ofwel op het 
niveau van de narratieve constructie (functionele leesmodellen) ofwel 
op de inhoud, de gepresenteerde ervaringen (de traditionele 
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psychologische, mimetische leesmodellen). Zouden we in de 
interpretatie van de geselecteerde romans vooral letten op de 
narratieve vormgeving dan komen we al snel tot de conclusie dat 
deze romans ‘postmodern’ zijn; lezen we ze met een traditioneel 
leesmodel, dan zouden we moeten zeggen dat het bijna realistische, 
psychologische romans zijn. Met behulp van de narratieve 
psychologie kan juist de samenhang tussen narratieve constructie en 
‘ervaringsfeiten’ worden bestudeerd. Uit de analyses van de romans 
blijkt dat geëxperimenteerd wordt met post-postmoderne vormen van 
vertellen waarmee een bepaalde psychische problematiek kan worden 
beschreven waarvoor in de postmoderne roman geen ruimte is. 
 
In de narratieve psychologie wordt het zelf als ‘verhaal’ opgevat dat 
op verschillende manieren verteld kan worden. In elke sociale 
context gelden impliciete regels die aangeven waaraan een ‘goed’ 
verhaal moet voldoen om geaccepteerd te worden als betekenisvol. 
Sommige ervaringen kunnen echter niet tot uitdrukking worden 
gebracht op de manier zoals in die specifieke context ‘gepast’ is. Dat 
geldt ook voor de personages en vertellers in de romans, die zich 
moeten handhaven in een hyperpostmoderne context. Zoals gezegd 
levert dit problemen op, die in dit proefschrift worden opgevat als 
‘symptomen’ die duiden op een frictie tussen de (postmoderne) 
culturele achtergrond, en de behoeften, verlangens, en gevoelens die 
ongepast zijn in een postmoderne sociaal-culturele omgeving. De 
belangrijkste drie symptomen zijn: een onvermogen te kunnen 
kiezen; een onvermogen om gevoelens te situeren en te begrijpen; en 
een structurele behoefte aan een ‘wij’. 

De menselijke figuren in deze romans hebben moeite keuzes te 
maken uit het overweldigend aanbod van mogelijkheden dat tot hun 
beschikking staat. Het probleem is niet zozeer dat er zoveel 
keuzemogelijkheden zijn, maar vooral de verantwoordelijkheid die 
dat met zich meebrengt in afwezigheid van ‘decision making tools’, 
duidelijke afwegingscriteria. Bij gebrek aan traditionele richtlijnen en 
verbanden, in het autoriteitsvacuüm dat is ontstaan, heeft het 
individu de (bijna totalitaire) vrijheid om te doen wat hij of zij wil, 
maar het probleem is dat de menselijke figuren geen grip hebben op 
wat ze willen. 

Wat betreft het tweede en derde ‘symptoom’ kun je concluderen 
dat in een omgeving waarin ironische distantie de norm is, weinig 
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ruimte is voor de expressie van ‘echte’ gevoelens en ook niet voor 
een gevoel van verbondenheid met de ander. Het solipsistische 
karakter van de belevingswereld van hedendaagse individuen, althans 
in een hyperpostmoderne context, staat centraal in het werk van deze 
auteurs. In deze romans wordt geëxperimenteerd met nieuwe 
manieren van vertellen, en met een vorm van empathie (tussen de 
personages onderling, tussen verteller en personages, en ook tussen 
de menselijke figuren in de roman en de lezer) waaruit een nieuw, 
relationeel zelfbeeld naar voren komt. 
 
Het meest opvallend in deze drie romans is wat je een ‘turn to the 
human’ kunt noemen, de prioriteit die wordt gegeven aan 
‘menselijke’ aspecten zoals de expressie van echte gevoelens, het 
verlangen naar verbondenheid met de ander, en de behoefte 
ervaringen te delen. Zouden deze aspecten niet ingebed zijn in een 
zeer zelfbewuste en sophisticated vorm van schrijven, geworteld in 
de postmoderne traditie maar pogend zich daarvan ‘vrij’ te maken, 
dan zouden we deze romans misschien ‘sentimenteel’ moeten 
noemen. Maar het is juist de combinatie van kritische reflectie op het 
postmoderne denken en schrijven en daarbij het zoeken naar meer 
constructieve (niet nihilistische) vormen om menselijke ervaringen 
narratief vorm te geven, die typerend zijn voor wat voorlopig 
misschien het best als ‘post-postmoderne’ romans kan worden 
aangeduid. 
 
Daarin lijken deze romans goed te passen binnen een ontwikkeling in 
de kritische theorie, de post-klassieke narratologie en ook de meta-
psychologie en -sociologie, waarin gezocht wordt op een niet-naïeve 
manier het humanistische gedachtegoed te heroverwegen – wat al 
heeft geleid tot tentatieve formuleringen van wat ‘relationeel 
humanisme’ wordt genoemd. In dit proefschrift speelt deze parallelle 
ontwikkeling een belangrijke rol. De verbanden tussen de 
gesignaleerde literaire experimenten en deze theoretische en 
filosofische experimenten worden in het proefschrift geëxpliciteerd, 
zodat het literaire experiment niet als geïsoleerd ‘event’ maar als 
mogelijk onderdeel van een bredere sociaal-culturele ontwikkeling in 
het denken over het zelf en de ander, over individualiteit en 
intersubjectiviteit, kan worden geduid. 
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